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About the British Association
for Korean Studies

The British Association for Korean Studies (BAKS) was founded in 1987 as a
forum to host conferences and workshops on Korean Studies around the UK. At
such events, papers have been presented on a wide range of subjects including
archaeology, art, economics, literature, politics, and society. BAKS continues to
hold annual conferences, sometimes in partnership with her sister organisations,
The British Association for Chinese Studies (BACS) and The British Association for
Japanese Studies (BAJS).

Papers of the British Association for Korean Studies (BAKS Papers) was founded
in 1991 to publish the editorially approved transactions of the then annual confer-
ences of the Association. The journal for several years actively solicited submis-
sions from outside the conferences as well. Fifteen volumes were published, the
final two issues digitally.

Initially the quality of BAKS Papers was maintained by an internal editorial
board and the editor. Since Volume 14 (2012), BAKS Papers became a fully peer-
reviewed journal. There was established an external editorial board of 20 inter-
national scholars covering a range of areas within the humanities and the social
sciences. The Editorial Board is under the leadership of the Editor. There are
prescribed rules for the examination of submissions and regulations for writers
making a submission. Just under half of the submissions (including external
submissions) were rejected for publication in Volume 15 (2013).

Since its inception in the late 1980s, the Papers of the British Association for
Korean Studies has focussed on modern and contemporary Korea but has not
neglected traditional culture and history. For example, Volume 5 (1994) was
a special issue devoted to archaeology and material culture. The journal has
published other special issues, such as Volume 6, which focused on ‘Nationality and
Nationalism in East Asia’, reflecting the Association’s broader interests in contem-
porary East Asia, and Volume 14 (2012), which focussed on British witnesses to the
social, cultural, political and economic changes in late twentieth-century Korea.



About the European Journal
of Korean Studies

At the General Meeting for The British Association for Korean Studies in London
on 9 September 2016, the Association decided to re-launch Papers of the British
Association for Korean Studies (BAKS Papers) as the European Journal of Korean
Studies.

The new name better reflects the existing breadth of the editorial board as
well as the extensive range of submissions that result from expanded offerings
on Korean Studies across the European continent, including Great Britain. Using
our experience gained in publishing the BAKS Papers over the last 25 years, we
are delighted to relaunch the publication as a Europe-wide journal dedicated to
Korean Studies.

BAKS Papers has been blind, peer-reviewed since volume 15, and the European
Journal of Korean Studies will carry on being blind, peer-reviewed. The new
Journal will be published twice a year, rather than just annually. It is the only
English-language journal in Europe devoted to the broad field of Korean Studies,
and we hope that it will become the show-case journal for the outstanding work
on Korea being done in Europe.

First published in 1991 and originally available in printed format, Papers of
the British Association for Korean Studies (informally known as BAKS Papers) is
now available on-line through the Association’s website. Articles are indexed with
SCOPUS and SSCI. Volumes 1-16 are available for download, as future issues of
the European Journal of Korean Studies will be as well. Since Volume 17 (1) the
European Journal of Korean Studies is available again in print. The Journal is free
to BAKS members and those who want copies can access them on www.ejks.org.
uk or contact Robert Winstanley-Chesters: treasurer@baks.org.uk

Editors

James Lewis, Editor in Chief
Robert Winstanley-Chesters, Managing Editor



Editor's Note

Despite the trepidations of a global pandemic and all of the economic and even
political disruptions that have resulted, we are pleased to bring you the second
issue of volume 20. We hope that all our contributors and readers are well. Wolfson
College, Oxford, continues to provide the Journal a safe haven in the storm.

The current issue boasts two special sections. One special section is guest
edited by Youngmi Kim of the University of Edinburgh and collects papers from
an event in Edinburgh from late 2018 that focused on “Inequality in Global cities,
Seoul in comparative perspective.” HaeRan Shin investigates various strategies
that Chosonjok use to cope with and further destabilize the precarity of the South
Korean job market: the use of unofficial job markets and broker systems, moving
back and forth between South Korea and the PRC, and place-making or establishing
a community of fellow Chosonjok in the Kuro-Taerim area in Seoul. Youngmi
Kim looks at online confrontations over misogyny to explore identity politics,
social polarization, and digital populism in contemporary South Korean society.
Yoonkyung Lee discusses various cases of workers who leave their workplaces for
various locations around the city of Seoul, some iconic, to protest their working
conditions. The locations carry metaphoric significance and bring attention to the
rising insecurity brought on by a neoliberal economy. Matteo Fumagalli writes on
the Koryo saram in Kyrgyzstan and presents a case for viewing them dynamically
in diasporic and generational terms rather than as an essentialist, bounded, and
static community.

The second special section is guest edited by Taehee Kim of Konkuk University
in Seoul and features a series of papers from members of Konkuk University’s
Academy of Mobility Humanities. Jooyoung Kim considers the new field of socio-
logical geography known as mobility studies within the Korean academy and in
particular the research being conducted at the Mobility Humanities Education
Center of Konkuk University. Taehee Kim discusses the DMZ as a Foucauldian
heterotopia or other place that appears to be immobile but has future mobilities
latent within it: a borderland between rival powers, an inaccessible and immobile
space that controls other spaces around it, and a mirror through which other
places are perceived. Inseop Shin writes on the motif of islands in Korean films
as symbolic of the conflict between mobility and immobility in society. Jinhyoung
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Lee uses the theory of mobility imperialism, or the construction of new regimes of
control in Korea by the Japanese empire through the imposition of transportation
systems, to enable an interpretation of the travel settings in Kim Namch’on’s short
story “To Chollyong.”

This issue of the Journal also includes one individual paper. Ahlem Faraoun
uses argument framing and theory from the work of René Girard and Friedrich
Nietzsche to consider the role of emotion in Korea—Japanese trade disputes. The
issue also includes an interview record focused on Anton Hur and the Smoking
Tigers translation collective, with questions sourced from Robert Winstanley-
Chesters, Immanuel Kim of George Washington University, and Janet Poole of
the University of Toronto.

Our book reviews also range widely. Kevin Gray (University of Sussex) writes
on Hyung-A Kim’s Korean Skilled Workers: Towards a Labor Aristocracy. Keith
Howard (SOAS University of London) reviews Kim Gooyong’s From Factory
Girls to K-Pop Idol Groups: Cultural Politics of Developmentalism, Patriarchy, and
Neoliberalism in South Korea’s Popular Music Industry. Lisa Brady (Boise State
University) looks at David Fedman’s Seeds of Control: Japan’s Empire of Forestry in
Colonial Korea. Mark Caprio (Rikkyo University) considers Alexander Bukh’s These
Islands are Ours: The Social Constructions of Territorial Disputes in Northeast Asia.
James Grayson (University of Sheffield) reviews Seung-kyung Kim and Michael
Robinson’s edited volume entitled Peace Corps Volunteers and the Making of
Korean Studies in the United States. Pekka Korhonen (University of Jyvaskyld)
writes on Keith Howard’s Songs for “Great Leaders”: Ideology and Creativity in
North Korean Music and Dance.

In this issue, we are extremely pleased to announce the winner of the Bill
Skillend Prize for 2020. The Bill Skillend Prize is awarded annually by the British
Association for Korean Studies (BAKS). The Prize is awarded in commemoration
of the late Professor Bill Skillend (1926-2010) to an undergraduate student
submitting an outstanding dissertation on a Korea-related topic. Professor Hazel
Smith will, in a following page, announce the winner and describe this year’s
entries in greater detail, but it is worth reminding readers for whom this prize is
named. Bill Skillend was a pioneer in Europe in the study of Korea and the first to
introduce Korean language instruction in Britain. He was awarded a scholarship
to read classics at Christ’s College, Cambridge, but military service trained him in
Japanese, and he decoded military messages at Bletchley Park. After the war, he
continued the study of Japanese at Cambridge and received his undergraduate
degree in Japanese in 1949. As a postgraduate student, he studied Manyoshii and
received his doctorate in 1955. While still a postgraduate student, he started to
learn Korean at SOAS and was chosen to take up the first full-time lectureship in
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Korean in Britain and Europe in 1953. He spent a year in war-ravaged Seoul in
1955, returning again in 1961 and 1968. At SOAS, he acquired a reputation as a
first-class teacher and taught generations of students. As a Visiting Professor at
Columbia University (1963-1964), he established Korean Studies in the university.
His Kodae Sosol: A Survey of Korean Traditional Style Popular Novels (1968) is an
annotated bibliography of all pre-modern Korean works of fiction in Korea, Japan,
Europe, and the United States and was enormously influential in stimulating the
study of pre-modern Korean literature in the West. In 1977, with a handful of
European colleagues, he established the Association for Korean Studies in Europe
(AKSE). Skillend promoted colleagues from behind the Iron Curtain to attend AKSE
conferences, and at the 1989 Conference at SOAS, scholars from South and North
Korea attended for the first time. On his retirement from SOAS in 1989 he received
a citation from the Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea.

Finally, the Journal is happy to announce that as well as being indexed in
SCOPUS and by Web of Science/Clarivate Analytics in ESCIL it will be indexed in
the Modern Languages Association International Bibliography and listed in the
MLA Directory of Periodicals. The Directory contains detailed information on
over 4,000 journals and book series. Again, the Journal is most grateful to the
Academy of Korean Studies, which awarded the Journal a Scholarly Publication
grant (AKS-2021-P11) to defray production costs. If it were not for this generous
support, we would not be able to produce the Journal.
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Bill Skillend Prize 2020

The British Association of Korean Studies (BAKS) is delighted to announce that the
2020 prize for best undergraduate dissertation in Korean studies in a UK higher
education institution (HEI) was awarded to Tilley Sampson at the University of
Brighton for the dissertation entitled Boro and Jogakbo: Scraps of Beauty. This
highly original study investigates the classical textile production techniques of
Korea and Japan that are founded on the re-use of scraps of material, and their
influence on contemporary fashion design. The dissertation is based on extensive
and careful research and provides a major contribution to knowledge. It is an
intellectually sophisticated piece of work that demonstrates a level of ease and
control of the subject matter and material that is often difficult even for profes-
sional academics to sustain.

Submissions were from a range of disciplines and investigated very diverse
subjects. Topics included Korean mortuary practices in the late fifth and early
sixth century, South Korean nation branding strategies, male-bonding within
Korean gangster cinematography and North Korean popular music performance.

Once again, the Bill Skillend prize showcases the breadth and vitality of Korean
studies in UK higher education. The high quality of these undergraduate submis-
sions is a testament to the serious commitment to research throughout the Korean
studies community in the UK.

We as always use this opportunity to request all academic colleagues to
advertise widely the prize this year in your departments.

The prize is named for the late Professor Bill Skillend, who was a pioneer in
the study of Korean language and literature and responsible for the introduction
of its instruction in Britain. BAKS would also like to acknowledge Dr. James Hoare,
whose generous donation made the award possible.

Hazel Smith PhD FRSA

BAKS Committee member

Professorial Research Associate, School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)
Professor Emeritus in International Security, Cranfield University, UK
Member Global Futures Council on Korea World Economic Forum



Special Section:

Adaptation and Resistance In and
Around South Korea: The Cases of
Migrant Workers, Diasporas, Laborers,
and Online Feminist Activists

GUEST EDITOR: YOUNGMI KIM  Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh’

This special issue tells the story of adaptation and resistance by a small set of
individual and social groups that have traditionally been at the margins of
both society in Korea and the Korean Studies scholarship. In different ways
they serve as vantage points on the effects of globalization on Korea, Korean
society and diasporic communities, with particular attention to marginalized
and/or vulnerable communities. Although of course this small sample is by no
means representative of the many and complex facets of Korean society, the
four contributions illuminate important dynamics and trends that are more
broadly applicable beyond the four case studies examined in the articles. This
includes irregular workers in secondary firms outside the capital city, Chinese-
Korean migrant workers communities between China and Korea, online feminist
activism and the post-Soviet Koreans, whose lives have been shaped by multiple
mobilities and dislocations. The articles were initially presented at the conference
on “Inequality in Global cities, Seoul in comparative perspective” held at the
University of Edinburgh (UK) in November 2018. In this introduction, I briefly
review the key themes explored in the articles and highlight their distinctive
contributions.

The broader backdrop for the four studies is that of economic globalization and
the geographic and social mobility that has accompanied some of the four social
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groups under considerations. The two key themes that emerge are adaptation and
resistance. The first two articles examine the processes of mobility and adaptation by
two diasporic—yet very different—communities: the Chinese-Koreans (Chosonjok)
commuting between South Korea and China and the post-Soviet Koreans (Koryo
saram) in Kyrgyzstan. Both are vivid, if different, exemplars of in-betweenness.
The article by HaeRan Shin focuses on the case of Chinese-Korean migrant workers
to reflect on the hitherto under-examined relationship between migration and
precarity.2 Shin explores how, in virtue of common ethnic bonds with the Koreans
of the peninsula, the Chosonjok have managed to enter a notoriously difficult job
market where, in the face of “insecurity, instability and uncertainty” they have
carved a role for themselves. To that end, Shin shows, they have deployed three
main strategies: informality, engagement in circular mobilities, and place-making.
Their condition of being simultaneously insiders (Koreans) and outsiders (Chinese)
means that they have eschewed formal avenues to enter the job market in favor
of informal, unofficial markets and broker systems. Circular mobility in this case
means that rather than settling down permanently in Korea, the migrant workers
examined by Shin are engaged in regular travel back and forth between China
and Korea. They are not simply suspended or uprooted: quite the contrary, Shin
details, they are also engaged in strategies of place-making, by making Kuro-Taerim
a modern-day version of an ethnic enclave, a “home town” which provides psycho-
logical comfort and where migrants can rely on each other for support and networks,
living “by themselves” and re-affirming their identity. The mobilities (from China
to Korea and back) have enabled Chinese-Korean migrant workers to enter the
Korean market, have in their own way contributed to “Korea’s shift to an unpre-
dictable state,” and have in turn been “precaritized in the process.”

Matteo Fumagalli’s article explores the experience of the Koryo saram, the
ethnic Koreans living in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan.3 This traditionally under-studied
case in the field of Korean diaspora studies sheds light on changing perceptions
of Korean-ness in the wake of multiple mobilities. Kyrgyzstan’s Koreans are
descendants of those who had settled in the areas south of Vladivostok in far
eastern imperial Russia in the final decades of the nineteenth century, before
being deported in toto by Stalin in 1937. The deported Koreans were initially
forced to settle in Soviet Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, but the relaxation of the
restrictions on their mobility from the mid-1950s onwards meant that some of
them moved to other Soviet republics, urbanized, and become linguistically and
culturally Russified. Over time, their ties with an imagined Korea (they had left
Choson and now face two Koreas) have waned, and they have adapted to life in
new multiethnic and multicultural environments, first under Soviet rule and
then in the new successor states in Central Asia. The end of the Cold War and the
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Soviet collapse brought new challenges but also new opportunities. What emerges
in Fumagalli’s paper is the growing heterogeneity of these Korean communities,
especially evident as the experiences of the new generations significantly diverge
from those of the previous ones. The notion of homeland is changing, the memory
of the 1937 deportation is fading, and the boundaries between groups are also
being eroded in many ways, so that the Koryo saram seem to embody the liminality
of the modern, or even post-modern, condition. Compared to older generations,
younger Koryo saram in Bishkek reveal “greater fluidity, contingency, dynamism
and heterogeneity” in the way in which Korean-ness is perceived, expressed,
articulated and negotiated.

The third and fourth articles examine instances of conflict and resistance in
Korean society. In her contribution, Yoonkyung Lee adds important insights into
labor protests in Seoul.* The focus of her contribution is Seoul as a site of resistance
for increasingly insecure and precarious workers. Unlike the cases of workers for
larger firms, Lee draws attention to the experiences of workers for primary and
subcontracting firms outside the capital. Without any avenues for either formal
negotiation with the employers or opportunities for their grievances to be heard,
the workers of Lee’s study have no other option other than turning up in Seoul.
The city provides them with the spaces and the structures to articulate and express
their grievances. What emerges vividly in Lee’s article is the variegated reper-
toires of contention, which include long-term camp-in protests and sky protests
as solo “self-afflicting forms of resistance” that can last for months. The “physical
visibility of labor grievances,” Lee persuasively shows, are both calls for national
attention to the workers’ precarious condition and for government intervention.

During the Kim Young-Sam administration (1993-1998) with the national moto
of globalization (Segyehwa Al #A2}), sudden deregularization and the opening of
markets for foreign investment without proper preparation caused a financial
crisis when a short term loan was not extended and foreign investors requested
neo-liberal policies and reforms for business friendly environment.> Lee argues
that the neo-liberal policies imposed on the labor market with flexible labor policy
and labor unions brought a more precarious environment for the laborers to
have their voices and represent their grievances from the traditional labor union
movement. Laborers are divided into regular workers with permanent work
contracts and full insurance support for employment and industrial disasters
and irregular workers with limited periods of contract being paid much lower
income. The workers are further divided by those working for the primary firms
and subsidiary or subcontracting firms.

The fourth article by Youngmi Kim examines a case of conflict around gender
and gender identity in social media.® The conflict took place in 2015-16 and
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revolves around the mirroring strategies taken by Megalians (later Womad), a
group of online feminist activists opposing the misogyny pervasive and thriving
among young users of the far-right virtual community called ILBE (Ilgan Best,
“The Daily Best”). Although Korea’s feminism (also its online variant) has received
some attention in sociology, media, and communication studies, Kim adds a novel
perspective by using the analytical lens of digital populism to shed light on the
controversy between the Megalians and ILBE activists. Central to the analysis
are the strategies of mirroring deployed by the Megalians to fight back against
discrimination and misogyny online. Although this seems to be “confined” to
gender-based conflicts, Kim shows that in order to fully understand the origins
and even the core of the dispute between the two sets of users it is crucial to
embed the case in broader processes of transformation and precarization and the
gendered nature of the Korean labor market. Though the Megalia-ILBE conflict
predates Korea’s own #MeToo movement, the case study adds important insights
to capture how moves towards greater gender equality in Korea were confronted
with a serious backlash (as embodied by ILBE activists), which in turn triggered
a reaction.

Taken together, the four articles contribute theoretically innovative and
empirically-grounded stories of different forms of Korea-related precariat, their
vulnerabilities and also their display of individual and collective agency to shape
new trajectories for themselves in challenging and complex socio-economic
environments. As such they offer new ways of thinking about and researching
Korea and Korean society, shifting the focus from the rise and the consolidation of
democracy’ towards a greater sensibility for and a critical enquiry of the quality
of Korean democracy.

Notes

1. Research for this article was supported by the Seed Program for Korean Studies through the
Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and the Korean Studies Promotion Service
of the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2019-INC-2230005).

2. Shin, HaeRan. “The Precarity and Strategic Navigation of Korean-Chinese Migrants in South
Korea.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

3. Fumagalli, Matteo. “Identity through Difference’: Liminal Diasporism and Generational
Change among the Koryo Saram in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.” European Journal of Korean
Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

4. Lee, Yoonkyung. “Seoul as a Site of Labor Resistance: The Spatial Representation of
Inequality and Injustice.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

5. Haggard, Stephan. The Political Economy of the Asian Financial Crisis. Washington, DC:
Institute for International Economics, 2000; Youngmi Kim. “Hell Joseon: Polarization and
Social Contention in a Neo-liberal Age,” in Youngmi Kim, ed., Korea’s Quest for Economic
Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and Contention (Cham: Springer, 2018), 1-20.



KIM  ADAPTATION AND RESISTANCE IN AND AROUND SOUTH KOREA 5

6. Kim, Youngmi. “Mirroring Misogyny in Hell Choson. Megalia, Womad, and Korea’s Feminism
in the Age of Digital Populism.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

7. Choi, Jang-jip. Minjuhwa ihu tii minju chutti: Han’guk minju chutti i posu-jok kiwén kwa
wigi (Democracy after Democratization: The Crisis and Origin of Conservative Democracy
in South Korea). Seoul: Humanitas, 2002. Crozier, Michel, Samuel P. Huntington, and Joji
Watanuki. The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of Democracies to the
Trilateral Commission. New York: New York University Press, 1975. Haggard, Stephan.
The Political Economy of the Asian Financial Crisis. Washington, DC: Institute for Interna-
tional Economics, 2000. Im, Hyug Baeg. Democratization and Democracy in South Korea,
1960-Present. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020. Linz, Juan J., and Alfred Stepan. “Toward
Consolidated Democracies.” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 2 (1996): 14-33.

References

Choi, Jang-jip. Minjuhwa ihu i minju chuiii: Han’guk minju chuiii tii posu-jok kiwon kwa wigi
(W33} o] & o] j1F59]: $h=t f1F59] o] B~ 7]9] 3t 9]7] Democracy after Democratization:
The Crisis and Origin of Conservative Democracy in South Korea). Seoul: Humanitas, 2002.

Crozier, Michel, Samuel P. Huntington, and Jo6ji Watanuki. The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the
Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission. New York: New York University
Press, 1975.

Haggard, Stephan. The Political Economy of the Asian Financial Crisis. Washington, DC: Institute
for International Economics, 2000.

Fumagalli, Matteo. “Identity through Difference’: Liminal Diasporism and Generational Change
among the Koryo Saram in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20,
no. 2 (2021).

Im, Hyug Baeg. Democratization and Democracy in South Korea, 1960-Present. Cham: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2020.

Kim, Youngmi. “Mirroring Misogyny in Hell Chosoén. Megalia, Womad, and Korea’s Feminism in
the Age of Digital Populism.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

Kim, Youngmi. “Hell Joseon: Polarization and Social Contention in a Neo-liberal Age,” in Youngmi
Kim, ed., Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization. Globalization, Polarization and
Contention. Cham: Springer, 2018, 1-20.

Lee, Yoonkyung. “Seoul as a Site of Labor Resistance: The Spatial Representation of Inequality
and Injustice.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).

Linz, Juan J., and Alfred Stepan. “Toward Consolidated Democracies.” Journal of Democracy 7,
no. 2 (1996): X2-33.

Shin, HaeRan. “The Precarity and Strategic Navigation of Korean-Chinese Migrants in South
Korea.” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021).






The Precarity and Strategic Navigation
of Chosdnjok Migrants in South Korea'

HAERAN SHIN Professor, Seoul National University

Abstract

This paper investigates how ethnic Koreans migrating to South Korea from the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) have learned to adapt to precarity, tailoring their
strategies to cope with an increasingly uncertain South Korean job market. Using
archival analysis, participant observations, and in-depth interviews, the findings
of this study demonstrate that the in-betweenness of those migrants’ ethnicity
and nationality gives them licence to slip into the South Korean job market. They
find employment, albeit part-time or contract-based work, further upsetting an
already precarious job market. This research argues that Chosdnjok, Korean-
Chinese migrants, have developed strategies to navigate unstable situations and
use precarity to their advantage as a tactic to survive, relying on their Korean
ethnicity to give them a foot in the door. In this paper, I explore the three strategies
they employ to survive in increasingly precarious circumstances. One strategy is
their willingness to seek employment through informal and unofficial job markets
and broker systems. The second strategy is to engage in circular mobility, allowing
Chosonjok to reap the benefits of citizenship in both South Korea and the PRC.
The third strategy is place-making, and I used the enclave in the Kuro-Taerim
area of Seoul, as an example. By engaging in South Korea’s unstable job market,
Chosdnjok’s precarious circumstances are exploited by employers while at the
same time the migrants learn to exploit the precarity to their benefit.

Keywords:  Korean Chinese, Chosonjok, precarity, migrant workers,
informality, place-making
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Introduction

This paper discusses a particular group of “in-between” migrants whose ancestors
migrated to another country, but now these descendants have, in essence, come to
the country of origin of their ancestors. It focuses on how Chosdnjok migrants, who
share ethnicity and language, have managed to navigate the escalating precarity
of the Korean job market and, as a result, contributed to the precarity of Korean
society. Precarity in this research refers to employment that is becoming progres-
sively more insecure, unpredictable, and uncertain, as a result of fluctuations in
job markets. While there are those able and flexible enough to see these fluctua-
tions as opportunities and capitalize on them,? most people, however, fall victim
to and are marginalized by these constantly changing developments. Precarious
employment has been on the rise and as such has received increasing attention
from academics and governments.> While migrants are both the objects driven
by and the agents who drive precarity, the relationship between migration and
increasing precarity has gone by and large unexplored. This study is an attempt
to analyze the critical role the “in-betweenness” of migrants returning to their
homeland plays in the context of how it contributes to the increasing levels of
precarity in that country.

The research subjects in this study are Chosonjok and local Koreans residing in
Seoul, largely focusing on the Kuro-Taerim area. Chosonjok refers to those ethnic
Koreans that crossed into China and settled mainly in the Jianddo (&, 7Hx)
border region. Migration that started in 1627 right up until 1945 was precipitated
by harsh conditions, starvation, or Japanese colonial rule. Considering the more
than 300-year span, this exodus is viewed as an example of Korea’s tragic history.*
Long before the Korean War brought about the division between South Korea and
North Korea, and long before the national border between the PRC and Korea
formally emerged in 1962, Chosonjok migrants’ mobility history illustrates the
wider East Asian context of geopolitical shifting. These migrants became known
in the PRC as the descendants of Choson, the name of the Korean state prior to
1897, ruled by the Choson dynasty.

Before South Korea and the PRC normalized relations in 1992, ethnic Koreans’
mobility between China and South Korea was strictly controlled for more than
three decades. Improved relations between the PRC and South Korea opened the
door for their return. Significant changes were implemented during the Chinese
government’s Open Door Policy of 1978° and the Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) between South Korea and the PRC in 1992.6 Chosdnjok migrants could now
cross into South Korea, but since Korea did not have bureaucratic procedures in
place to issue work visas to temporary migrant workers, they were essentially
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undocumented immigrants. Recognizing the country’s labor shortage, especially in
small- and medium-size manufacturing companies,” the South Korean
government created the H-2 visa in 2007 that lifted restrictions on
employment. These changes meant Chosonjok migrants could relocate to
South Korea legally, and the reassurance of legitimately being allowed to work
there encouraged greater migrations.

While times were good, Chosdnjok migrants served their purpose. They
were even once considered as 2nd or 3rd-generation returnees in the sense
that their ancestors were originally from the Korean peninsula. However, in
the 1990s and 2000s, Chosonjok’s high expectations were somewhat dashed as
they were subjected to unexpectedly harsh treatment. The expectations of their
Korean employers and neighbors were also disappointed as they realised that
the Chosonjok migrants were neither fluent in Korean, complicating interactions
at work, nor did they identify as Koreans.® However, their shared ethnicity and
language, even at a remove, enabled Chosonjok migrants to sufficiently fill the
gaps in the job market and fit in more quickly than other migrants without this
advantage.

By looking at the case of Chosonjok migrants in South Korea, this study
contributes to a better understanding of the interactive dynamics between larger
global issues and individuals’ responses to forces they can react to, but which are
beyond their control. Rapid globalization followed by the Asian financial crisis
in 1997 left South Korea’s job market decimated. The financial crisis changed the
way that South Korean society looked at Chosdnjok migrants and how to employ
them. The job market had to become flexible to mitigate the burden on businesses
and the labor shortages in low-income but “dirty, dangerous, and demeaning” (the
so-called “3D”), industries. The influx of Chosonjok returnees, regardless of the
economic collapse, was vital to the country’s industry. At first, Chosonjok migrants
were limited in where they could work, but after several changes of migration
policies in South Korea, they could obtain a variety of jobs including professional
ones. However, service, manufacturing, and general labor still make up of 63% of
the jobs Chosonjok migrants hold.®

In addressing their experiences as returnees, this research poses two important
questions. First, how has Chosonjok migrants’ in-betweenness been exploited by
employers in this era of job precarity, at the same time as it increased precarity in
Korean society? Second, how have Chosénjok migrants navigated these perilous
dynamics and unstable job situations in South Korea? The first question seeks to
address how Chosonjok migrants and the geopolitical and economic transforma-
tions have influenced each other and contributed to the increasing precarity of
South Korea’s labor environment.
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Based on various sources used to illustrate Chosonjok migrants’ experiences
between 1992 and 2016, the findings of this study demonstrate that Chosonjok
migrants’ in-betweenness as simultaneously ethnic Koreans and foreigners gives
them a flexibility that allows them to easily adapt to irregular job markets. For
instance, as ethnic Koreans, their Korean language capacity and ethnicity means
they are more readily accepted by South Korean employers. As foreigners whose
expectations are different than those of native Koreans who have come to expect
a certain quality of life, they are more willing to accept irregular work. Their
presence has had a destabilising effect on labor costs, and even though they may
not wish to make matters worse, they are not in a position to refuse jobs, no matter
how lowly. As such, Korean society, already teetering on the edge of precarity, is
given a push over it by the Chosénjok migrants. Even as lowly workers in the care
and domestic job markets,' they significantly aggravate the situation. Should they
refuse to accept low pay, then employers would be forced to offer better wages
that Koreans might consider.

As for the second question, this study argues that Chosdnjok migrants have
managed to navigate unstable environments by engaging in three specific coping
strategies: using informal job markets, engaging in circular mobility, and engaging
in place-making in the Kuro-Taerim area in Seoul. While their ethnicity allows
for greater interaction with Korean natives compared to migrant workers of
other ethnicities, ethnicised migrant policies have sanctioned those place-making
strategies that allow them to remain discrete from the local populace.

In addressing the above arguments, the paper is divided into five sections. The
first section reviews the literature on precarity and suggests paying more attention
to interactions between social environments and migrants, especially in the East
Asian context. The second section introduces the historical and the geopolitical
contexts of Chosonjok migrants, followed by a discussion on the research methods
used for this study. The third section focuses on the findings that show how the
mobility of Chosonjok as kin-migrants has contributed to South Korea’s shift to
an unpredictable state and, at the same time, how the Chosonjok themselves have
become precaritized in the process. The fourth section discusses the findings on
how Chosdnjok migrants have navigated instability and the role their ethnicity
playsin their interactions with Korean natives as they make the most of the oppor-
tunities available to them. The paper concludes by discussing the implications of
this interactive approach to precarity and migrants.
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Precarity and In-Between Migrants’ Strategies

As uncertain socioeconomic conditions have increased in late capitalism, social
scientists and policy-makers have paid much more attention to the notion of
“precarity.”'! The increased mobility of people as cheap labor, flexible production
and lifestyles, neo-liberal ideology, and the commodification of education and
governmental services have constituted the changes affecting contemporary
societies today. Precarious work is associated with part-time employment, contract-
based work, fixed-term work, temporary work, on-call work, home-based work,
self-employment, and telecommuting.'? Precarity is not simply about a flexible
job market but also about the ways in which societies and people define time and
space and the particular emotions they evoke.'3 By linking the global political
economy to individuals’ lifestyles and emotions, this literature contributes to
an understanding of the dynamics of contemporary society in a comprehensive
way.'4

Those people who suffer from or strategically use precarity are defined as the
precariat, a term that combines “precarious” and “proletariat.” Standing (2016)
defines the precariat as a category of people lacking job security, guaranteed
income and representation. Though Mosoetsa et al. (2016) debate this definition of
precarity and criticize it for being overly simplistic and narrow, Standing’s concept
of precarity can be applied to broad social changes and not just individuals’
employment.

The main groups making up such populations include youth, women, the
elderly and the disabled, welfare claimants, criminals, and migrants. Eventually,
the majority of those living in contemporary societies will be affected by such
changes, with more members becoming part of the precariat because not only
job markets are changing but, more fundamentally, societies and individual lives
are undergoing transformation, too. As people live through temporary projects
and contract-based jobs, their lifestyles and political inclinations also become
unpredictable and unstable.'® These individuals face decreased welfare and a
challenging family life; they also suffer from debt and emotional turbulence.'®
There has been increasing attention to the importance of affect and sentiment
in relation to geopolitics.'” Dominant emotions in and consequences of such
situations include anxiety, alienation, anomie, anger-driven political inclinations,
and possible resistance.'®

Despite contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the political
economy and individual material and psychological well-being, previous studies
on precarity have two significant gaps. The dynamics between returnees and
their ethnic homeland is the first quite critical gap in existing studies. Migrants
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in general are frequently viewed as outsiders and different from natives,'
but ethnic returnees straddle a line between being the same and yet somehow
different. The interaction between the returnees and the general population
deserves more attention not just for the social changes but also job market
changes. Through this relationship one sees the returnees as both victims and
perpetrators of precarity.

The second gap in previous studies on precarity is that the discussion has
not embraced the growing literature on migration in South Korea. The South
Korean context?? has often been a representative example of the flexible job
market, because it has the highest rates of temporary employment (32.3 percent
of the total workforce) among the member countries of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).?' However, few studies address
how precarity and migrants’ coping strategies position them in South Korean
society. There is a divergence in terms of the specific processes of dealing with
precarization and the consequences of precarity. For example, migrants’ coping
strategies that result in ethnic enclaves demonstrate a proactive response to social
instability. Despite their best efforts to create stability, the host society’s view of
migrants as transitory results in an uncertain social standing and little to no access
to social resources.

I propose a reconsideration of precarity as a product of the interactive
dynamics between structure and agents, especially in the East Asian context.
By approaching migrants as an articulated example of such interacting actors,
this research considers contemporary Korean society and the East Asian region
from a relational and dynamic perspective. Migrants’ decision-making—whether
their decisions are made freely or are forced—needs to go beyond rigid binaries
between a voluntary decision and a forced decision that leads to victimization.??
For instance, as illustrated in Collins’ study, these two distinct situations are
mixed in the cases of highly educated and/or ambitious migrants. They approach
precarity strategically, aspiring for socially upward mobility, but still end up being
permanent precariat.23 Another example is the case of Viethamese marriage
migrants who were forced to migrate to South Korea but, as time passed, ended
up as activists advocating for other women migrating for marriage.?* As the case
of the Chosonjok demonstrates, the combination of geopolitical circumstances, the
state’s governing strategies, and Chosonjok migrants’ mobilities have each played
a part in creating this situation.?®

This study focuses on the three coping strategies migrants use to survive. The
first coping method is informality, which has been a part of ordinary life even in
advanced societies as migrants use informal strategies to make their lives safe.2°
Migrants, undocumented migrants included,?” integrate themselves into informal
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job markets and institutions, as well as formal ones.?® This liberalization of the
system has spread and is increasingly taken up by those native to the regulated
places.?® Local governments and businessmen play important roles in maintaining
informality by mediating geopolitical dynamics and migrant regulation within a
particular local context.30

The second coping method is circular mobility.3" Based on telecommunications
and transport, permanent temporariness is possible for those who engage in high
levels of mobility and lead transnational lives.32 In the context of the Asia-Pacific
region, circular mobility has been the dominant mode of labor migration. Seoul
is one of the large urban areas where there are an overwhelming number of
migrants with temporary permits.33

The third coping method is place-making, which is evidenced in the enclave
located in the Kuro-Taerim area of Seoul. Place-making, creating their own places,
plays an important role in maintaining their ties and identities.3* One represen-
tative example is an ethnic enclave. Ethnic enclaves have a concentration of
ethnic entrepreneurship3® and ethnic churches3® that preserve ethnic identity
and bolster the effect of geopolitics on shaping migrants’ emotional and political
lives.?”

Ethnic in-betweenness plays a significant part in the Chosonjok’s three
strategies for coping with precarity. First, their Korean ethnicity helps them to
establish a network with and receive sympathy from Korean natives, who play
an essential role in developing informal ways to help migrants make a living.
Previous studies on the Chosdnjok have focused on the Chosonjok diaspora,3®
ethnic identities and conflicts,*® changes in Korean migration policies,*® including
ethnicization,*" and the Kuro-Taerim area.*? They have contributed to a better
understanding of the Chosonjok and the various issues surrounding them, but
have not paid enough attention to conceptualizing the interactive evolution of
Chosonjok migrants and Korean society. Previous studies have focused either on
the receiving society or on the migrants.

Second, Korean ethnic migrants’ circular mobility has been simplified by
improved migration policies so that they travel to and from China without incident.
Even before the creation of H-2 and F-4 visas that allowed for freer movement
between the countries, however, most undocumented Chosonjok migrants had
adopted a strategy of circular mobility to avoid detection as illegal residents. Now
that the visas granted legal residence and made their comings and goings straight-
forward, circular mobility became doable and popular. Third, the place-making
of ethnic enclaves is common in any migrant group, but Chosonjok enclaves are
more closely related to and have stronger networks with Korean natives because
of their shared language and culture. The ethnic similarity also can make them
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notice discrimination and inequality and cause conflicts.*3 It should be noted that
Chosonjok migrants were forced to develop those strategies first and later came
to use them more actively.

Case Background: Increasing Need for Migrant Workers in
Job Market Shifts

The 1990s and 2000s witnessed shifts in the global political economy and the
dynamics of economic globalization, including the East Asian financial crisis in
1997. Chinese policies of economic opening and the emergence of the PRC as a
global power brought about changes in the PRC’s relationship with North and
South Korea.* Also within the PRC, the mobility of people looking for better job
opportunities significantly increased and brought about changing dynamics in
people’s lives.

Facing a shifting global economy and trying to survive the economic crisis,
the South Korean state attempted to ease the shortages in the job and marriage
markets by promoting the mobility of people from outside South Korea.*¢ The
percentage of people who went to college increased, but the Korean job market
was restructured, and there was an increase in low-income and temporary
jobs. Low-income jobs in the service sector increased and attracted labor, while
low-income manufacturing and agricultural jobs went unfilled. Compounding
this issue, the unequal gender ratio left a number of Korean men (especially
in rural areas) unable to find themselves brides willing to marry them. South
Korea promoted an influx of transnational migrants so that those manufacturing
and agricultural job markets could hire migrant workers from other developing
countries and that the marriage market could bring in brides to balance the
gender ratio.

The Korean government revised its migrant policies so that it could govern
society through mobility. In 1993, the implementation of the Industrial Training
Programme, following the South Korea—PRC Amity Treaty, responded to the influx
of Chosonjok. It allowed small companies to hire migrant workers without a work
permit.#” After the Asian financial crisis, the Overseas Koreans Act in 1999, which
purported to attract the capital of overseas Koreans in wealthy Western countries,
served to protect linear descendants of a person who emigrated after the estab-
lishment of the Korean Government in 1948 from discrimination. This 1999 law
predominately excluded Chosonjok, because their ancestors had left Korea before
1948. As a result, Chosonjok were not allowed to enjoy the same privileges that
other Koreans abroad could enjoy, and they contested this act until it was deemed
unconstitutional and overturned in 2001.
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As social concerns emerged about the increasing number of undocumented
migrants, two legal changes—the F-4 and H-2 visas—were made between 2002
and 2007.48 Chosonjok were not given F-4 visa until the late 2010s. Undocumented
Chosonjok were forced to leave South Korea during this period (2002-2004). That’s
why the number of undocumented migrant workers shrank in this period. The
number of undocumented Chosonjok became much smaller after the introduction
of the H-2 visa in 2007. Migrant regulations later became ethnicized, in that the
state implemented an employment management system that legalized undocu-
mented Chosonjok migrants and secured a job for them after they visited their
home countries and returned. Chosonjok migrants without family or friends were
allowed to stay and work in South Korea for five years, according to the Visiting
Employee System implemented in 2007. Since the Constitutional Court deemed the
Overseas Koreans Act unconstitutional, it was revised to include ethnic Koreans
from the PRC and countries from the Commonwealth of Independent States
in 2007.

The Ministry of Justice estimates the total number of Chosonjok living in South
Korea in 2016 at 614,293 in an internal report.*® Until 1988, very few Chosonjok
lived in South Korea, but a system of home visits allowed the Chosonjok to visit
South Korea legitimately.>® The Chosdnjok comprise 31% of non-Koreans®' and
hold either a work visa (42% of the total Chosonjok migrants) or an overseas
Korean visa (39.4%). In Seoul’s Yondungp’o-gu District, Taerim-dong has 50,378
Chosonjok (22.0% of the total Chosonjok population in Seoul) and Kuro-gu has
40,926 (17.8%).52 To date, approximately 100,000 Chosonjok have attained Korean
citizenship. The emergence of Chosonjok in South Korea has brought significant
changes and societal challenges. Chosdnjok as kin-migrants, meaning people with
the same ethnicity that migrated from another country, raises questions about
notions of belonging, ethnicity, and migration policies.

The Chosonjok have been concentrated in the Yanbian region of the PRC and
have maintained their identity as Koreans through language, education, and
culture.>® At the same time, they have assimilated to Chinese society as both
Chinese nationals and as an ethnic minority. The Open Door Policy that attracted
foreign businesses in 1978 and the Amity Treaty between the PRC and South Korea
in 1992 have brought about the out-migration of 70% of the Chosonjok working
population in Yanbian to various countries in the early 2000s, including Russia,
Japan, South Korea, and the large urban cities of the PRC. The Kuro-Taerim area
used to be primarily industrial, and the main residents were factory workers until
the late 1990s. The Chosonjok flocked to the area for the affordable housing and
convenient public transportation.>* Forty percent of the Chosénjok population in
Seoul live in this area, the second largest after Kyonggi province.
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Data and Methods

To gain a deeper understanding of the changes in Korean society and the reaction
of Chosonjok to them over time, this research used a mixed methods approach,
including archival research, participant observations, and in-depth interviews
with native Koreans and Chosonjok in their enclaves. The qualitative research
methods demonstrate the evolving dynamics between geopolitical environment,
the Korean domestic job market, and individuals’ everyday lives and emotions.
Since the scope of the research covers an extended time period, I used archival
data such as newspaper articles as the main method for the period of 1992 to
2016. In-depth interviews and participant observations were conducted as supple-
mentary to 2011 and 2015.

I conducted a total of twenty-nine in-depth interviews with eleven Chosénjok
migrants and eighteen Koreans who worked in the relevant organisations, as well
as short on-the-spot interviews with a number of Chosénjok migrants. In-depth
interviews with the Chosonjok were significantly limited because Chosonjok
migrants were concerned about security and their visa statuses. Many refused to
be interviewed and did not show up to meet me even after making an appointment.
The unfortunate result was that the snowball method based on acquaintances’
introduction did not work, because the migrants felt as if they were putting
themselves at risk. As an alternative, I carried out a number of short, on-site
interviews and participant observations in churches, shelters, restaurants, and
coffee/beer shops. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed in Korean
and translated into English when necessary. The interviews with the Chosonjok
focused on their survival and coping strategies, while those with Korean natives
included questions on how they engage in the developing Chosdnjok’s strategies
for dealing with precarious conditions.

I analyzed the data collected during my fieldwork and archival research by
cross-checking the information in an interpretative fashion. The interpretations
mainly pertain to how Chosdnjok migrants and increased precarity in Korean
society have influenced each other over time. I also address informality, circular
mobility, and place-making for their religious and social gatherings such as ethnic
churches and ethnic associations.

Precarious Job Market and Migrants’ Flexible Labor

This section demonstrates how the geopolitical shifts in East Asia, the Korean
state’s attempt at governing through mobilities,>> and migrants’ navigation of their
future directions mutually enhance each other.>® Chosonjok migrants, due to their
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ongoing history of displacement became even more unstable and temporary in
South Korea than they had been in the PRC. At the same time, they contributed to
creating a more flexible job market by providing flexible labor and fuelling the
demand for more flexible labor in an already flexible job market. The influx of
Chosonjok migrants to South Korea, and many other countries, coincided with the
advent of neo-liberal policies in South Korea and the Chinese open-door policy,
which resulted in increased precarity the world over. During South Korea’s
economic and geopolitical transformation, Chosonjok migrants accepted the
newly forming temporary, part-time, and low-income jobs (Oh et al., 2016: 51)
that native Koreans shunned while, since the adoption of H-2 visas in 2007, some
of them could get into professional sectors with higher wages.

This strategy significantly increased contact between Chosdonjok migrants and
South Korean employers, which has influenced mutual attitudes and perceptions.
Cases of discrimination, exploitation, and abuse by Korean employers have been
reported, which raised the issue of human rights for migrant workers.>”

Despite their shared ethnicity, Chosonjok migrants who used to live in the
rural areas of the communist PRC were not familiar with Korean capitalist society.
Working in restaurants, homes, and hospitals, they had to adapt to different expec-
tations in terms of work ethic and work culture, such as the culture of hierarchy
between employers and employees. A critical discourse emerged about Chosonjok
migrants, citing that they lacked loyalty and would quit for another job that offered
only slightly higher hourly pay rates. South Koreans may have been disappointed
with the perceived lack of work ethic among Chosonjok, but Chosonjok migrants
were also disappointed as they had expected a more welcoming reception from
their compatriots. Besides, Korean employers and the public felt culturally and
socially threatened by Chosdnjok migrants who can speak Korean.>8

Despite this mutual disappointment, the fact that the job market favoured
hiring Chosonjok migrants over non-ethnic Korean migrant workers meant that
Chosonjok migrants became pioneers of flexible labor as a result. As job security
dramatically decreased in South Korea, the lack of economic security turned
into an opportunity for Chosénjok in a society where the Korean people were
unaccustomed to and less accepting of different ethnicities. For example, as an
increasing number of Korean women entered the job market, the number of
traditional multigenerational families living together declined, and households
needed help with childcare, household work, and elderly care. In the care-work
market, Chosonjok workers for babysitting, domestic work, private nursing, and
postnatal care flooded the market. Babysitting used to mainly be done by women
or grandmothers, who informally received pocket money at a lower than market
rate. There were few Koreans willing to take jobs once held by rural-to-urban
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domestic migrants in the 1970s and the 1980s. When Chosdnjok women were
willing to take these jobs, the availability of their cheap labor formalized the job
market.

It should be noted that the Chosonjok did not wish to work as irregular or
temporary workers. In fact, until the visa changes in the late 2010s, they had
no choice but to adapt to the job market, accept the jobs allotted to them, and
then leave once their work permits expired. Different education background and
socio-economic status among them seemed to have influenced the adaptation
process. The few Chosonjok with college degrees found stable desk jobs in the
enclaves. But, the majority of the Chosonjok were forced to actively choose to
be temporary and flexible labor for better job opportunities and social upward
mobility. In the end, they gravitated towards temporary jobs, believing that these
jobs were preferable because there was no guarantee that they could or would
stay for long. In the process of adjusting their preferences, they developed three
strategies to adapt to their limited situations. As time went on, according to the
majority of Chosonjok interviewees, they either became increasingly savvy about
using informal practices, fond of travelling, or attached to the Kuro-Taerim area.

The resulting migration of the Chosonjok cast these displaced peoples as
both precaritized by and precaritizing South Korean society simultaneously. For
instance, Chosonjok female migrants supplied labor for the increasing demand
of the care-work market. The care-work market developed, and that motivated
Korean workers to join the labor market as well. As a family’s net income
decreased, Korean women in low-income households increasingly participated
in the job market. So both the demand and the supply of the precarious job market
for care-work increased.

At first, those job markets were hierarchized.>® Korean workers earned more
money for the same work performed by Chosonjok workers, which was justified
based on cultural differences and lack of references and skills. It meant that
non-ethnic Korean migrants were relegated to the lowest levels of the Korean social
structure. Care-work was one category in which Korean families were especially
hesitant to hire non-Korean migrant workers. This was mostly because it would
be difficult to convey sophisticated instructions in an efficient manner between
people who speak different languages. Chosonjok migrants accepted care-work
that was physically and emotionally demanding, and from my participant obser-
vations in the shelters, I often heard the Chosdnjok women talk about full-time
babysitting and nursing. One Chosdnjok female migrant, for example, recounted,

Staying in your employer’s house and doing domestic work and babysitting is
the worst. It is so demanding and exhausting. You lose weight if you do that
more than three months. (29 January 2011)
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Such statements could be heard mostly from Chosonjok women who fulfilled most
live-in domestic jobs at the time of the interview, in 2011. Korean women avoided
those types of jobs. Because Chosonjok women needed to work and make money,
not one person said that she would refuse or quit her job.

However, eventually the hierarchy shifted as time went on. Mainly due to
the willingness of the Chosonjok to take on such employment, the income gap
decreased as Chosonjok attained the required skills and language proficiency.
Irregular and/or temporary jobs increased as a result of the interaction between
the job market and the availability of Chosonjok as willing and cheap labor.
When Chosonjok moved to other countries where South Koreans had already
settled, they would initially work in Korean-owned businesses (Shin, 2018). Due
to their willingness to accept low-paying part-time jobs, they created a market
for temporary, project-based jobs, sparking a vicious cycle leading to them taking
low-paying jobs out of need, which, in turn, fuelled the job market that provided
these jobs.

The in-between identities of Chosonjok worked in the following ways. On the
one hand, the in-betweenness of Chosonjok migrants significantly influences
the ways through which they co-constitute precarity and their reputations. In the
1990s, the arrival of Chosonjok in South Korea was viewed as a return migration®°
of second- or third-generation Korean migrants from the PRC. Indeed, there is a
consensus among the Chosonjok that they should not be treated as “migrants”
because of their Korean ethnicity. Such perception was reflected in a different
immigration policy for Chosdnjok. Chosonjok emphasized their Korean ethnicity
rather than Chinese nationality in the Korean society, but at the same time, their
Chinese nationality was an important part of their identity.

On the other hand, their in-betweenness motivated them to choose to work in
South Korea. While the main perspective in South Korea focuses on ethnicity and
identities, Chosonjok approaches and strategies are largely based on economic
interests.®’ In order to gain access to opportunities in South Korea, kinships and
marriages were instrumentalized and in some cases falsified until the early
2000s, when the migration policies that have been mentioned rendered these
ploys unnecessary.®? These actions raised questions as to whether the Chosonjok
identified as endemic Koreans or as Chinese nationals who needed to leverage or
falsify relationships to gain entry to South Korea. How they view themselves is just
one aspect of the convoluted shared ethnicity as South Koreans too wonder where
Chosdnjok loyalties lie. Addressing this issue, one Chosonjok interviewee asked,

Why do so many Koreans ask us about a football game, like which team we
are going to support, the Korean or Chinese one ...? They don’t treat us as
Koreans. They don’t appreciate our multiculturalism, either. Once I went to a
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multicultural event sponsored by the local government. By the end of the event,
they wanted to take a photo and realised that we don’t look multicultural. So
they paid some Western people to be in the photo so that the photo looks like
a multicultural event. (22 January 2011)

While some Chosdnjok could trace their families and relatives to South Korea, a
number of them had mixed feelings about their new host country, because some
of them originated from parts of North Korea. South Koreans, on the other hand,
have a strong sense of national identity and therefore focus on how Chosdnjok
identify themselves. According to the majority of Korean interviewees, one of
the main concerns was that they found the Chosonjok consider themselves to be
Chinese, not Korean. Those Korean interviewees criticized the Chosénjok who did
not feel as if they belonged to Korean society. In Korean society, this notion has
become widespread, and it was used to justify discrimination against the Chosonjok.

Precarious conditions affected not only the circumstances surrounding their
job status but also their family situations. Chosdnjok migrant workers had to
endure lengthy separations from family members who were prohibited from
travelling to South Korea. The elderly and children were most frequently left
behind in the PRC, and this received attention from the media and academia due
to the risks to the wellbeing of the family unit and the children. The media dealt
with the social concerns over the impact of family separation on the children’s
wellbeing, family dissolution, and the loss to the Chosonjok community due to the
lack of workers back in Yanbian, PRC.%3

It is worth noting how those first-generation Chosonjok migrants to South
Korea were frustrated by the precarity in their children’s life, not in theirs. While
not being included in the scope of this research, because they were not willing to
be in the job market, the second generation Chosénjok migrants’ situations were
a big concern to their parents. Older generations of Chosonjok chose to maintain
their migrant status because it cost less.®* They were willing to be deported back
to the PRC rather than go through the process of legalizing their visas. In contrast,
their children were only forced to be in precarious jobs without a proactive
response. The majority of these children grew up in the PRC, were left behind by
parents migrating to South Korea, and taken care of by their grandparents. The
first generations’ remittances provided a good-quality education and material
goods as a form of recompense for not seeing both parents on a daily basis. Their
concern was that their children were not as tough as they were to manage the
harsh conditions that migrants have to face.

In the interviews that took place in 2015, a member of one of the Chosonjok
ethnic associations expressed her concerns over the Chosonjok second generation.
She said,
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Try any internet cafe in this area. There are so many second-generation
Chosdnjok who literally live there, playing computer games. They don’t have
jobs. They don’t know how to get a job in South Korea. They just depend on
their parents’ income and kill time. It is a big problem for the Chosdnjok society
in South Korea. (14 August 2015)

This interviewee sighed and said that the parents came to South Korea and worked
very hard to ensure a better future for their children. Chosdnjok parents were finally
able to bring their children to South Korea, expecting them to go to university or
to find a decent job. However, their children were too old to integrate easily into
South Korean society and too young and inexperienced to find a job. Given this
situation, the first generation seems to finally experience the pains of precarity.

In-Between Migrants’ Navigation Strategies

This section focuses on the strategic uses of precarity from the perspective of
Chosdnjok migrants. How have those self-selected migrants navigated precarity
with little more than the desperate need to survive? This section looks at how they
have developed social and individual capacities of navigation through unstable and
flexible situations. Increasingly unstable situations turned into opportunities as well
as challenges for the Chosdnjok. That was because increased precarity provided a new
niche in job markets for Chosénjok migrants, who do not mind working as flexible
laborers and have a support network with other Chosonjok in the PRC that affords
them flexibility. Since many of them prioritized making money and were free from
day-to-day familial responsibilities, they could move freely from job to job, city to city,
or stay in the workplaces or houses of their employers, while they performed domestic
work, childcare, postnatal care, and patient care. Over the decades, Chosonjok
migrants have honed their survival techniques and renegotiated their identities.

It should be noted that the capacity to navigate these changes is supported by
connections to Korean networks and natives, especially those who are receptive
to the Chosdnjok in communities like those in the Kuro-Taerim area. Koreans in
various sectors benefit from and have a growing interest in engaging with the
Chosdnjok.%5 Their attitudes to the Chosonjok became accommodating rather than
controlling, and the collaboration between Korean natives and Chosonjok migrants
was enhanced by a shared language and culture. A Korean local policeman said,

I recently organized a mountain-climbing club with Chosonjok people so that
I can network with them and get to know what is going on with them ... I
sometimes go to China [PRC] and meet the friends and relatives of the Chosdnjok
here in Korea. It might help for my future business if I showed interest in them.
(7 March 2014)
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This policeman became close with some Chosénjok and developed the skills he
needed to navigate the job market based on his contact with Chosénjok people, as
even his own occupation became unstable. Private businesses such as local coffee
shops, real estate agents, and private hospitals also said that they benefitted from
Chosonjok customers. Even though their presence in the area might be short-term,
the Chosdnjok and their lifestyles brought prosperity to local businesses.

Chosonjok migrants used the following three strategies to cope with precarity.
First, as mentioned, the Chosonjok developed informal ways to manage their
visa statuses, jobs, housing, and marriages. The number of brokers and agencies
that linked Chosodnjok migrants to the necessary services and jobs increased
exponentially. They created new modes of organising new types of labor and
legitimized them within existing regulations.®® In response to a shifting geopo-
litical environment and fluctuating migrant policies, they developed casual
attitudes and informal management styles. Despite the large-scale legalization
undertaken by the state, which reduced the number of undocumented Chosonjok,
approximately 19,000 undocumented Chosonjok still exist according to local
actors of the Kuro-Taerim area.®” The flexibility inherent in migrant policies
led Chosonjok migrants to think that these visa statuses were not legal and
ethical matters but practical matters that they could manage flexibly, Chosonjok
interviewees said.

One Chosonjok interviewee who used to be an undocumented immigrant for
seven years said,

It [visa status] is a matter of money. You can do anything with money in this
country. This is what Ilearnt here. Being undocumented is of course scary. But,
you can live like that; you can have a job, a life, and a house. (27 January 2011)

True or not, this statement demonstrates how Chosonjok migrants perceived and
approached their migrant status. As local Korean native actors mellowed over
time and became accommodating rather than controlling,58 Chosénjok migrants
figured out various ways to stay in South Korea regardless of their expiring visas.

Prioritizing jobs over legal status, Chosonjok migrants responded proactively
to informal jobs, which needed flexible and cheap labor. The influx of Chosdnjok
migrants was a boon to the informal job market that already existed, but, at
the same time, their availability motivated the creation of more informal jobs.
Chosdnjok migrants found informal jobs in care-work, cleaning, agricultural work,
construction, and various service sectors. One Chosonjok interviewee without a
work permit said,

You can find jobs on the Internet, wall boards, and job agencies in this area.
I call the number and renegotiate the payment and time. (4 September 2015)
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South Koreans started to associate Chosonjok migrants with informal work, which
contributed to an image of people living outside the law.® There was a perception
that the Chosdonjok would be willing to commit crimes such as voice phishing”°
and even murder; never mind that the Chosénjok’s crime rate remained lower
than Korean natives and other migrant groups.”’ Illegal businesses such as voice
phishing need cheap workers who can speak Korean, and according to a police
officer interviewed in the area, brokers approached Chosonjok migrants and tried
to recruit them for these purposes. By accepting informal working conditions,
Chosonjok were viewed as undermining society’s values, which justified blaming
them for illegal businesses cropping up even though a number of native Koreans
participated as well.

The informal housing market also underwent a boost through the emergence
of Chosonjok migrants. Cheap and temporary rental homes were built in the
Kuro-Taerim area for factory workers, but because those workers left as the
factories moved to smaller cities in South Korea or to other Southeast Asian
countries or the PRC, the homes were planned to undergo renovation. It was at
that time that the Chosénjok moved from the PRC and rented those vacant homes.
One Korean local interviewee who was a realtor said,

The Chosonjok saved the housing market in this area. Homeowners lost renters
because those factory workers left, then the Chosonjok showed up. Now
homeowners don’t want to renovate. The rents even went up because there
was more demand for cheap housing than supply. (7 July 2014)

As Chosonjok migrants replaced the previous and somewhat reliable renters, the
renovation plan was cancelled, and, at the time of this research, urban regener-
ation has been planned instead.”? The renter system changed to one based on
temporary stays because Chosonjok migrants wanted to be ready to leave with
very little notice.

Second, in addition to informality, Chosonjok migrants developed a strategy to
manage precarious conditions in South Korea and to maintain their family in the
PRC through circular mobility. Migrant policies would only allow work permits of
limited duration, so a temporary stay in South Korea and eventual return to the
PRC was inevitable. Even though it was enforced, a number of Chosonjok migrants
developed a positive perception regarding circular mobility mainly because it
allowed them to visit their families back in the PRC. By moving back and forth,
they could visit their families often and still find transient work opportunities.”3

Their in-betweenness was what helped them settle into a routine of circular
or repeated mobility. Chosonjok interviewees would casually discuss the fact that
they were thinking of going again to the PRC or South Korea. One interviewee said,
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At first, I wanted to make money as soon as possible and go back to my
hometown to support my family. But now I see many good things in Korean
society. I would like to bring my son over here. Eventually, I want to live here
[South Korea] for a few months and spend the rest of the year in my hometown
[Yanbian]. (30 January 2011)

I repeatedly heard this idea of circular mobility as an adaptive preference for a
period of time in the majority of my interviews. Another Chosdnjok interviewee
who had lived in the UK and the US to make money said,

When I went back to China [PRC], I thought I couldn’t live there any longer. Of
course, it doesn’t mean that I will leave China forever. I just want to stay for a
while to make money and experience a new life in South Korea or other places
and go back to China and stay there for a while having a good time with my
family and friends. (17 January 2013)

As the number of Chosonjok migrants developed circular mobilities, they also
developed businesses that would buy products such as cosmetics in South Korea
to sell in the PRC. Though the businesses were based on circular mobilities
of Chosonjok, they included Chosonjok and Koreans alike. One interviewee
explained that he had started a business that depended on his circular mobility
with both his Chosonjok and Korean friends. Another interviewee affirmed
that he has plans for a business that similarly includes Chosénjok and Koreans
so that they have easier access to goods in Korea. While this is an example
of an advantage of in-betweenness, it should be pointed out, that Chosénjok
interviewees often felt that they were discriminated against more than other
migrants and not accepted wholeheartedly while they consider the Korean
society as their ancestors’ land.

The third and final coping strategy is place-making in enclaves, which serves
a dual role. On the one hand, place-making takes on the role of a hometown
where migrants can rely on and get psychological comfort. As one interviewee
described, they can eat familiar foods, speak freely without being self-conscious
of their accent, and, most of all, simply be themselves.

I love this Kuro-Taerim area because here I can shout as I want and use the
Chosonjok accent without being self-conscious. I don’t know. I just feel so
comfortable here. (14 August 2015)

The making of Chosonjok churches, restaurants, associations, and places of leisure
in their enclaves in the Kuro-Taerim area has provided opportunities for the
Chosonjok to reaffirm their identities. Their in-betweenness helped them settle
into Korean society relatively easily, but, at the same time, it also brought feelings
of ambiguity and confusion. One interviewee said,
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I was so often asked by Koreans if I think of myself as Chinese or Korean. Well,
Iam Chosonjok. That’s how I think of myself. Korea, not South Korea necessarily,
is my father, and China is my mother. In this area, I don’t have to think about
it and just hang out with other Chosonjok. (22 June 2015)

That identity pressure made them feel anxious, according to the Chosonjok inter-
viewees. Place-making was an effort to find a safe place, although in reality those
places constantly renegotiated a sense of Korean-ness and Chosonjok-ness.

The second role is that the enclaves also provided information on jobs,
temporary places, and various arrangements for short-term residence. There
were particular spots where construction worker candidates were waiting to be
picked up early morning for day labor. Job agencies provided various jobs, and
job brokers approached people for job opportunities usually in informal jobs
or for 3D jobs. Shelters, temporary housing, and job agencies enabled transient
labourers to stay in South Korea temporarily and without too much trouble. By
playing a dual role, the Kuro-Taerim area supports a variety of needs and helps
Chosonjok migrants with navigation strategies.

Conclusion

The case of the Chosonjok migrants in this research shows that geopolitical
changes and demands for laborers while the South Korean economy was booming
led the government to invite migrant workers. But while most transnational
migrants struggle with language barriers and culture shock, Chosonjok migrants
are somewhat spared these difficulties. Yet, regardless of Chosonjok migrants’
ability to blend in, they are still viewed as thieves there to take jobs from the
native-born population, especially when the economy experienced a downturn.
Suddenly, after the Asian Financial Crisis, the ready availability of Chosonjok
migrants has been exacerbating the precarity of the South Korean job market.
Their willingness to take on contract-based, part-time, or temporary jobs allows
employers to offer employees less, and this makes it difficult for other jobseekers
to compete. Chosonjok migrants are now a part of the precariat in South Korean
society, and their in-betweenness plays an important role in their survival as they
engage in three strategic coping methods. First, they sought informal job markets
rather than go through official avenues. Second, they internalized the logic of
mobilities and embraced circular mobility between the PRC and South Korea.
Third, they engaged in place-making and created an enclave in the Kuro-Taerim
area in Seoul.

While precaritization is a global phenomenon, Chosonjok migrants have
contributed to a home-spun precarity in South Korea in three main ways. First,
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following the easing of tensions between the PRC and South Korea after several
decades, Chosonjok migrants’ influx into South Korea accelerated the precariti-
zation that globalization had already started. Second, due to shared ethnic and
linguistic characteristics making adaptation to Korean society smoother relative
to other migrants, Chosonjok migrants’ immediate readiness to join the work
force hastened South Korea’s precaritization. Third, since some Chosdénjok trace
their roots back to North Korea, they pursued their economic interests without
any feelings of allegiance to South Korea or concern for how their actions might
adversely affect the country’s overall wellbeing. The findings demonstrate that
the contextualized geopolitics of the East Asian region has shaped a particular
form of precarity. The interaction between macro-processes, such as globalization,
national policy, and job markets, and individual responses is an important part of
migrant studies. Migrants and other proactive individual citizens develop social
or individual navigational capacities separate from a nation’s best interests.”* It
is possible that, in future societies, precarious social economic conditions will
escalate and these navigational capacities will become critical for survival.

This study has explored the theoretical implications that actions as well as
preferences are often the consequence of a desire to survive. The state, private
companies, and individuals cross national boundaries seeking what they need
to not only survive but, hopefully, thrive. Unintentionally, precarity increases in
the process, but then precarity itself becomes a tool for survival. In the case of
South Korea, a lack of available cheap labor motivated the state to invite migrant
laborers into the country, but in times of economic recession, migrant workers
who are willing to take on temporary and part-time employment bring more
instability to an already fragile job market. As a result of scarce employment,
individuals increase their mobilities seeking work. In a sense, individual migrant
workers become dependent on governing through mobility.”> As Standing notes,
“the precariat is not a victim, villain or hero but just a lot of us.””® Where people
fall within the spectrum that exists between victim and hero would partly depend
on whether they stubbornly refuse to change their adaptive preferences and
perpetuate insecurity or become proactive individuals and navigate precarity
either individually or collectively.
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Introduction

Deported by Stalin in 1937 and later widely regarded as “the model Soviet people,”
owing to their assimilation and integration in Russified Soviet society, the Soviet/
post-Soviet Koreans have shown—over generations and space, through forcible
and voluntary migration—remarkable skills of adaptation and survival to new
political and cultural environments. The collapse of the Soviet Union engendered
yet another experience of dislocation and mobility; this time of borders between
peoples, with the establishment of new republics where before there had been
one single Soviet state and homeland.

This article examines the case of the Koryo saram (as Central Asia’s Koreans
call themselves) and specifically the ethnic Koreans living in Bishkek, capital city
of Kyrgyzstan,3 to reflect on how notions of diasporas and identity have changed
since the Soviet collapse. While the local Koreans’ path to social integration and
the process of assimilation have been well covered in the literature,* including
their distinctiveness vis-a-vis the Koreans of the peninsula,®> we still know very
little about their condition of in-betweenness, or liminality, and particularly the
considerable heterogeneity of the community.

The article pursues two aims. First, it seeks to broaden the analysis of Korean
diasporas beyond the more common focus on Koreans in the West,® China,’
and Japan.® At about 500,000 (Table 1) the post-Soviet Koreans represent the

Table 1 The Koryo saram in the post-Soviet space

Uzbekistan | Kazakhstan | Tajikistan | Kyrgyzstan | Turkmenistan Russia
(2017 est.) (1999) (2010) (2019) (2012) (2010)
Overall 32,120,500 16,009,597 7,564,502 6,389,500 4,751,120 142,856,536
Majority Uzbeks Kazakhs Tajiks Kyrgyz Turkmens Russians
group 26,917,700 10.096,763 6,373,834 4,655,646 4,066,969 111,016,896
(83.7%) (63.1%) (84.3%) (72.8%) (85.6%) (80.9%)
Koreans 176.900 100,385 600 17,105 396 153,156
(0.55%) (0.6%) (0) (0.2%) (0) (0.11%)

Sources: O'zbekiston Respublikasi Davlat Statistika Qo'mitasi. Ozbekiston Respublikasining Demographic
Holati (Demographic Status of the Republic of Uzbekistan). Tashkent, 2017; AreHTCTBO MO CTaTUCTVIKe

npw Mpe3un AeHTe Pecnybankv TagXUKUCTaH, [lepenuct HaCeneHUs U KUAUUHO20 poHOa Pecnybauku
TaoxukucmaH 2010 200a (Population Census and Housing Stock of the Republic of Tajikistan 2010),
[ywan6e, 2010. Bcepoccuiickas nepenvcb HaceneHnsa 2010. HayuoHaneHell cocmas HaceneHus P 2010
(National Composition of the Population 2009); KomuTeT no cTatucTuike, MUHUCTEPCTBO HaLMOHanbHOW
SKOHOMUKM, Pecnybnunkun KasaxcTaH, lepenucs HaceneHus 2009 (Population Census 2009), Astana 2010.
HalMoHanbHbIN cTaTucTyecknin kommteT Kblprbl3ckol Pecnybanku HayuoHaneHslli cocmae HaceneHus
(National Composition of the Population). Bishkek, 2019. Turkmenistanyn Statistika déwlet komiteti.
Tirkmenistanyri milli hasplary (National Account of Turkmenistan), Asgabat, 2012.
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world’s fifth-largest Korean diaspora. In the post-Soviet context, what makes the
experience of the Koryo saram noteworthy is that, as Marco Buttino notes, they
show how “a deported minority ingeniously adapted to the new environment and
was capable of negotiating with the Soviet authorities a respectable position in
the new society.”® The Koryo saram literature has primarily focused on Koreans
living in Russia,'® Kazakhstan,'" and Uzbekistan,'? or the whole Central Asian
region,'3 as these are the territories of greater Korean settlement (Table 1; Map 1).

Some attention has been paid to the aims and conduct of South Korea’s foreign
policy towards the Central Asian region, including the Koryo saram there, although
the focus has primarily been on the outside-in (from Seoul towards the region),
rather than on the local Korean communities themselves.'

In the pages that follow, I focus on one of the lesser known cases from the
post-Soviet space, namely that of the Koreans of Kyrgyzstan,'® in order to broaden
the empirical scope of the Koryo saram scholarship. The article thus seeks to
move the discussion beyond the important, but by now well-covered, issues in
the literature, such as the initial migration of the Koreans to Russian territory'®
and their deportation'” in favour of a greater acknowledgement and appreciation
of intra-group variation.'®

RUSSIA

LAKE
SARYGAMISH UZ
URKMENISTAN

®Balkanabat Tarkmenabat

’_lm{
AFGHANISTAN 3 pAKISTAN 34 500 miles

Map 1 Central Asia

Source: By Pline—Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=87978519
(Creative Commons)
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Overall, in this article, I take issue with recent trends in the scholarship that
seek to establish whether the Koryo saram are “still” Korean or constitute a new,
“separate,” Korean nation. Questioning whether the Koryo saram are “still”
Korean or whether their distinctiveness makes them substantially different from
the Koreans of the peninsula has gained some traction in the literature,’® which
makes this a relevant issue with which to engage. At the same time, such an
approach (are the Koryo saram still Korean?), perpetuates assumptions of an
idea of the Korean nation as primordialist, essentialist, and fundamentally static.

To explore these issues, I draw on insights from constructivist and more
critical approaches to the study of identities and diasporas. The work of Rogers
Brubaker?? is especially useful in that it questions assumptions of groupism and
groupness still dominating the study of ethnicity and diasporas. Furthermore, the
work of James Clifford?’ and Floya Anthias?? appears similarly relevant in shifting
the focus away from the relationship between the diaspora and the homeland
(particularly the latter), and towards the condition of the diasporic communities
themselves, allowing a diversity of voices to emerge.

Methodologically, I draw on various rounds of field research conducted in
Kyrgyzstan over two decades, most recently in the capital city of Bishkek in 2018
and 2019 (Map 2). I consulted archival sources including documents of the NKVD
(Narodnyi Kommissariat Vnutrennikh Del, the People’s Commissariat for Internal
Affairs) in the 1930s and 1940s, correspondence between Soviet authorities at
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Map 2 Administrative divisions of the Kyrgyz Republic
Source: By Waltie—Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=9959915
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the time, Soviet census data (1926, 1939, 1959, 1970, 1979, and 1989), and the
publications of the local Korean cultural centre, such as the periodical wibun/ 2|
published primarily in Russian with a handful of pages in Korean. In addition,
I conducted several semi-structured interviews, in Russian or English, with local
Koryo saram. Although the sample was not representative and the findings are
more exploratory than conclusive, they speak to the usefulness of single-country
case studies.?? Although my concern here is to contribute to critique and unpack
notions of groupism and assumptions of groupness in diasporas common in the
study of politics and sociology, the article shares with comparative area studies?*
a sensibility and effort to “understand politics in a local context.”2>

In telling the story of multiple mobilities, contingency and adaptation, the
article advances two main arguments. First, it contends that rather than thinking of
diasporas as bounded communities, we should think in terms of diasporic conditions
and claims, allowing for greater fluidity, contingency, dynamism, and heterogeneity
in how we approach the study and understanding of identity and identity trans-
formation among the Koryo saram. Such conditions of hybridity and liminality
are evident among individual Koreans living in the city of Bishkek. While many
Koryo saram continue to claim some form of Korean-ness, this is understood,
perceived, negotiated—even contested—differently. Second, my findings highlight
a growing erosion of two of the three dimensions Brubaker regards as crucial in
diasporic conditions, namely homeland orientation and boundary maintenance.2®
This is especially evident when comparing how younger Koryo saram perceive
their Korean-ness, also in comparison with older generations. Taken together,
the findings shed light on the hitherto neglected issue of generational change.

The article is divided into five sections. In the next section I review some key
terminological and conceptual issues and lay out the theoretical framework I
apply in this article. Next, I ground the experience of Kyrgyzstan’s Koreans in the
Soviet period and subsequently the post-independence era. In the remainder of
the article I discuss the empirics, drawing on fieldwork conducted in Kyrgyzstan,
before concluding.

Terminology: What's in a Name?

Koryo Saram

“What is in our names?” asks German Kim, a leading scholar of the post-Soviet
Koreans and a Koryo saram himself.?” While the rhetorical question might have
well pertained to the actual first names (and patronymics), of the Koryo saram, the
broader point actually relates to the ethnonym too. Historically, in local parlance
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and official policy, Koreans living in Tsarist Russia, the Soviet Union, and the
post-Soviet republics were called just that: Koreans (in Russian: sing. Kopetiery
Koreyets, pl. kopeinsl/Koreytsy, adjective: Koperickutii/Koreysky). This is how the
local ethnic Korean population was classified in the censuses. The English-language
ethnonym does not distinguish between local Koreans and Koreans from elsewhere
(the peninsula or beyond). In Soviet times the adjective Soviet was added to distin-
guish them from Koreans living outside of the USSR. Members of the community,
however, prefer to use a different term: Koryo saram (3212] A}&), or people of
Koryd.%8 The ethnonym literally means Korean people and is widely accepted among
the members of the communities themselves, as well as being used in the scholarly
literature. In South Korea, however, the term is not widely used, where Koryoin
(1 R1/E#EN) is preferred—literally a Korean individual.?® Since the collapse of
the Soviet Union, the terminology has simply reverted to Korean for local census
purposes or for self-appellation Koryo saram or, less commonly, Koryoin. The use of
the hyphen between adjectives/ethnonyms (e.g. Uzbek-Korean or Kyrgyz-Korean),
has become increasingly common also in light of the growing number of inter-ethnic
marriages. In this article, I adopt the term that Koryo saram prefer to use to refer to
themselves and use the simplified spelling of Koryo saram as the transliteration from
the Cyrillic alphabet into the Latin one (Kopé capam), instead of following McCune—
Reischauer romanization rules. To be clear, as Saveliev notes, Soviet/post-Soviet
Koreans include three different groups of people, depending on patterns and timing
of settlement on Russian/Soviet territory: first, and the largest community among
them, were the Koryo saram (also known as Soviet Koreans or continental Koreans/
MaTepHUKOBBIe KopeHIsl); second, the Sakhalin Koreans (Sahallin hanin/AFr& g+l
or CaxaJMHCKHe KopeHIel in Russian), descendants of those who left the southern
part of the peninsula in the 1930s and 1940s, then under Japanese rule, to work on
Sakhalin island; and lastly the immigrants from the DPRK in the period 1946-49.3°

From Diasporas to Diasporic Condlitions: Contesting Groupism
and Questioning Groupness

The Diaspora Studies scholarship has broadened its substantive and geographical
scope in recent decades, reflecting the expansion, arguably the conceptual
stretching, of what groups the term is supposed to include. As Appadurai notes,
the notion of “diaspora denotes the transnational movement and ties in with
arguments around globalization and the growth of non-nation-based solidar-
ities.”3" As such, the concept places a strong emphasis on “contingency [and]
indeterminacy.”32 Diaspora “involves a conception of identity that avoids the
essentialism of much of the discussion on ethnic and cultural identities” and
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“refocuses attention on transnational and dynamic processes, relating to ethnic
commonalities, which can recognize difference and diversity.”33

Much has changed since the term, which semantically comes from the ancient
Greek Slaomopd (“scattering of seeds”), and was first applied to the Jewish dispersal
and later the Armenian one. Because the term now tends to share meaning
with cognate groups, such as immigrants, refugees, guest workers, and ethnic
communities,3* the world has truly witnessed a proliferation of diasporas.3> A key
problem arising from the increasingly loose use of the term is thus what Brubaker
calls its “dispersion [...] in semantic, conceptual and disciplinary space.”3¢ The
conceptual “over-stretching implies that if everything, all sorts of communities
more or less dispersed, become diaspora, then nothing is distinctively so.”3” The
term therefore loses its discriminating power, making it impossible to distinguish
diasporic from non-diasporic communities, (im)migrants in primis.

At the risk of simplification, conceptualizations of diasporas can be divided into
two approaches. On the one hand are those who think of diasporas in a more
classical sense, as communities or “bounded entities.”3° The classical definition of
diaspora comes from the work of William Safran; a community can be referred to
as diaspora if it presents the following six features: “a history of dispersal, myths/
memories of the homeland, alienation in the host country, desire for eventual
return, ongoing support of the homeland, and a collective identity defined by this
relationship.”#° This approach is relevant to the post-Soviet context. Predominant
approaches to identity and nation-building across the post-Soviet space have been
informed by Stalin’s infamous definition of the nation, which was heavily materi-
alist, essentialist, and primordialist. A nation was defined as “a historically consti-
tuted, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common language,
territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a common
culture.”*' The Soviet emphasis on ethnogenesis has until recently informed the
way in which ethno-national groups, including ethnic minorities and diasporas,
including the Koryo saram, were understood, namely as bounded groups. At a
first glance there appear to be good reasons for this. The Koryo saram are a small
non-indigenous population in Central Asia, whose presence in the region dates
back to less than a century ago. They surely have a long history of dispersal that is
tragic in origin, which is typical of the other two arch-typical diasporas, the Jewish
and the Armenian ones. Forcible resettlement and mobility restrictions fostered
alienation in the host territories (Central Asia), at least until they were allowed
to move, urbanize, and ultimately Russify and assimilate into local societies. The
memory of the deportation has strongly shaped the community’s collective identity.
There were of course problems with the fit between the definition and the Korean
case, in that the relationship with the “homeland” has remained problematic.
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What is the Koryo saram’s homeland? Is it the Korean peninsula, as in the Soviet
tradition all ethnonational groups were supposed to have a “historical homeland”
(istoricheskaya rodina)? Or is it rather the Russian Far East, where Koreans had
settled in the late nineteenth century and from where they were deported? And if
they were ever to return, where would they go? Furthermore, there is an evident
problem arising from the application of such an essentialist approach to the Koryo
saram: its homeland-centredness. As Clifford also argues, homeland-centrism, and
the links—material or symbolic—between the homeland and the diaspora, are
not relevant to many communities that experience a diasporic condition. This is
because, he continues, a diasporic condition arises from the “experience of being
from one place and of another” is linked “with the idea of particular sentiments
towards the homeland, whilst being formed by those of the place of settlement.”#?
Such an approach allows for what are now called hyphenated identities, highlighting
a community’s attachment to more than one place.

Anti-essentialist approaches to diasporas, informed by constructivist and
more critical sensibilities, have gained traction in recent decades and seem
preferable here, because they shift the focus from what diasporas are, or are
supposed to be, to what they actually do, or is done in their name: from being (a
diaspora) to claiming (to be one). In this respect, a useful way of thinking about
this phenomenon is less in terms of diasporas, per se, and more as diasporic
conditions and diasporism. The diasporic condition is therefore “one where one
is constructed in and through difference, and yet is one that produces differential
forms of cultural accommodation or syncretism: in some versions, hybridity.”43
Helpfully, Brubaker has unpacked the notion of diasporas and other groups by
questioning the notions of groupness, groupism, and ultimately their bounded
nature.** This approach does not render the term or its usage irrelevant, but
shifts attention to the political consequences of the articulation of an identity as
diasporic. Who diasporizes whom to what ends, and with what results? Diasporas
matter because of what they do or what is done in their name, rather than because
of what they (allegedly) are.

Such an approach appears preferable within this context for two reasons. The
first is because of the consequences of the multiple experiences of dispersals and
mobility among several generations of Koryo saram, which forced adaptation
to new multi-ethnic contexts. Renegotiation with such environments calls for a
new understanding of what home and homeland mean. The second is because
Soviet—and still post-Soviet to a large extent—nation-building has been largely
a top-down elite-driven affair. The Koryo saram are not an exception, with intel-
lectuals, leaders of the ethnic cultural centres, and ethnic entrepreneurs engaged
in defining what makes someone a Koryo saram.
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In his review of the core features of diasporic conditions, Brubaker contends
that three dimensions remain constitutive:*> the experience of dispersal, forced and
non; orientation towards a real or imagined homeland which remains the source
of loyalty and values; and boundary maintenance, that is the preservation of a
distinctive identity vis-a-vis the host society. First is the question of the importance of
dispersion as a defining dimension of the diasporic experience. Originally, diasporas
were communities that emerged out of a forced dispersion. While dispersion and
the memory thereof still remain central to diasporic identities, two new aspects
have enriched the debate. One is the fact that dispersal may not necessarily have
a traumatic or even forced origin, and the other is that—as a result of the recon-
figuration political spaces in post-communist Eurasia—dispersion may not only
be the result of the movement of peoples across borders, but also the consequence
of the movement of borders across settlements. The 25 million ethnic Russians
left stranded by the Soviet collapse and the redrawing of political space without
actually moving is a clear illustration of this new type of mobility.

The second reason for preferring an anti-essentialist approach to diasporas is
that the very relationship with the homeland has started to be called into question.
Homeland orientation (in terms of the memory of the dispersion or the commitment
to return), dominated classical definitions of diasporas. Homeland remained the
ultimate source of identity. Diasporas were homeland-centered communities.
Especially on the wave of contributions coming from post-modernism, the salience
of homeland orientation has been replaced by an approach that critiques the
teleology of return, thus de-centering diasporas.*®

In addition to the above, according to Brubaker, there is “a tension in the
literature between boundary-maintenance and boundary-erosion.”*” While more
classical approaches have emphasized how diaspora members have struggled
to preserve and emphasize the boundaries between in-group and out-group,
post-modern approaches, such as those of Clifford and Anthias, have emphasized
the notions of hybridity, expressed through hyphenized ethnonyms (e.g. Korean-
American, Kyrgyz-Russian, Korean-Chinese, etc.), and inbetween-ness or liminality.
This is especially relevant to the Korean context as it explicitly recognizes, and
values, heterogeneity and diversity over essence and coherence.

Alongside his work on diasporas, Brubaker has insightfully questioned notions
of groups and groupness, which are too often unproblematically taken-for-granted.*8
What he takes issue with is a tendency, in academia as much as beyond, to take
discrete, sharply differentiated, internally homogenous and externally bounded
groups as “basic constituents of social life, fundamental units of social analysis.”*°
The problematization of groupness evokes®? the notion of Bourdieu’s performative
character, whereby “by invoking groups, they seek to evoke them, summon them,
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call them into being.”>' What follows, therefore, is that we tend to “treat groupness
as variable and contingent rather than fixed and given.”>? Quite the contrary,
groupness, according to Brubaker, should be treated “as an event, as something
that happens.”>3 In ultimate analysis, groupness may or may not happen.>*

In light of the above, asking whether the Korean diaspora forms a “single trans-
national community” or whether the Koryo saram have evolved into a “separate
Korean nation” is, it seems to me, immaterial. While the Koryo saram may have
constituted a more homogenous and bounded community when they settled in
the Russian Far East from the 1860s onwards, the farmers and peasants that
migrated at the beginning were soon joined by political dissidents in the early
twentieth century,> divergent socio-spatial geographies have led to the emergence
of different smaller Koryo saram communities. Rather than privileging the point
of origin or the relationship with it “the diaspora experience [...] is defined, not
by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and
diversity; by a concept of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite
difference; by hybridity.”>

Context: The Soviet and Post-Soviet Koreans

Whether as individuals or entire households, Koreans moved from the northern
part of the Korean peninsula and Manchuria to the Russian Far East from 1863
onwards. Migration to the Far East began towards the final decades of Chosén
(1392-1910), when farmers started to flee abuse by landowners, moneylenders,
drought in 1863 and famine in 1869-1870.>” The prospect of land grants, economic
subsidies and even the acquisition of Russian citizenship attracted growing
numbers of Koreans to the territories of Primor’e and Priamur’e.>8 Some localities,
like Pos’et, were 95% Korean, with printed weekly newspapers, schools, technical
colleges, and hospitals. Others in the Vladivostok okrug, like Khankai, Grodekov,
Pokrov, Shkotovo, and Suchan also had substantial Korean populations.> The first
three decades saw a surge in the Korean presence in the Russian/Soviet Far East.
From over 50,000 people in 1910 (100 villages), numbers had almost doubled by
1925 (90,000), 170,000 in 1927 and between 1923 and 1936 there was an average
increase of 17% per year.®® By 1935 about 200,000 Koreans were living in the
Russian Far East. However, by 1931 Korean immigration to the Soviet Union had
virtually ceased. Geopolitics played a large part in this. The opening decades of
the early twentieth century saw an oscillation between welcoming and more
hostile policies from Tsarist Russia first and later the Soviet Union, mostly
dictated by Russian/Soviet-Japanese relations. Russia’s strategic concerns over a
growing Japanese presence and influence in the Far East raised the question of
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the allegiance of the Korean population of the border regions. Tsarist Russia had
already begun relocating Koreans that had settled in the Far Eastern regions after
1884 outside the border regions.®

The single most important event in the Soviet history of the Korean population
was the 1937 deportation (deportatsiya/pereselenie). Resolution 1428-326ss of the
Soviet People’s Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
adopted on 21 August 1937,%2 subsequently reinforced by Resolution 1647-377ss
passed on 28 September of the same year,®3 led to the near-complete wiping out
of the Korean presence in the Far Eastern provinces.®* Over the space of two
months (September and October) Koreans were all placed on trains and deported
to Soviet Central Asia, mostly—though not exclusively—in the southern provinces
of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (Kazakh SSR) and the Uzbek Soviet Socialist
Republic (Uzbek SSR). Recipient of the new inflow of Koreans were the oblasts
(provinces) of Tashkent, Kyzyl-orda, Almaty, and the Russian SFSR provinces of
Astrakhan and Stalingrad (now Volgograd).®> As the Great Purge or Great Terror
(also known as Ezhovshchina, or Era of Ezhov, from the name of the head of the
NKVD, Nikolai Ezhov) got under way between 1936 and 1938, this was the first
full-blown deportation of entire peoples in the Soviet Union, although there were
smaller-scale precedents®® in 1930/31, 1935, and that of the Buryats in 1936.5” There
were earlier, aborted attempts at relocating Koreans away from border regions,
dating back to 1926 and 1928, but decisions to that effect were not implemented,
with plans effectively abandoned in 1931.58 Formally, Koreans were not accused
of any crime, and thus were not bundled alongside other “punished peoples”
(nakazannye narody), such as the Germans, Chechens, Volga Tatars, and others.®?
The nature of the deportation was pre-emptive, as—the Soviet argument went—the
local Korean population might have become involved in espionage in favor of the
Japanese but were not accused of any crime.”? Thus, initially, the legal status of
the deported Koreans was that of “internal exiles” (ssylka/poselentsy). They were
confined to the Central Asian countryside (with some exceptions),”! where they were
tied to the land and worked in local (Korean) collective farms, primarily cultivating
rice. The procedures accompanying their deportation, as laid out in Resolution
1428-326ss, also made it clear that they were entitled to take property with them
during resettlement and claim compensation for the valuables and property left
in the Far East; the document also refers to the fact that proper arrangements and
assistance would be set in place on arrival.”? Uniquely in the experience of the
Soviet deported peoples, those Koreans willing to leave the Soviet Union were to be
allowed to do so, as long as they were not working in the secret police themselves.”?
Reality turned out to be much harsher than what appeared on paper and the
deportation, as Pohl notes, “greatly altered their legal status, spatial distribution
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and everyday culture.””# Upon arriving in Central Asia some Koreans did never-
theless move, leaving the Kazakh SSR for the Uzbek SSR, either for family re-union
or because of the milder climate there.”> In practice there were both differences
between the administrative exile category and the special settlement regime, and
some areas of overlap. Similarly to the nations deported later, Koreans suffered
from legal restrictions as to the place of residence, but were not placed in special
camps. They could not leave the Central Asian SSRs where they had been resettled
and nor were they allowed to live in border districts there. They were also subject
to surveillance by the NKVD to which they had to report regularly. The deported
Koreans were also barred from serving in the army; rather they were forced to
serve in the labor army, constructing industrial plants or working in mines. Initially
some ethnic institutions were retained, including Korean schools, a theatre and the
Korean Pedagogical Institute, a newspaper and a publishing house, though many
of these were later abolished. The situation changed in 1945, when the Council of
People’s Commissars extended the special settlement regime to the deported Koreans
(Decision n. 35, 8 January 1945). In an order dated 2 July 1945 Beria recategorized
Koreans as special settlers (spets-pereselentsy).”® They were not allowed to leave the
region and were not issued new passports without the five-year limit to exile. They
were prevented from studying science or other technical subjects at universities
and lost many of their ethnic institutions. Following the death of Stalin in 1953 and
de-Stalinization under Khrushchev (1953-1962), such restrictions were gradually
lifted from 1954 onwards.”” This led to a steady urbanization and Russification of
the Soviet Koreans, particularly from 1970 onwards, as evidenced by the Koreans’
linguistic Russification shown in subsequent Soviet censuses.”® A minority chose
to return to the Far East or move to other parts of the Soviet Russian or Ukrainian
republics. Official rehabilitation only came much later with the USSR’S Supreme
Soviet recognising that eleven of the thirteen ethnic groups deported by Stalin,
including the Koreans, “constituted illegal and criminal repressive acts”.”® The Law
on Rehabilitation of Repressed Peoples was only signed by then Russian President
Boris Yeltsin and approved by the Russian Parliament in April 1991.8°

Nation-Building and Nationality Policies Under Soviet Rule

The Soviet Union was administratively structured, formally, as a federal state.
Crucial to its organization was the link between ethnicity and territory, whereby—
subject to certain conditions—each ethno-national community was expected
to be endowed with its own territory. There was a hierarchy of administrative
units of the Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs) with the Russian, Kazakh, Uzbek,
and Ukrainian ones at the top of this hierarchy endowed with relatively higher
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(though still limited in practical terms), levels of autonomy, descending all the
way down to autonomous republics (e.g., the Karakalpak ASSR within the Uzbek
SSR), autonomous regions (e.g., the Birobidzhan Jewish autonomous region in the
Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, RSFSR), autonomous territories, and
districts. While officially countering nationalism as a reactionary and backward
phenomenon, the Soviet authorities crystallized and even promoted nationality
(natsional’nost’, built on ethnicity at its core), as a central category to classify and
count people (its citizens).8' The ultimate aim was for a supra-national Soviet
people (sovetsky narod/sovetsky chelovek), a non-national category to supersede
national divisions. This meant that, for example, as James Critchlow aptly put it in
reference to the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic, Uzbek children would go to Uzbek
schools where they were taught in Uzbek language and would later read Uzbek-
language newspapers and listen to radio programmes in Uzbek.82 The Uzbek SSR
had its own institutions, besides schools, including theatres, parliament, a flag,
and a constitution. All Soviet citizens were reminded, from an early age onwards,
of who they were (or who the authorities had decided they would be). Ethnic
institutions helped foster and maintain a sense of national belonging. Ultimately,
the relevant entry in one’s own passport (the piataya grafa, or fifth line) crystal-
lized one’s own ethnicity. In short, the Soviet language of self-determination and
debate over nationality issues crucially framed how populations were organized
and how their national consciousness was, to some degrees, promoted.8 Francine
Hirsch called this a double assimilation policy:84 first of groups into nations and
then subsequently into the afore-mentioned Soviet people. The disintegration of
the Soviet state occurred before this process was completed.

What did this all mean for the Soviet Koreans? As a dispersed population
without its own national territory on Soviet soil, they had some of these ethnic
institutions, but not all. Crucially, they were not endowed with a national territory,
as Korea (under Japanese rule during 1910-1945 and then the two Koreas), was
regarded as their historical homeland(s). Thus, petitions for territorial autonomy
in the Far Eastern regions of the Russian SFSR were not granted on the grounds
that an external, historical homeland already existed (“Korea”).8> As such, there
was no cadre policy either since there was no land where Koreans could enjoy
a primus inter pares status, where they could be regarded as the “titular nation”
(titul’naya natsiya) in Soviet parlance. Koreans, and other smaller groups among
them, started to be referred to as one of the diasporas/guacmopsi, a term that
was also used, confusingly, to refer to groups with a history of dispersal to
settler groups (such as the Russians), or local indigenous communities (like the
Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan). The everyday reality for Soviet Koreans was one of steady
Russification, in the form of their assimilation into Russian language and culture.
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Koreans in Soviet Kirgizia and Post-Independence Kyrgyzstan

A minuscule Korean presence was first reported in Central Asia already in the
1897 census, around Pishpek (today’s Bishkek) and Przhevalsk (now Karakol,
in the eastern part of the country).8® As Table 2 shows, the presence was still
negligible in the 1920s (1926 census) and began to increase in the late 1930s (1939
census). Some activists from the Korean national independence movement, such
as Petr Semenovich Tsoy (uke n3e keH/Chke Dze Khen, Z/71¥) arrived in Soviet
Kirgizia in the 1920s and 1930s.8” Another 130 Koreans settled in 1934-38.88 As
the numbers of Koreans in Soviet Kirgizia grew somewhat between the census
of 1926 and that of 1939, some were left wondering whether Koreans had also
been deported to this Soviet republic, too, in 1937, a question raised in his work
by Gennady Li.?° According to Li, there was no plan to deport Koreans to the
Kyrgyz SSR, although this did not prevent some individuals from being forcibly
relocated there. Census data, as observed above, show that the Korean population
rose from 9 in 1926 to 508 in 1939. In the archival material I examined there is no
reference to the Kirgiz SSR being the destination of the deportation, which were
listed as the “South Kazakhstan region, the regions of the Aral Sea, Balkash and
the Uzbek SSR.”?° That said, given that at least initially some Koreans did leave the
Kazakh SSR southwards it is possible that some ended up in Soviet Kirgizia. Li also
mentions the presence of some Koreans in the villages of Kyzyl-Kiya and Sulyutka
in southern Kyrgyzstan.®" As these areas border Uzbekistan and some Koreans
were resettled in the Uzbek side of the Ferghana Valley, it is also conceivable
that they also moved voluntarily.?? As mobility restrictions were lifted from the
mid-1950s onwards Koreans could move from the countryside to the cities and
across SSRs. This led to a more noticeable Korean presence being established in
the Kyrgyz SSR. Numbers grew over time as Koreans abandoned agricultural
activities in favour of employment in urban centres. From 1959 onwards the local
Korean population increased further. A more significant migration to the Kyrgyz
SSR began in the second half of the 1950s.° The numbers remained fairly stable
until the 1990s, when in line with broader patterns of post-Soviet migration, many
members of minority groups left the place where they were living. The number
of Koreans in Kyrgyzstan initially declined, before increasing again in the 2000s.

From the Soviet experience, Kyrgyzstan “inherited a legacy of complex ethnic
politics,”®* which included the presence of cross-border minorities and a number
of territorial oddities such as enclaves (small pockets of land formally under
Uzbekistani and Tajikistani sovereignty), and exclaves (portions of territory in
neighbouring Uzbekistan). Although the post-independence authorities have
sought to emphasize continuities between post-independence Kyrgyzstan and
pre-modern Kyrgyz tribal confederations—many of which were not really
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associated with the territory of today’s Kyrgyzstan, within its current boundaries
Kyrgyzstan is very much a recent formation; its origins date back to the Soviet
period, when the national-territorial delimitation of 1924-36 reshaped the political
and administrative space of the Central Asian region in a way that resembles the
way it looks today.®” Initially the Kyrgyz entity was set up as an autonomous region
within the Russian SFSR and erroneously called Kara-Kyrgyz, as the Kazakh ASSR
was called Kyrgyz instead. In 1936 the status of the region was upgraded to that
of a full union republic (SSR), at the same level of the Russian, Uzbek, Kazakh,
and other SSRs.

As Buttino notes in reference to the Korean population in Samarkand
(Uzbekistan), the story of the Koryo saram is one of “how a deported minority
ingeniously adapted to the new environment and was capable of negotiating
with the Soviet authorities a respectable position in the new society.”®¢ Since the
Soviet collapse, due to a combination of uncertainty over status and the possible
rise in local ethnic nationalism and—more generally—the social and economic
hardship that affected all groups in post-independence Kyrgyzstan, some Koreans
left, as the dwindling numbers show (Table 2). At the same time, some have moved
from the neighboring republics due to its overall more open social, economic, and
political environment. At just over 17,000, Koreans represent around 0.2% of the
country’s population.

As I have argued elsewhere, “the story of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan is one of
unexpected independence and statehood, a fragile—‘imperilled’—sovereignty.”®’
From the outset, Kyrgyzstan was confronted with several challenges. A market
economy had to be created from the ashes of the Soviet command economy
in a context that was still largely rural and agricultural. A common national
identity had to be created when the titular group was itself divided along tribal
and regional lines and had no clear idea as to what kind of approach to nation-
building it would promote, whether ethnic or civic. At the same time, Kyrgyzstan,
like its neighbors in the region, was home to a culturally and ethnically plural
society. Kyrgyzstan emerged from the Soviet experience as an ethnically diverse
country, with the titular group—the Kyrgyz—demographically constituting a bare
majority. Two large minority groups stood out, the Russians and the Uzbeks.%®
Askar Akayev, the first president of independent Kyrgyzstan (1990-2005) sought
to reject the sort of nationalizing policies that would have elevated the status of
the titular group above that of others,?? favoring—with some ambiguities—a more
internationalist approach. The state promoted the notion of “Kyrgyzstan—our
common home” (Kyrgyzstan: nash obshchii dom), where all groups would feel
equally welcome and protected. However, over time, a “dual identity narrative”!%
during the Akayev years gradually gave way to the rise of Kyrgyz nationalism, first
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Table 3 The Koryo saram in Kyrgyzstan (2009; administrative units)

= -]
2 c | 3 oy c| =
~ ) = 8 v ] $
7 = | 5| =| 5 %% %
H 2] T [ [ o
Total Bishkek Chuy = - z = o o< o
Korean 17,299 12,014 4388 133 70 1 237 327 47 82
(69.4%) (25.3%)

Source: HaumoHanbHbI cTaTucTyecknii komuteT Kblprbi3ckoit Pecnybnnkun. HayuoHaneHsIl cocmas
HaceneHus. YNCNeHHOCTb MOCTOHHOMO HaceneHus No HaunoHanbHocTam (National Composition of the
Population. Resident population by nationality). Bishkek 2019. http://www.stat.kg/media/files/9cd9d7ee
-78f0-413e-885d-80f914049ebf.pdf

under Kurmanbek Bakiev (2005-2010) and later on under Almazbek Atambayev
(2011-2017).

What were the implications of post-independence turbulence and nation- and
state-building strategies, and the consequent changes for local Koreans? The Koryo
saram were not the Kyrgyz nation’s significant other. Initially these were the
ethnic Russians, and later the Uzbeks, following Russian out-migration, especially
in the 1990s, and relative demographic decline vis-a-vis the titular group. As
Table 3 shows, Koreans currently number less than 20,000 in the country and
are overwhelmingly concentrated in the northern part of the country (about 95%),
particularly in the capital city of Bishkek (almost 70%) and the surrounding Chuy
province (about 25%). They are a highly urbanized, educated community, and well
integrated in local societies. As such, politically and demographically, they have
posed no threat to the titular group.

Cultural revival started for the local Koreans, as for many ethno-national
communities in the late Soviet period, in the late 1980s, when cultural centres
and associations were established for minority groups. The “Chinson” Association
for the Koreans of Kyrgyzstan was founded in 1989. Links with South Korea were
established in the 1990s. As examined elsewhere,'?! Seoul established a wide
range of educational programmes aimed at the promotion of Korean language and
culture, educational opportunities including scholarships, grants, and exchange
programmes. These were not explicitly designed to specifically support the Koryo
saram, and the whole local population was invited to learn more about Korean
culture. Language courses proliferated, also fuelled by the success of Hallyu
(Korean wave), Korean dramas, K-pop, films, food, and cosmetic products. Korean
shops now line many of the streets of Kyrgyzstan’s capital city, Bishkek.
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Identity Transformation Among Today’s Koryo Saram

“Koreans are Korean everywhere; [being Korean] is about blood,” passion-
ately argued Gennady Li, a well-known local writer in Bishkek as we met in the
“Korean House” (Koreisky dom), one of the cultural institutions where the more
engaged Koryo saram population gathers in town.'%? Li, born in the Uzbek SSR
in 1940, spent time in Moscow in 1960-1965, before relocating to Soviet Kirgizia.
His remarks were about Koreans, but reflected a broader approach to identity
promoted during Soviet times (ethnogenesis), essentialist, and primordialist,
which still resonates among some today. Viktoriya, a 65-year old lady active in the
Society of Koreans of Kyrgyzstan, an organization represented in the Assembly of
the People of Kyrgyzstan, echoed Li’s comment: “traditions, values, culture, food.
All Koreans share those; it does not matter what age they are.”'%3

This view stood in stark contrast to remarks by young local Koreans, though.
“My parents tell me I am Korean; my grandparents tell me I am Korean as they
recall their tragic experiences as children during the deportation from the
Far East, but I don’t feel the same. I lived in Russia and I feel closer to them
[Russians, author’s note]. I also studied and lived in America and South Korea.
I am full of doubts, I do not know who I am,” says Nataliya, a 19-year old resident
of Bishkek.'% As she recalls her own identity dilemmas and struggles with her
sense of (multiple) belongings or her in-betweenness, I am reminded of the sheer
diversity of opinions among the Koryo saram, or the post-Soviet Koreans, and
the way in which they articulate, express, and negotiate their Korean-ness and
senses of us-ness and other-ness. The two views above also illustrate how older-
generation Koreans are more inclined to emphasize diasporic identities as claims
and stances and are aware of their role in this process, whilst younger Koreans
are more visibly open to notions of hybridity and hyphenated identities, or even
abrupt identity changes like that of Nataliya, above. Despite such obvious and
growing differences, both generations have grown up in multi-ethnic societies,
the Soviet one and the post-Soviet republic, which, by and large, continue to
be ethnically and culturally diverse environments. While there is a growing
inter-generational gap, much remains shared too.

Dispersal

The memory of the deportation, its direct experience for the older generations and
the way it is narrated and passed on across generations, remains an important
dimension of the Koryo saram’s diasporic condition, although the extent to which
this is a defining moment depends on individual experiences and especially the
generation. All young Koreans I spoke to in Bishkek recalled stories they had been
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told by their grandparents: “I know the events took place a long time ago, but this
is still part of who we [Koreans of the former Soviet Union] are and what makes
us different [from other Koreans],” says Valeriy, a young undergraduate student
at a local international university.'0>

At the same time, with the more elderly members of the older generations
dying and new waves of international mobility, from Uzbekistan to Kyrgyzstan,
from Kyrgyzstan to Russia or South Korea or the United States, intensifying, it
is likely that this memory will gradually fade away like other aspects of Koryo
saram-ness that have long become extinct, such as language (Koryo mar).
“Language represents the most important element of a culture, element of
self-identification” writes Li,'% and yet, Koreans in post-Soviet Eurasia have felt
no less Korean even without language use and proficiency.

Homeland Orientation

If ties with the homeland, a sense of longing and belonging, the need to either
restore or return to it were key elements of traditional diasporic identities, these
are clearly not applicable to the case of Bishkek’s Koreans. How Koryo saram
relate to the notion of homeland is, by contrast, blurred and contested. “My home
is where I was born,” local Koreans all seem to concur. The strongest parallel
between the younger and older generations is an attachment to territory, wherever
they may be living. Gennadiy Li emphatically proclaimed it thus: “our homeland
(nasha Rodina) is Kyrgyzstan; we are Kyrgyzstani,” an expression reminiscent
of his publications (My Kyrgyzstantsy, We are Kyrgyzstanis).'?” The interesting
aspect of this is that Li had lived in other Soviet republics, having been born in the
Uzbek SSR before going to university in Moscow, and only subsequently settling in
the Kirgiz SSR. At the same time, he also felt it necessary to add a note clarifying
that “Korea is our (the Koreans’) historical homeland, this is where we come
from.”'%8 Viktoriya, who as a retiree volunteers at the Korean national cultural
centre, an institution affiliated with the Assembly of the People of Kyrgyzstan
(Assemblayea Naroda Kyrgyzstana, created by former President Akayev in 1997,
to give institutional representation to the country’s ethnic minority groups),
agreed on an unspecified and imagined Korea (North? South? Choson?) being
the ultimate homeland. In reality, whilst for historical diasporas the relationship
with the homeland is crucial, alongside a myth of return, this appears to be an
increasingly less relevant aspect of the identity and self-perceptions of the local
Korean youth. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, local Koreans have
experienced a dual wave of de- and re-territorialization of their identities, well
noted both in the literature on the Koryo saram'%? and Koreans abroad more
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generally.''? Initially, the opening of previously sealed boundaries and a discovery
of links with South Korea led to greater enthusiasm for the country. Over time,
however, the different historical experiences and cultural products available to
Koreans from the peninsula and the Koryo saram meant that a phase of disen-
chantment followed.""" Although this point holds true across generations, younger
Koryo saram expressed a sense of “confusion” and “disorientation” in relation to
the place they consider as homeland. Some, like the younger Viktoriya, confess
changing their “homeland orientation” depending on where she lived."'? As she
haslived in Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and the United States, she admitted being confused
and not knowing where she belongs or which place, if any, she would consider
as her home(land). Viktor, by contrast, strongly emphasized his attachment to
Kyrgyzstan given the similarities, he mentioned, in the cultures and traditions
between the local Koreans and the other local communities, whereas whenever
he visited South Korea he felt a remarkable cultural distance, also of values:
“Kyrgyzstan is more traditional, Koreans in South Korea are different from us. I
feel like a foreigner here.”''3 Nataliya felt evenly split between Kyrgyzstan and
Russia, a country she felt culturally closer to than Kyrgyzstan due to her being a
Russian-speaker without advanced knowledge of the Kyrgyz language."'* While
more systematic assessments of identity perceptions among local Koreans are
needed, this exploratory overview of self-perceptions among local Koryo saram
youth suggests that attachments to Korea and a perception that this is a historical
homeland are visibly decreasing over time. The local Korean youth are much more
open to acknowledging multiple loyalties, attachments, and affiliations, without
these being static and unchanging.

Boundary Maintenance

The Koreans of Kyrgyzstan are more prone to embrace multiple identities, as
both Koreans and Kyrgyz, Russian, or Uzbek, contextualizing the perception of
Korean-ness in a very personal, yet malleable way. Hybridity, in other terms, is
something that perhaps, over generations of survival in and adaptation to evolving
multi-cultural environments, has come to accompany the Koryo saram. Often
regarded as key identity markers, language and religion do not serve the purpose
of maintaining the boundaries between the local Koreans and their “others.”
Koryo mar is virtually an extinct language, only spoken—not written—by an
increasingly small number of elderly Koreans.'"> As a result of their assimilation
and integration into Russian/Soviet society, Russian was, and is, the main language
of choice of local Koreans, although Korean language has become increasingly
popular in the whole Central Asian region as a result of South Korea’s cultural
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diplomacy and educational exchange, promoted by the Korea Foundation and the
Academy of Korean Studies, among others. Interest in Korean culture, including
language, is increasing especially among the local youth, but this has more to
do with pop culture than shared cultural references with young South Koreans.
Religion is no more of a glue: Koreans profess various confessions of Christianity
or no faith, and despite the growing presence and influence of Korean missionary
groups, this has not translated into visible mass conversions, although data on
religious affiliation among Koryo saram are more scarce compared to those on
language knowledge.

Overall, the cultural referents seem to be different from those of South
Koreans, but also of older generations of local Koreans. In Soviet times ethnic
institutions had the important role of preserving, promoting, or reviving national
culture, in whatever way this might have been defined. Crucially, tuition in a
group’s language, media, schools, theatres, and other aspects crucial to group
identity, served the purpose of reinforcing both the members’ identity and sense
of belonging and accentuating their difference (boundaries) from outsiders. Yet,
if there was a common thread in my interviews with young local Koreans, it was
their difficulty to relate to those very Soviet-era institutions such as the Korean
national-cultural centre (OKK, Ob’edinienie Koreytsev Kyrgyzstana). Apart from
a generational issue (they felt that the ethnic associations were just “a place for
people of a certain age”''® what they could not relate to was the emphasis on
“traditional” dresses, food, or culture more generally. Not that these were not
of interest, and many young Koreans recalled celebrating Korean traditional
holidays such as Ch’usok at home, but they seemingly struggled with cultural
performances where all ethnic minorities were routinely asked to express and
celebrate “their national culture.” This assumption of “one-ness” rendered the
generational gap particularly acute, raising the questions of whether old and new
understandings of Korean-ness had much in common with each other. It was thus
apparent that boundaries between Koreans and other groups have been progres-
sively eroded. This is due to the combined influence of their gradual Russification,
which resulted in their assimilation in the broader Russian or Russian-speaking
group and also the number of mixed marriages.'"”

In Lieu of Conclusion: Ex Uno Plures?

Over decades in Soviet and post-Soviet times, the lives and identities of the Koryo
saram have been shaped by different and divergent socio-spatial geographies.
The Soviet Union was a multi-national environment they gradually got used to and
integrated in, while experiencing distinctive aspects of Soviet life in their different



58 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

socio-cultural milieu. The disintegration of the Soviet state and the emergence
of fifteen successor states rendered such differences among Koreans even more
apparent and acute.

While most of the Koryo saram scholarship has focused on the differences
between them and “other” Koreans, typically from the peninsula, in this article
I have focused on the emerging differences among the Koryo saram of the same
locale themselves. The Koryo saram of Bishkek and the surrounding areas
have experienced upheaval and forced adaptation for generations as a result
of multiple experiences of mobility. Due to the limited scope of this study, the
findings are tentative and could be subject to more systematic probing in future
research, for example, through either large scale surveys or thorough ethno-
graphic investigations.

Although the memory of the deportation remains an important feature of
the diasporic condition, local Koreans relate very differently to the other two
dimensions identified by Brubaker. Consistently with the findings of more recent
studies of diasporas, the relationship with the homeland—alongside very different
understandings of what the homeland is—has progressively diminished. Similarly,
rather than seeking to preserve their boundaries with the surrounding cultural
milieu, the Koryo saram have, through assimilation, seen those boundaries erode.
This is especially evident among Koreans of about twenty and thirty years of age.
Findings suggest a clear tendency among the young Koryo saram to hyphenize
their identities, as Korean-Kyrgyz, Korean-Uzbek, Russian-Korean, or something
else. The broad tendency towards re-territorialization of diasporic identities is
something that other scholars have noted in relation to, for example, the Koreans
of New Malden in London or Kazakhstan’s Koreans.''8 The Koryo saram perceive,
articulate, and negotiate their Korean-ness differently in a way that is reminiscent
of Stuart Hall’s notion of “identity through difference.”’'® As such they can be
understood as liminal diasporic communities, where their primary affiliations are
constantly in flux, subject to change, contestation, and re-negotiation. To conclude,
the question thus is not whether the Koryo saram are or are not (still) Korean.
Shaped by increasingly distinctive historical geographies, the Koryo saram tell a
story of contingency, survival, adaptation, and—at its core—human agency.
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Abstract

Under rising insecurity and precarity in the neoliberal labor market, Korean
workers have protested mass job cuts and deteriorating working conditions.
Although their grievances originate from the regions and workplaces where they
are employed or laid off, the protest sites often move to major political landmarks
in Seoul, the nation’s capital, with demands for political redress. These labor
protests in the capital demonstrate two distinctive features of Korean labor
movements in the 2000s: protests go on for a protracted period of time with few
tangible results and take extreme forms of resistance.

Approaching Seoul as a site of contentious politics, this study analyses the
mutual nexus between labor protests and urban spaces with cases that appropriate
various sites, such as Kwanghwamun (Gwanghwamun) Square, the Blue House,
and the National Assembly, involving diverse tactics like long-term camp-ins,
sambo ilbae (AFE D)) marches, and the occupation of structurally perilous
structures. It examines which layers of inequality and injustice in the labor
market, or in Korean society at large, are articulated through protest methods that
spatially engage with specific urban locations in Seoul. With this investigation, the
paper argues that the labor movement practices novel repertoires of resistance
to neoliberal precarity by choosing the urban sites with metaphoric significance
and by publicly displaying bodily torment. These new forms of contention, in turn,
redefine the sense and political implication of the protest site and make the space
part of the new protest repertoire.
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Introduction

Seoul is a dynamic megacity with multiple hubs for shopping, food, historical
attractions, nature, and entertainment. It has grown into one of the global cities
that showcase material affluence, high-tech infrastructure, and vibrant cultural
scenes. But Seoul is also a hotbed of political contention and social protests.
Kwanghwamun Square, for instance, is not only the primary spot for interna-
tional tourists to begin their exploration of the capital, but also a public space of
contentious politics where huge waves of so-called “candlelight protests” take
place generating critical political breakthroughs in the nation. The most recent
example is the case of weekly demonstrations for six months in 2016 and 2017,
which resulted in the impeachment of a corrupt and incompetent president.? In
addition to Kwanghwamun, other politically significant landmarks in the city,
such as Seoul Plaza, the City Hall, or the front yard of the Blue House (presi-
dential office and residence), and the National Assembly Building, are often
occupied by various groups of protestors, like workers with acute grievances. In
some corners, there are tents set up for long-term camp-in protests that almost
look like permanent fixtures in the city. Not only at ground level but also on the
skyline, advertisement towers and power plant chimneys are often occupied by
union activists fighting for labor rights that are so conveniently violated in the
neoliberal labor market.

Scholars have long studied cities and social movements in relation to each
other as they are intricately intertwined. Cities and urban life create grievances
and collective contention in their own right,3 while urban spaces serve as sites for
visible dissent and large-scale protest.* Due to the centralized political symbolism
of metropoles and capital cities, citizens with non-urban issues also gather at polit-
ically symbolic places in cities to advance and publicize their rights and claims.>
The city becomes particularly central to the discussion of social movements because
it serves “as the relational conduits where movements connect and develop.”®
People with grievances and demands gather in main squares, occupy public spaces,
and march toward government buildings. In this process, diverse groups form
solidarity networks and experiment with new strategies and protest repertoires.’
Public demonstrations in nineteenth-century Britain were a novel protest method
enabled by increasing urbanization and the presence of the Parliament in London.?
Erecting barricades was another emblematic repertoire widely practiced during the
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French Revolution as a statement of challenging the legitimacy of the old regime
and as a tactic for augmenting internal solidarity of the insurgents.’

Contentious politics, in this sense, is inseparable from cities, as urban spaces
become part of social movement infrastructure and culture, which movement actors
appropriate and reinvent their meanings. Capital cities stand out even more, because
of the spatial concentration of political and cultural power with “the places where
power makes itself accessible and visible—police stations, barracks, administrative
buildings.”'° Social movement actors choose politically significant buildings and
structures in the capital and disrupt existing spatial routines to dramatise their
demands and to validate their claims to rights and power."" Such a form of “spatial
claim making,” as Charles Tilly suggests,'? is an insightful lens through which we
can analyze how space matters for defining claims and inventing new repertoires
as well as how the meanings of the space are recreated in this mutual nexus of
protest and spatiality. Spaces are relational because their meanings are made and
remade through human practices that unsettle the existing spatial routines.’3 In
the process of resistant acts, “alternative spatialities from those defined through
oppression and exploitation” are generated.™

This study sheds analytical light on Seoul, the capital of South Korea (Korea
hereafter), which has long been the epicentre of contentious politics and mass
demonstrations, including labor protests. The reason for protestors to stage
collective resistance in Seoul is straightforward. Korea is a highly centralized
state with political power concentrated in the president and the executive office
that preside over national affairs from the capital, and the greater metropolitan
area contains over 25 million residents, about half the nation’s entire population.'>
Thus, momentous contentious politics, such as street demonstrations demanding
the removal of autocratic and corrupt leaders or pressing for democratization and
institutional reforms, have all taken place in the capital city. Not only national
political agenda issues but also the grievances and claims of marginalized social
actors are asserted in urban protests.

Approaching Seoul as a site of contentious politics, this paper engages with
the question of the relationship between urban space and protest repertoire.
But unlike existing studies that have focused on popular demonstrations or the
evictees’ struggles in urban Seoul,'® its attention is placed on workers’ protests. It
explores how different spaces and structures in the capital city are appropriated
as locations of labor contention, and discusses which layers of inequality and
injustice in the labor market, or in Korean society at large, are articulated through
the connection of urban locations and labor protests.

The paper begins with a discussion on the background of workers’ resistance
by outlining the neoliberal restructuring of the labor market and concomitant
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changes in workers’ central demands and protest patterns. It explicates how the
widened gap in power between capital and labor has led to workers’ prolonged
resistance and extreme protests. This is followed by a presentation of several
protest sites in Seoul, which highlights workers’ contentious claim making and
their calling for political intervention through acts of occupation or dramatization
of public spaces and commercial structures. The paper ends with a discussion
on how these specific forms of labor protest and rights claims contribute to the
rethinking of the relationship between cities and social movements. In the process
of choosing specific urban sites and methods of resistance, the labor movement
practices novel repertoires and these new forms of contentious acts, in turn,
redefine the sense of the occupied place and its symbolic significance in the capital
city. This study is based on empirical data collected from participatory observa-
tions and interviews conducted over the last five summers (2013-2018) and one
winter (2016-2017) in Seoul, Korea.

Neoliberal Restructuring, Stratified Workers, and Divergent
Labor Grievances

With the advancement of the neoliberal restructuring of the Korean economy,
workers have become stratified by their employment status, leading to the diver-
sification of workers’ grievances, depending on their location in the labor market.
Today, most full-time workers employed in large conglomerates are organised into
labor unions and their major concern is job insecurity.'” By citing business needs
to streamline the production process, firms carry out outsourcing, subcontracting,
and overseas relocation, which result in mass layoffs and factory closures. Labor
unions in these firms resist the massive job cuts and plant closures with militant
strikes, but courts often deem these strikes “unlawful” collective action under
the amended Trade Union Act of 2001."® Because the reemployment of laid-off
workers (especially if they are middle-aged) is highly unlikely, regular workers
engage in dire struggles in order to keep their employment. Those who are laid
off are drawn into the already overcrowded service sector and become small
tenant shopkeepers who are exposed to low income, high debt, and business
insecurity.’ Therefore, regular workers who lose their employment from secure
jobs claim that “layoff is death” (haego niin sarin ida, 3|3+ 410t} to express
their desperate circumstances. This claim reflects the deep gulf between having a
secure formal job in a corporation and falling into insecure and contingent work
in the industrial or service sectors.?°

Another significant aspect of labor market restructuring in Korea is the rise
of irregular and precarious work. Irregular workers have grown in number
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to constitute 42 percent of the labor force.?' The division between regular and
irregular employment is significant because irregular workers are subject to low
wages, high job insecurity, multiple forms of discrimination, and the lack of legal
protection or organizational representation. They are paid about 52 percent of the
hourly wage of regular workers and are covered by social protection programs
(national health care, national pension, and unemployment insurance) and other
benefits (paid vacation and bonuses) at a much lower rate than regular workers.??
Furthermore, women and young workers are located at the bottom of the labor
market hierarchy and are more vulnerable to precaritization and wage differen-
tials than men and older workers.?® Korea’s overall unionization is low at 12.3
percent of all employees, and there is a stark gap between regular workers (19.3
percent) and irregular workers (2.5 percent).?*

As such, the central concern for irregular workers is securing stability in
employment and decent material remuneration for their labor. Those who
are protesting for their rights are often the irregular workers who experience
conspicuous discrimination in their wages, benefits, employment security, and
rights entitlements by working side by side with regular workers in the same
workplace and performing almost the same labor. Consequently, the protests of
irregular workers occur with demands for the conversion to full-time regular
employment and the right to form labor unions to negotiate employment terms.2>
But it is challenging for them to organize effective collective action in their
workplaces, because their precarious and insecure employment status leads to a
swift termination of contracts when a labor protest erupts.

In short, the central issues raised by labor movements since the 2000s have
diverged into two groups. First, Korean workers demand job security against
massive layoffs and plant closures caused by capital’s strategy of outsourcing
and overseas relocation. Second, irregular workers struggle for the elimination
of discrimination and the conversion into full-time jobs to vindicate the worth
of their labor and employment stability. My participant observation of labor
protests in the last few years confirms that securing jobs and reducing irregular
employment have been the most frequently chanted slogans. Protesting workers
often hold banners reading “Layoff is death” or “Abolish irregular employment,”
which represent their core demands.

Korean workers bring these grievances and stage their contention in central
plazas in Seoul because they recognize these labor market issues as structural
problems that require a political intervention by the national government.
Figure 1 shows a national labor rally organised by the Korean Confederation of
Trade Unions (KCTU) in Kwanghwamun Square on June 30, 2018. The unifying
title of the rally was “Abolish irregular employment” and participating workers
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Figure 1 KCTU rally in Kwanghwamun Square in June 2018

Source: Photo taken by the author at Kwanghwamun Square on 30 June 2018.
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were wearing union vests with this slogan printed on their backs. Particularly
eye-catching in the rally was the participation of a large number of irregular school
workers (substitute teachers, administrative and information-and-technology
staff, nutricians, and school meal preparers), who work side by side with regular
school teachers but who are separately organised into the teachers’ union.2®

Resisting on Tilted Ground: Empowered Capital and
Divided Workers

There are several reasons why workers bring their labor grievances to the capital
city and demand political adjudication by the central government by appropri-
ating politically symbolic or structurally perilous sites. First, Korean workers
have encountered immense difficulties in securing meaningful concessions
through collective action or negotiations with their employers in the context of
the neoliberal restructuring of the economy. Neoliberal deregulations have led
to a growing imbalance of bargaining power between capital and labor, which
had already been skewed in favour of powerful corporations.?’” With increased
freedom of movement, Korean firms close their domestic factories and move their
facilities abroad to avoid labor unions and high labor costs. The prolonged protests
by laid-off workers of Hanjin Heavy Industry and Cort-Cortech Guitar factories
exemplify the fate of workers when firms opt for overseas relocation. There are
also cases when foreign capital acquires Korean firms and cuts jobs in the name
of managerial efficiency. This was the reason that fuelled fierce resistance by
the employees of Ssangyong Automobile, Hydis Electronics, and GM Daewoo
Automobile. Under these conditions, local workers, even if they resist through
labor strikes, can hardly achieve meaningful gains against transnationally mobile
capital. Building cross-national labor solidarity to confront spatially unfixated
capital is daunting and costly for resource-limited labor movements when unions
have difficulties organizing even at the local or national level.

Second, corporations have continuously lobbied for labor law reforms that
would benefit their business interests while labor unions have been unsuc-
cessful in building solidarity among the stratifying workforces. The revised
stipulations in labor laws relaxed the conditions of hiring irregular workers
and firing workers in mass layoffs (the 1997 revision), while excluding job cuts
from the list of lawful reasons for labor strikes (the 2001 revision).?® In the
name of business rationalization, employers can easily fire workers and close
factories and reorganize their production and service systems within a highly
complex hierarchy of subcontracting and outsourcing. With massive job cuts,
factory relocations, and outsourcing, workers are constantly exposed to insecurity
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and subjected to internal hierarchies. Under stratified employment structures,
workers are not only divided between regular and irregular workers within the
same firm, but also between workers employed in the primary firm and those in
subsidiary or subcontracting firms, who are further split between regular and
irregular workers.??

When the traditional industrial sector is shrinking and the workforce is
fragmented, it is hard for labor unions to expand their organizational bases,
to build solidarity among stratified workers, and to organize meaningful labor
strikes. Only a few powerful and resourceful labor unions of regular workers,
such as the ones at Hyundai Motor and Kia Motor, have been able to secure
meaningful collective bargaining vis-a-vis their employers who cannot completely
eliminate the domestic manufacturing lines. However, because these powerful
unions dominate the KCTU, even this progressive labor center has been criticized
for its failure to build broad solidarity between regular and irregular workers.
Hyejin (pseudonym), a labor activist who worked for the Korean Metal Workers’
Union for fifteen years (1995-2010), offered a critical assessment that “in essence,
the Hyundai Motor Union dominates the Korean Metal Workers’ Union and in turn
the Korean Metal Workers’ Union moves the KCTU. The most powerful unions that
control the KCTU are basically the most powerful enterprise unions of regular
workers and they don’t want to open the union door to irregular workers.”3° Thus,
irregular workers who are subjected to wage inequality and insecure employment
have a particularly hard time in pressing for their claims and need to seek alter-
native means of organizing and protesting to neoliberal conditions.

Third, corporations that are empowered by their heightened economic and
political leverage have responded to workers’ protests with a variety of novel
repressive methods. For example, they call in industrial relations consultants
consisting of publiclabor attorneys and private security firms to break down strikes
and destroy labor unions. One of the anti-union plans that industrial relations
consultants implement is called “aggressive factory closing.” This plan proceeds
with a purposeful instigation of violence and divisions within independent labor
unions, shut down of the factory, setting up a pro-management second union, and
the deployment of private security guards to crack down violently on workers’
collective action.?'

Another method employers have used to repress and undermine labor
resistance in recent years is damage compensation litigation. Since the early 2000s,
corporations and government ministries (most notably the Ministry of Justice),
alike have routinely filed lawsuits to collect compensation for damages incurred
during a labor strike.32 These lawsuits impose an enormous financial burden on
labor unions and individual workers involved in collective action, particularly
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targeting those affiliated with the progressive KCTU (Sonchapko, 2017).33 When
firms sue unions for (real and alleged) damages associated with labor strikes
(for which the labor law excludes mass layoffs as a legitimate reason), the court
often upholds the corporations’ claims and rules labor strikes to be unlawful.
On these legal grounds, firms proceed with lawsuits to claim damages. The
amount of damage compensation filed against unions rose from KRW 34.5 billion
(USD 30 million) targeting thirty-nine unions in 2002 to KRW 186.7 billion (USD
163 million) aimed at twenty-four unions in 2017—more than a five-fold increase
in fifteen years.>* Employers recognize the effectiveness of damage compensation
lawsuits as a way to financially drain labor unions and individual unionists and
this method of monetary dispossession leaves a detrimental toll on workers as
discussed in the following section.

Moreover, state institutions, such as public prosecutors, the police, and the
courts, often serve as instruments to protect business interests rather than
functioning as conscientious arbiters of conflicting interests in society. When
union activists bring criminal charges against private security agents for unlawful
and excessive use of violence, the police do not investigate the cases and prose-
cutors do not indict even the extreme cases that were formally investigated.3®
For instance, unionists and their lawyers accused 1,009 private security agents
of violating the Law on Punishment of Violent Acts between 2008 and 2012, but
only thirty-three of them (3.3%) were arrested and indicted.3® In contrast, when
the courts adjudicate lawsuits filed by employers against workers, they rule on the
side of corporations more often than on the side of workers. According to a study
of labor-related legal cases, there were 833 court cases between 1990 and 2015,
of which about 80 percent were resolved in favour of the employers.3’

This tilted ground between capital and labor poses fundamental questions
about the institutional channeling of class conflict in a democratic state. It was
conspicuous that the heightened power of business interests worked through
the collusive relationship between conglomerates and state institutions during
the past ten years of conservative governments (2008-2017), as evidenced by
two former presidents imprisoned on charges of, among others, bribery and
corruption. However, even the center-left governments under Kim Dae-jung (Kim
Tae-chung) and Roh Moo-hyun (No Mu-hyon) uncritically embraced neoliberal
deregulations while the current Moon Jae-in (Mun Chae-in) administration has
shown little progress in introducing policies to tackle labor market inequities.32
Thus, despite the spectacular advancement in the realm of political or procedural
democracy in Korea, the questions of labor and class remain far from being
adequately addressed under a democratic government, regardless its ideological
orientation.



82 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

In summary, as workers are stratified from within and unable to have
reasonable collective bargaining against employers who are empowered with
transnational mobility, new anti-labor strategies, and supportive juridical insti-
tutions, they have to seek alternative means to make their claims heard and
labor rights violations corrected. This is the general structural and institutional
background that brings labor contention to the politically symbolic sites in Seoul
as a way of gaining national attention and political redress to workers’ dire
grievances.

Labor Contention: Protracted Protests and Extreme
Repertoires

Under these economic and political circumstances, labor protests in Korea have
evolved to show two distinctive features. First, many instances of workers’
collective action tend to last for a highly protracted period, often without leading
to tangible outcomes. These protests have gained the name of “long-term protest
workplaces” (changgi t'ujaeng sadpchang, %7157 A7) where the struggle lasts
for several years (sometimes as long as a decade) and rotates a variety of protest
repertoires.3 The imbalance of power between mobile capital and immobile
workforce, corporations’ various restructuring methods, management reliance
on private violence and litigation against labor unions, and political institutions’
alignment with business interests all mitigate against the possibility of negoti-
ating meaningful gains and, consequently, to prolonging the duration of workers’
resistance.

Unresolved labor issues lead to workers’ protracted struggle, which often ends
up in the nation’s capital in a search for national publicity and political redress.
Although workers’ grievances originate from their specific workplaces where they
experience unfair labor practices, severe repression, and loss of employment, the
impossibility of resolving these grievances at the local or firm level pushes them to
move their protest to politically symbolic sites in Seoul. By doing so, they seek to
ignite sympathetic public attention and to draw intervention by political author-
ities at the national level. This is why workers of long-term labor struggles set up
banners inscribed with their demands, camp-in tents, and protest art structures
in major locations of political significance in the capital. Labor activists occupy
the protest sites (which concurrently become their living space) for months, if
not for years, and sometimes rotate from one site to another, practicing multiple
protest methods.

Figure 2 features a protest artwork set up in front of the statue of Admiral
Yi Sun-sin, one of the most venerated public figures from the Choson era, in
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Figure 2 Protest artwork at Kwanghwamun Square during the candlelight protest in 2016

Source: Photo taken at Kwanghwamun Square in December 2016 (courtesy of Judy Han).

Kwanghwamun Square during the candlelight protests in 2016 and 2017. It
shows the collusive relationship between the conservative government (under
President Park Geun-hye [Pak Kiin-hye]) and large conglomerates (e.g., Samsung’s
CEO Yi Chae-yong and Hyundai Motor’s CEO Chong Mong-ku). At the same time,
it points to the ultimate responsibility of Hyundai Motor Company, the parent
company of Yusong, for the long-term protest by Yusong workers. Yusong is
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Hyundai’s subcontractor firm producing auto parts in Asan, a city south of Seoul,
and Hyundai Motor Company was found to have coordinated with and financed
Yusong management to contract a public labor attorney and private security
firm who executed the aggressive factory closing plan in 2011.4° The labor union
at Yusong, which is one of the core members of the Korean Metal Workers’
Union affiliated with the KCTU, was destroyed, while a second, pro-management
union was created in the meantime. Union leaders sued the CEO of Yuséng and
Hyundai Motor Company in 2013 but no indictment was made by the prosecutors.
Additional lawsuits were filed against Yusong management and Hyundai in 2016
and the court ruled Yusdong management guilty in May 2020. It took nine years
for workers to see this conclusion to their resistance to factory closing and union
destruction.

Figure 3 shows a labor protest demanding government intervention to stop the
abuse of damage compensation lawsuits filed against labor unions and individual
workers. It took place in front of the statue of King Sejong, the most revered
political leader by Koreans, located dozens of meters behind the statue of Admiral

Figure 3 Workers' protest against damage compensation lawsuits

Source: Photo taken by the author at Kwanghwamun Square on 27 June 2017.
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Figure 4 A Cort-Cortech
camp-in tent near the
National Assembly

in Youido

Source: Kyunghyang Sinmun:
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_
| storytelling/2016/republic/

Yiat Kwanghwamun Square. The banner reads “[...] it is time for the government
to step up,” a political demand frequently raised by protestors. As seen in Figures 2
and 3, labor activists chose the protest site purposefully to maximize the symbolic
resonance of their claims to rights and justice by juxtaposing the statue of Admiral
Yi or King Sejong, who are known for their political integrity and care for the
people, and workers’ call for the resolution by the head of the government, the
President.

Figure 4 captures a Cort-Cortech Guitar worker standing in front of the camp-in
tent set up near the National Assembly Building in Youido. This protest tent is a
typical structure found in many different locations in Seoul. Workers or other
aggrieved actors erect such a tented construct decorated with their rights claims
on the outside and occupy the space as their protest site as well as actual living
place. Cort-Cortech workers lost their jobs overnight in 2007 when management of
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this world-known guitar manufacturing company (making, among others, Gibson
guitars) closed factories to move production lines to China and Indonesia. Laid-off
workers were not given an adequate opportunity for negotiation or compensation
and began to engage in one of the most protracted struggles by alternating a
variety of protest tactics. Union leaders organized a sky protest, a hunger-strike,
and an occupation of the closed factory, but private security guards demolished
the site and the police arrested and indicted eighteen unionists.#’ Their prolonged
protest was concluded in April 2019 with an agreement with the management
who promised a temporary reinstatement of union leaders and an unknown
amount of consolation payment. In an educational session held after the signing
of the agreement, the three union leaders of Cort-Cortech reflected that “it was a
second-best but inevitable choice for us because there was no hope for a better
deal even if we continued our struggle. We could not stand any more; we were
exhausted [after thirteen years of struggle]; our health was devastated, and we
missed the normalcy of life.”#?

Among the above-mentioned cases of protest that mostly take place at the
ground level, “sky protest” (also called a chimney protest or kulttuk nongsong,
=%-57J) is a unique type of labor resistance that occurs at the sky level. In a sky
protest, a small number of workers isolate themselves on top of a high-altitude,
risky structure, such as an industrial crane, transmission tower, and factory
chimney, with only the bare minimum living conditions for days and months,
sometimes for more than a year.*> Sky protests represent another noteworthy
development in recent labor contentions as workers increasingly tend to engage
in extreme forms of resistance. The extremization of protest tactics occurs for
two main reasons. First, traditional forms of collective action like disruptions
of assembly lines or mass rallies have failed to produce meaningful results.
Even when workers are able to organize collective action, employers refuse
to negotiate, relegate the statutory responsibility to subcontractors (in case of
irregular workers), call in the riot police or private security guards to break the
strike, and sue labor unions for damage compensation. Second, workers with
acute grievances are those who have lost their jobs due to mass layoffs or those
with precarious contracts, and they easily lose access to their workplaces to stage
protests.

Thus, workers have to invent and resort to other means of contention and
choose extreme repertoires, such as hunger strikes, hair shaving, single-person
protests, sit-ins, long marches of sambo ilbae (;FE2 LHY, the three-steps-and-
one-bow march), and sky protests.*4 In comparison to traditional labor strikes,
peaceful marches, or street demonstrations, the new forms of protest are extreme,
because they involve a high level of self-imposed risk, danger, pain, and harm.
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Protestors are exposed to perilous conditions when they starve their bodies, when
they march several kilometers in sambo ilbae, or when they self-confine in high-
altitude, tight-space structures with minimum necessities for days and months.
By engaging in these extreme repertoires of contention, workers strive to gain
public attention to often under-publicized labor issues and to seek solidarity from
other civic actors, as workers alone cannot exercise sufficient leverage in the tilted
political ground where corporations exert disproportional power.

Particularly distinctive in the neoliberal decades is the rise of both the
sky protests and protest suicides by workers in their resistance against labor
repression.*® The number of sky protests has increased since the beginning of
the 2000s, as protesters in most long-term protest locations have turned to this
form of resistance in desperation. Between 1990 and 1999, there were only nine
cases of sky protest, but this number soared to over one hundred cases between
2000 and 2015.4¢ Workers choose from various high structures to climb on with
the intention of drawing attention to their acute grievances after other methods
of protest are exhausted. As a new repertoire of contentious politics in Korea,
sky protests have spread across industrial towns and into symbolic places in the
capital city.

Figure 5 is a map of sky protests that took place between 1990 and 2015 and
illustrates the variety of high structures and the diversity of locations across the
nation. Figure 6 shows two irregular workers of Kia Motors calling on Chong
Mong-ku, the firm’s CEO, and demanding irregular workers’ conversion to
regular employment. The protest was staged on the top of an advertisement
tower positioned on the rooftop of the building where the National Human
Rights Commission has offices. This sky protest lasted for about a year between
June 2015 and June 2016. The picture also shows how tight and dangerous the
occupied space is and how strenuous the protest would be in hot summers and
freezing winters.

Figure 7 is another case of sky protest organised by labor activists from six
companies undergoing prolonged labor disputes. They isolated themselves on
top of an advertisement tower in the Kwanghwamun area in April 2017.47 It may
seem ironic that workers are protesting on top of a screen tower that advertises
Samsung’s QLED television, but it is this very contrast that protesting workers
intend to capitalize on to highlight the dissonance between Seoul’s world-leading
technology sector and the corporations’ archaic practice of labor repression.
The protesters held up a banner with their demands: “Abolish massive layoffs,
irregular employment, and vicious labor laws”; “Amend labor laws”; “Respect
three labor rights.”#® The slogans printed on their banner effectively summarize
the core demands of Korean workers in the 2000s and 2010s.
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Figure 5 Map of sky protests by Pak Un-son

Source: Listen to the City (A collective by artists and architects): http://www.listentothecity.org/High
-altitude-sit-in-demonstration-in-South-Korea
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Figure 6 Sky protest by irregular workers at Kia Motors

Source: Yonhap News.

Figure 7 Sky protest by workers from long-term protest workplaces

Source: Yonhap News.
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Figure 8 Sky protest by Finetek workers at Mokdong power plant chimney

Source: Hankyoreh Sinmun: http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/society/labor/827667.html

Figure 8 captures the sky protest by two union leaders of Finetek on top of a
power plant chimney (75 meters high) in Mokdong, an affluent residential district
in Seoul. Korea Synthetic Fiber was sold to a new investor who renamed the
company Star Chemical and later Finetek. The firm closed the factory in Kumi
2013, opened a new one in Asan in 2016, and closed it a year later. Workers
were laid off without proper notice or compensation. The sky protest began in
November 2017 and lasted for a historic record of 426 days until it ended in
January 2019. Figure 9 shows Finetek workers proceeding with the sambo ilbae
march for four days in May 2018. They marched in this strenuous method for
nineteen kilometres from the office of the Korean Employers’ Federation to the
Blue House. This adds another protest example that demonstrates the public
display of self-inflicted pain in the protest procession and the symbolic revelation
of the cause (the Korean Employers’ Federation) and solution (the Blue House) in
the choice of the starting and ending point of the march.

One of the most extreme forms of labor resistance in Korea today is protest
suicide, i.e., workers’ ending their lives in defiance and frustration with labor
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repression. Studies on this subject for the period of 1970 and 2015 find that the
total number of such protest suicides rose during the democratization era (1986-
1993) to ten cases per year and again during the neoliberal era (2003-2015) to
three cases per year (M. Im 2017, S. Kim 2019).%° It is noteworthy that while the
overall number of such deaths has gone down, the share of workers compared
to other actors, such as student activists and farmers, increased in the 1990s (12
workers accounting for 57 percent of 21 protest suicides) and again dramatically
between 2003-2015 (29 workers accounting for 81 percent of 36 protest suicides)
(M. Im 2017, S. Kim 2019).>°

What lies behind the suicides is not only the frustration of labor activists over
the lack of results, but also the extreme pressure coming from a specific anti-labor
tactic on which employers and the government have increasingly relied in recent
years. Particularly, the unbearable financial burden associated with damage
compensation litigation has been identified as the prime cause of several union
activists’ suicides. Pae Tal-ho at Doosan Heavy Industry in 2003, Ch’oe Kang-so
at Hanjin Heavy Industry in 2012, Pae Chae-hyong at Hydis Electronics in 2015,

Figure 9  Sambo ilbae protest by Finetek workers

Source: Hankyoreh Sinmun: http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/society/society_general/845727.html
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Figures 10a and 10b
Ssangyong workers’ memorial
altar at Taehanmun

Source: Photos by the author.
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and Han Kwang-ho at Yusong in 2016 all committed suicide, leaving notes that
described the severity of the financial pressure they experienced due to damage
compensation lawsuits.

The labor protest at Ssangyong Automobile against mass layoffs in 2009 is
a prime example of a protracted struggle (for ten years), with a heavy toll on
union activists collectively and individually. The strike in 2009 lasted about two
months and was quelled by the brutal violence of a special weapons and tactics
force and commercial security agents. This was followed by the imprisonment
of twenty-two unionists and damage compensation lawsuits amounting to KRW
17 billion or USD 155 million.>? In the aftermath of the strike, thirty individuals
(twenty-seven Ssangyong workers and three spouses), lost their lives due to
mental and physical stress associated with post-traumatic stress disorder caused
by the extreme violence experienced during the strike, the financial burden of
job loss and damage compensation litigation, and frustration over the lost cause
in general.>3 Of the thirty deaths, nine were by suicide.

Ssangyong unionists have engaged in all imaginable protest repertoires as
Yi Ch’ang-kiin, one of the union leaders of Ssangyong who participated in the
decade-long resistance, recollects that “we did everything we could, including
the self-confinement strike, hair shaving, hunger strike, camp-in protest, sambo
ilbae, and chimney protest three times.”>* The title of his interview book is “We
Have Nowhere to Go,” in which he repeatedly mentions the physical and mental
suffering caused by the extreme violence he and his colleagues experienced in
their confrontation with employers and law enforcement authorities.>> “We Have
Nowhere to Go” is a statement about their resistance being the last resort and a
testimony about labor’s sociopolitical alienation in Korean society.

In June 2018, Kim Chu-chung, a laid-off worker of Ssangyong, committed
suicide, adding his name to the list of the victims of this protracted, unresolved
struggle. His death re-ignited the public debate on the excessive violence exercised
during the crackdown on the strike in 2009 and called for political intervention
in the cases of reinstating laid off workers. Ssangyong unionists set a temporary
memorial altar next to Taehanmun, the main gate to the historic Toksu Palace in
downtown Seoul, to grieve the loss of a co-worker and to seek political redress.
Figure 10a shows a tent set up as the temporary memorial place. It is guarded by
the police because a far-right group had a tent erected next to the Ssangyong one.
Figure 10b features a banner hanging next to the Ssangyong memorial altar along
the wall of Toksu Palace. It reads “Back to work together” and “Keep the promise
of reinstatement of all laid-off workers.”
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Conclusion

This study approached Seoul as a site of labor contention with the goal of
engaging with the question of the relationship between urban spaces and social
movements. In the neoliberal context of a tilted ground between capital and
labor, Korean workers have brought their labor claims to the nation’s capital
and sought political intervention. Workers’ grievances stem from their workplaces
where they experience unfair labor practices, employment discrimination, loss
of employment, and union repression. However, when workers organize a strike
against job cuts or form a labor union to negotiate their precarious employment
status, they are laid off, labor unions are destroyed, factories are shut down, and
protesting workers lose access to their workplaces to organize collective action.
As it becomes unfeasible to address their concerns through negotiations, strikes,
or legal channels, workers’ resistance is prolonged for years, if not over a decade,
and seek alternative means of redress, often expressed in extreme repertoires of
contention.

The examples of labor protests presented in this study explicate the particular
sites in Seoul workers choose and the specific claims for equality and justice
they articulate. With the intention of drawing public attention and the political
intervention by the national government, workers select politically symbolic or
structurally unsafe sites in the capital city and engage in protest repertoires that
display their bodily torment and physical insecurity. They occupy and protest
around the statues of Admiral Yi or King Sejong in Kwanghwamun Square, set
up camp-in tents in front of the National Assembly, crawl on the ground in a
sambo ilbae march from the Korean Employers’ Federation building to the Blue
House, and self-isolate on top of 75-meter-high Samsung advertisement tower or
factory chimneys in affluent quarters in the capital. Through these acts, workers
do not only amplify their claims to labor rights and economic justice, but also
uncover the contradictions hidden in the spaces they choose as protest sites. Their
visually dramatic and physically tormenting actions on scorching asphalt streets
or tight-space towers are metaphors for the insecurity and perilousness workers
experience under the neoliberal economy. Labor protests in Seoul, and Korea by
extension, show that the place is not just a global metropolis of material excess,
cutting-edge technology, and K-pop attractions, but also a tense political space
where workers are exploited, dismissed, and repressed.

This study on the nexus between labor contention and urban locations in
Seoul depicts an instance of “spatial claim making”>® as actors choose emblematic
buildings and symbolic structures to dramatize their demands and to validate
their claims to rights and power. With the engagement of specific urban structures,
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workers experiment with novel protest repertoires that would most effectively
convey their desperate statements about insecurity and precarity in a neoliberal
capitalism. In the process of spatial appropriation of specific sites, workers’
messages are conveyed through and projected on the locations. Therefore, the
acts of workers’ resistance and occupation of various urban sites redefine and
transform the sense and significance of the capital’s spaces. These spaces become
more than a tourist attraction site, political offices, or commercial structure, but
spatial reminders of the contradictions of Korean society, particularly the specific
layers of inequality that Korean workers experience in the labor market and the
injustices that political and legal institutions impose on them. With these altered
meanings of the urban space, the site becomes part of newly invented repertoires
of contention and provides primary tactical queues to subsequent protestors.
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Abstract

In recent years digital populism has emerged in South Korea as a new type of
political behavior, marked by the political use of the internet as both a form of
political participation and an instrument of mobilization. Technological advances
and the diffusion of social media have enabled social polarization, rooted in
post-Asian Financial Crisis neoliberal policies, to take on a new, more intense,
emotional, and radical dimension in the virtual environment. The article examines
a case study of an online conflict over the issue of misogyny in 2015-2016 to reflect
on how a group of online feminists, namely Megalia and its splinter off-shoot
Womad, have used the new media as a terrain for challenging the pervasive
misogyny in Korean society. As the article focuses on the online activists’ strategy
of mirroring, it highlights how the experiences and worldviews of members of
both groups are rooted in identity politics and argues that the understanding
of this online conflict should be embedded in similar global and national socio-
economic processes. Lastly, the case study also identifies some of the challenges
that online feminism has encountered in Korea.
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Introduction

Populism is, as Mudde aptly put it, the Zeitgeist of the twenty-first century.?
Populism offers a vision of politics and society based on a clear and antago-
nistic dichotomy between the “pure people” and the “corrupt elites.”> Among the
features of contemporary populist manifestations is the extensive reliance on
technology. The rise of Web 2.0, with the emergence of new internet services such
as social networking websites like Facebook, Twitter, and KakaoTalk in Korea,
have created opportunities for more near-instantaneous un-mediated commu-
nication. Populist movements pre-date the internet, of course, but social media
represents the glue between offline and online realities.

South Korea offers a particularly suitable ground for exploring the relationship
between online and offline activism, and more generally the rise of digital
populism,* which Kim defines as “a new type of political behavior marked by
the political use of the internet as both a form of political participation and
an instrument of mobilization.”> As examined elsewhere, the ties between the
internet and politics in Korea date back to the Roh Moo-hyun (No Muhyon) presi-
dential campaign of 2002, when young campaigners effectively pushed Roh to
the presidency.® Months-long street protests (candlelight vigils) in 2016 and 2017
were enabled by social media, where a diverse, leaderless movement took to the
streets against the then President Park Geun-hye (Pak Klinhye), ultimately leading
to her ousting and impeachment.

The context for this lies in the combination of growing economic inequal-
ities and deepening social polarization, which has led Koreans to refer to the
current historical moment as “Hell Choson,”” as the socio-economic predicament
of many people bears some similarities to the class-based society of Choson. Socio-
economic inequalities and the ensuing polarization have received the lion’s share
of scholarly attention among scholars of South Korean society and economy.? The
dichotomy between the elite and the people, and the resentment of the people
towards the elite has been well covered in the scholarship on populism.® Alongside
this vertical dichotomy, a second, horizontal dichotomy stands out as equally
important. The focus on horizontal dichotomies between groups, each claiming
to represent the “real people,” is especially relevant to the Korean context.'®
The integration of Korea in the global economy and the neo-liberal reforms that
followed the Asian Financial Crisis generated sharp socio-economic inequal-
ities. These inequalities have a strongly gendered dimension. In Korea, this has
taken the form of misogynistic attitudes among groups of young Koreans directly
affected by the above-mentioned global and national processes. While the origins
of misogyny arguably date back centuries,' in a patriarchal and Confucian society
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like Korea,'? the question of why this phenomenon intensified in the 2010s has
not yet been subject to scholarly scrutiny.'3

In this article, I examine how one particular group of Korea’s online feminists
adopted the strategy of digital populist activists to counter the diffusion of
misogyny in a virtual environment. Empirically, the paper focuses on the online
feminist movements Megalia and its splinter group Womad. I detail how online
feminist groups responded to the misogyny of radical-right groups such as ILBE
(Ilgan Best, “The Daily Best”) by examining their origins, aims, and strategies.
The article highlights the centrality of the mirroring strategy as a tool deployed
by young feminist netizens as they expose the misogyny pervasive in society and,
in particular, counter the actions of ILBE. ILBE and Megalia/Womad were two
antagonistic websites, one for far-right male misogynistic activists (ILBE) and
the other for radical feminists (first Megalia and later Womad). Megalians started
to confront ILBE’s pervasive misogyny through a strategy of mirroring. Every
derogatory expression was bounced and mirrored with a similar derogatory
expression of men as shown in Table 1.

In this way, the article makes a three-fold contribution to the literature. First,
the case study of Megalia and Womad and the 2015-2016 online misogyny and
counter-misogyny conflict moves beyond the typically ideographic single-case
discussions of online feminist movements in Korea. Rather, the article examines
the dialectical relationship between Megalia and Womad on the one hand, and
ILBE on the other, by examining how online feminist activists took on online
misogynists in practice. In the end, the success of Megalia was mixed: their voices
were heard in society, but the strong message and the vulgar and often violent
language proved polarizing and divisive. Second, while acknowledging the
differences where they exist, I bring the two literatures on populism and online
feminism in conversation by examining, in tandem, the rise of digital populism on
the one hand and the misogyny and the mirrored misogyny on the other. While
the rise of online feminism, also in the Korean context, has received attention in
the media and communications scholarship,'* in this paper I contend that our
understanding of the rise of online radical feminism and the conflict with ILBE
benefits from integrating the analytical tools that are typically applied separately
to the two movements. While acknowledging that the two strands of literature are
not usually natural “bedfellows,” Megalia and Womad’s online backlash and their
strategy of mirroring were successful, because they could exploit and leverage
the strong divisions within Korean society. Populism has thus far focused on the
“people vs. the elite” and “us vs. them” dichotomies and has adopted strongly
antagonistic, even vulgar strategies to have their voices heard. The Megalians
mounted an attack against males and the patriarchal establishment, hegemonic
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Table 1

Mirroring strategies by Megalia and ILBE

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

Words for Misogyny

Meaning

Mirroring Misogyny

Meaning

toenchangnyd €14

Bean paste girl,
Material girl,

relying on or expecting
men’s financial support
for luxury goods,
typically a college girl
who would eat cheap
meals (beanpaste stew
and rice) but have
Starbucks coffee.

kkongchinam B X'

Mackerel pike man:
free-rider who likes to
go Dutch (uncommon
in Korean society).

kimch’inyd (woman)
RN

Korean woman judging
men by their economic
ability

kimch'i-nam (man)
Xl

ssipchinam WX

Korean man judging
women by their
appearances;

Men with 10-cm (i.e.,
small) genitals

kaenyomnyd H& A

Wise women who are
not like kimch'inyd

kaenyémnom & &

Wise men who are not
like kimch’inam

mam-chung &%

Mummy-insect,
incompetent at raising
children and only good
at spending money;

or mother with baby-
stroller and Starbucks
coffee.

aebi chung O{H|E
hosu aebi 814=048],
tumydng oebi & EOHH|

Daddy-insect,
Scarecrow daddy,
Invisible daddy.

Man who does not do
any housework.

posil ach’i &0

Taking advantage
through sexuality

chasdl ach’i X&0HX]

Taking advantage
sexually

Dutch pay

Dutch pay

Loser pay, ssipch’i pay
& X|H[O]

Loser pay, 10-cm pay

naktaenys “tEjH

Woman who has had
an abortion

ssachwitung MF S

Man who ran away
after a woman gave
birth to their child

sénggoe 47|

Plastic surgery monster

sénggoe 47|

Sex buyer

Girlsplain

Girls trying to explain
things to men and
pretending they know
everything

Mansplain

Men trying to explain
things to women and
pretending they know
everything
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in Korean society, and deployed mirroring strategies against pervasive misogyny.
Third, Korea constitutes an especially suitable and novel vantage point to explore
the rise of populism beyond the West,'> both because of the manifold manifes-
tation of populist politics and the early adoption of new tools made available to
politics by technological innovation. The article uses several qualitative methods,
including the analysis of media archives and audio video contents and digital
ethnography. It uses data from Megalia’s remaining Facebook group, websites,
and other publicly available material on YouTube and social networks. Statistical
data are used to provide a more general overview of socio-economic inequality
in contemporary South Korea.

To be clear, I imply no moral equivalence between Korea’s digital feminism,
even in its radical form, and the misogynistic groups that have proliferated online
and offline. I do, however, contend that an analysis of both groups in tandem
is useful, as it allows us to step back from the specific, intense, but relatively
short-lived online conflict between them to capture the broader, structural, and
long-term processes that have engulfed Korean society and debates therein. Those
developments help shed light on how Korean culture has adjusted, struggled,
and transformed at a time of rapid socio-economic transformation and the often
vicious debates that have emerged and spread as a result of an acceleration in
digital communication.

Naturally, there are also some limitations as to what this article aims to do or
can do. This is not a summary of the history of Korea’s feminism. Ilimit my analysis
to arelatively short period in time, between 2015 and 2016 and, empirically, only
focus on the interaction between online misogyny and the efforts to counter it
through a mirroring strategy. This dialectic approach is useful as it allows me,
first, to show how neither of these phenomena should be examined as a discrete
event or a stand-alone issue, but rather as a dynamic co-constitutive relationship,
a form of identity politics enabled by technology and historically embedded in the
neo-liberal era. And second, to highlight the effects neo-liberalism has engendered
in Korean society. The article thus provides a useful context to understand the
emergence of Korea’s own #metoo movement, just as the conflict between ILBE
and Megalia/Womad seemed to be dying down. As Korea’s #metoo has received
attention elsewhere, it is not included in this analysis.'®

The article is structured as follows. First, it contextualizes the analysis of the
interaction between early conquests by the movement for women’s rights and
gender equality and the social backlash they have encountered. Next, the article
turns to the origins of the Megalia group and the aims of its members. The central
section of the article discusses Megalia and Womad as illustrative case studies of
the rise and challenges that Korea’s digital feminism encountered. Two issues
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are emphasized: first, globalization and the structural transformation of Korea’s
economy, which also called into question social norms and expectations, adds a
gendered dimension to such broader processes, and second, the role of technology
in deepening polarization and identity politics of which the Megalia-ILBE conflict
is a case in point.

Context: The Battle for Gender Equality and Women'’s
Rights and the Social Backlash

The Internet plays an influential role in South Korea’s economy (through online
shopping), social life (the KakaoTalk mobile application is virtually on everyone’s
phone), and politics. It has done so for about two decades, starting from the campaign
that led to the election of Roh Moo-hyun as President in 2002 to the candlelight
vigils in the spring of 2008 and more recently those in the winter of 2016-2017 in
the wake of the Choi Soon-sil (Ch’oe Sunsil) scandal that led to the impeachment
of former President Park Geun-hye. With an internet penetration of 96% in 2018,
Korea is among the world’s most wired societies.'” Social media applications (SNS)
tie together government and the citizenry, as was shown—with success, despite
concerns over surveillance and privacy—during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic
crisis.'® Contact-tracing through mobile apps has become one of the crucial tools
for the authorities to map the spread of the disease and keep it under control
without resorting to lockdowns and allowing ordinary life (and the economy) to
continue.'® Despite such a positive experience, though, a paradox is becoming
increasingly apparent in South Korea: the more widespread access to information
technology becomes, the more citizens feel the urgency to express themselves
and share, unreflectively, freely, and in an unmediated or unmoderated manner,
all sorts of views on all sorts of issues. This is certainly a positive development in
cases where e-government links government and citizenry and where political
campaigns recruit and mobilize those who would not otherwise take part in politics,
let alone vote. However, the controversy and verbal violence that has accompanied
online debates, as evidenced by the rise in fake news and hate speech online,
shows a far less benign face of this phenomenon. A highly developed information
technology environment offers fringe elements with radical views the opportunity
torecruit like-minded people and mobilize them, while fuelling social antagonism
and witch-hunting behavior against “the other,” who are viewed as illegitimate
and an outsider in their supposedly “pure” and “homogeneous” society.2

As I show in this section, misogyny and the battle over gender roles in Korea
has gone through various phases over the past decade: an initial success of
feminist groups in enacting important legislative changes was followed by a
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backlash and the growing anti-feminism of certain groups of young men consid-
ering themselves as the victims of feminists’ institutional achievements. This has
been met and countered by a mirroring of misogyny by young feminists, many of
whom were born in the 1980s.2' The 1980s generation started to enter university
in 1997 or 1998, when South Korea’s economy was ravaged by the Asian Financial
Crisis and the country had to accept neoliberal policies, such as a flexible labor
market and opening the hitherto protected domestic market to foreign companies.
These, among other policies, accelerated the trend towards the globalization
of the Korean economy and the polarization of society through widening gaps
in both wealth and income inequality. This is the time when imported luxury
goods became more readily accessible in Korean department stores,?? right at
a time when their affordability among the more general population declined as
living standards and salaries plummeted. I briefly review the beginning of the
movement in this section, while the rise of Megalia is discussed separately in the
next section.

Feminism in the Neo-Liberal Age: Rise and Early Conquests

The origins of Korea’s feminist movements pre-date both the country’s economic
development and the reforms that followed the Asian Financial Crisis. However,
understanding the contemporary debate over online misogyny necessitates a
brief historical review of that period and the social and economic changes, which
the neo-liberal reforms engendered in Korean society, as well as their gendered
dimensions. South Korea’s state-led economic development enabled a concen-
tration of wealth around the large industrial conglomerates (chaebol). When those
multinational corporations were mired in the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, the
new progressive government led by Kim Dae-jung (Kim Taejung) implemented the
International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s restructuring programme.?> Many chaebol
went bankrupt or merged with other companies, such as Daewoo, Hanbo, and
Kia. The restructuring programme enforced by the IMF led to mass layoffs and
the introduction of a flexible labor market. Many workers in their forties or fifties
took “honorable retirement”; in reality, they were fired. Younger people started
to be employed on short-term contracts. Securing indefinite contracts became
extremely difficult in Korea, especially for the younger generations.

It was during this time of economic crisis under the first progressive democratic
government (1998-2003) that the feminist movement, and more generally the
movement for women’s rights, achieved a number of early victories, such as
abolishing in 2000 the additional points in the government’s civil service exam
that Korean men had hitherto benefited from for performing military service.
Further, a Ministry of Gender Equality and Family was established in 2001.



108 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

As the labor market became slightly fairer for women, competition between
men became fiercer. Competition for so-called “3D jobs” (“dirty, dangerous, and
demeaning”), such as cleaning public toilets or collecting trash, soared. At some
point in 2001, the application ratio for these positions was 4:1, reaching up to 7:1
in cities like Daegu, with applicants including many university graduates. The
trend continued up to a peak of 23:1 for positions of public cleaners.?* Despite
the low prestige of such positions, this form of public employment comes with job
stability and various benefits including vocational insurance and a pension. While
a saturated job market left limited alternatives to many university graduates,
paving the way for resentment and anger, the Roh Moo-hyun administration
(2003-2008) introduced a new law in 2005 abolishing the family registry system,
which had previously only allowed a father, a husband, or a son to be the head
of a household. Before this law was abolished, women were either included in
a family registry that had their father as the head of the household or, after
marriage, they were moved to their husband’s family registry. The traditional
family registry was the most vivid illustration of the secondary position that
Korean women occupied in society. This was also the time when local women’s
rights campaigners encouraged young Korean women to use their father’s and
mother’s family names equally. Many feminists used both their parents’ family
names followed by their first names in the early 2000s. While most of the public
understood that the overall environment was becoming fairer to women, there
were also nationwide demonstrations against the new law. The early 2000s were
times when local feminists, and more generally the battle for gender equality,
reaped a number of successes. The expressions “Alpha girl,” symbolizing students
who were attaining high grades in school, and “Gold Miss,” referring to single
women earning high wages and enjoying professional careers, became popular
expressions in Korean society.

Misogyny and the Anti-Feminist Backlash: The Rise of ILBE

In 1999, the Constitutional Court ruled that the additional points awarded to
Korean men when taking government exams was unconstitutional.?> This led
to a very vocal backlash by young men who felt they were being “disadvan-
taged” by this change. Public anger manifested itself through the increasingly
widespread use of derogatory expressions towards women such as kimch’inyo
(# A4 kimchi woman) or sénggoe ("33 plastic surgery monster). This was the
start of the contemporary wave of misogyny across society. ILBE (the “Daily
Best”) was the largest internet humour community, akin to a Facebook group,
created in 2010,%6 and would later become notorious for formenting misogyny;
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it was ultimately closed down in November 2015 by DC Inside (dcinside.com), a
popular web-platform similar to Facebook in terms of its main social network
functions, as its members stood accused of crimes against women.?” ILBE is
an example of the male-solidarity coalitions that emerged in response to the
“victimization” of men engendered by legislative reform. The leader of one such
NGO was Song Chaegi ‘34 7] (Sung Jae-gi), a vocal opponent of the discrimination
against men, enraged by—among others—the fact that Korean women had
the option of female-only subway carriages or could sit in dedicated rooms in
public places such as libraries. Song’s view was that men were victims of selfish
feminists. Evidence for his claims, according to him, were that men still had to
do military service, were expected to be breadwinners in the family, and still
had to conform to social norms demanding that men pay more for women while
dating or in marriage. Song’s group became a vocal advocate for gender equality
in reverse. As the new victims, men had to defend their rights. A comedian on
the TV programme “Many0 sanyang (9t AR Witch-hunting)” commented to a
colleague on the show in April 2015: “I don’t like wild women speaking loudly and
thinking hard.”?® This sparked a furious reaction online, as feminists demanded
a response in May 2016.2° The expression went viral and started appearing on
T-shirts, bags, keychains, banners, and later even book titles. Due to the massive
backlash, the comedian was asked to step down from the show, as his earlier
misogynistic expressions in podcasts and TV programmes began to circulate.
Feminist scholarship has approached these events as aggravating young men’s
loss of feeling, frustration, and anger.3° Song Chaegi was very vocal about these
matters online and also on TV shows, as he emphasized men’s burden in society at
a time when they were suffering from financial losses over government support
for the jobless and the homeless. Despite taking part in various TV programmes,
Song tweeted that he needed 100,000,000 won (just under 100,000 USD at the
time), to cover the costs of his male solidarity NGO.3" To fundraise, he decided
to stage a performance where he would jump from a bridge into the Han River
in Seoul. He publicly pledged to return the sum, which he referred to as a loan.
However, the performance ended in tragedy as, not resurfacing after the dive,
Song was found dead a few days later on the riverbank.3? His death rapidly
became a social issue with attention focusing on the lack of funding for his NGO
(and similarly minded ones) and his views of men as victims in a Korean society
allegedly dominated by feminists. Song’s views and the tragic nature of his death
resonated across certain groups where young male students could not compete
with their female peers at school or felt that the school environment was being run
by their fellow female classmates. A teenager who considered S6ng Chaegi as his
personal hero declared he would join Islamic State as he “could not stand Korean
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women.”33 This is the time when the group ILBE gained popularity. The website
became notorious for uploading files, photos, cartoons, memes, all displaying
and fomenting misogyny. Male users interacted on the website’s forum, sharing
their anger against women, and uploaded vulgar photos and pictures of naked
women. The TV programme “Kkach’il namny6” (7} &) aired complaints about
women’s behaviour, pointing to a number of cases where they expected men to
pay for their coffee, meals, expensive gifts, and movie tickets.3* Name-calling was
widespread, with women referred to as kimch’inyd, taking advantage of men’s
financial support while dating and/or after marriage.

Some users of the ILBE website uploaded fabricated stories. In one of these, a
man, allegedly injured on the street, asked a lady passing by for help and whether
she could give him her jumper to cover up, but she ignored him. The woman in
the story was labelled as a typical kimch’inyd, although the real story was the
opposite. The lady actually helped the injured man, giving him her sweater. On
ILBE the story was distorted, creating the image of a selfish woman who only
cares about her appearance and for the expensive sweater not to be ruined for
the sake of an injured man.3> Another infamous story that circulated widely in
2015 was about two girls traveling back home from Hong Kong and contracting
MERS (Middle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome). The two girls were asked to take
isolated seats on the airplane, but they refused to do so. Anger spread online about
the two girls who were accused of ignoring public health considerations and went
viral in male discussion forums, including ILBE.3® This story was also fabricated.
Women witnessing such cases of witch-hunting started to mobilize, paving the
way to the “#lamafeminist” movement. DC Inside was used for the creation of the
Megalians’ (Megalia activists) discussion forum. As mentioned earlier, a group was
opened on DC Inside combining the words MERS Gallery and Egalia’s daughters
into Megalia. Megalians adopted a mirroring strategy. Whatever was “thrown
at them” by ILBE activists, they “threw it back,” mirroring or reflecting it. When
men used the derogatory term kimch’inyo to refer to women they would call men
back kimch’inam (A 2]'d).

In the meantime, a number of other tragic events occurred. On the illegal
website Soranet, images and videos of sexual abuse were shared, as well as photos
taken with hidden cameras in public toilets in 2015. Megalians raised 10 million
won in a few hours to support Member of Parliament Chin Sonmi’s legal effort to
ban Soranet.3” The website was finally banned following pressure from a feminist
movement led by Chin Sonmi in 2016. A femicide occurred in a public toilet near
the Gangnam subway station after midnight on 17 May 2016. The murderer
confessed to not having had any specific reason for his actions. The police inves-
tigation concluded that the man suffered from mental illness, although many
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contextualized this episode in the atmosphere of mounting online misogyny that
ended up materializing offline. The day after the body was found, thousands of
people gathered at the Gangnam station to mourn the victim. They left flowers
and twenty thousand post-it messages, holding a series of presentations/talks by
women about their fears and complaints of the unfair treatment of women in
Korean society. They also held campaigns of group walks at night. Many people
joined the memorial event, commenting: “She was dead and I was lucky to
survive,” and “Men are potential criminals and women are potential victims.”38
At some point during the memorial event, a man wearing a pink elephant costume
appeared with a message saying “Carnivorous animals are not bad, but the
criminal.”3® The term “carnivorous” has another meaning in Korean referring
to women as food. Some added a post-it on the pink elephant saying ILBE-ch’ung
(¥H|%, ILBE-insect), which was a mirroring of kimch’inyd. In the following days
a group of men, allegedly ILBE netizens, also joined the memorial event with
posters saying: “Not all men are potential criminals.” Eventually the two groups
clashed.?° Since then, more young women have started studying feminism and
the sales of books on feminism has dramatically increased.*'

The Case of Megalia

Korea’s digital feminist activism takes various forms and does not constitute a
cohesive group of users or members, nor does it advance a unified, coherent
agenda. Megalia is a fictional land where “traditional” gender roles are reversed.*?
Womad, a more radical off-shoot of Megalia, is a radical feminist online discussion
group, whose name integrates “women” and “nomad.” Megalia arose from the
MERS Gallery group on the DC Inside platform on 29 May 2015. Users could upload
their photos and video files, and other users could remake or edit them or make
parodies of them and circulate them on other websites. By June 2015 the Megalia
group on Facebook had been closed and reopened three times due to the use of
extremely vulgar and violent language by its users. A group called Megalia 4 was
formed on Facebook in September 2015. As of early-2021, the group is dormant
and viewers can only access events and discussions up until 2016.

In order to understand the ILBE-Megalia conflict and the specific language that
they used, it is helpful to recall the cultural origins of those terms. The expression
Megalians responded to were, among others, toenchangnyé (27, bean paste
girl or Material girl) and later kimch’inyé and mam-ch’'ung (%% mum-insect or
mum-roaches),*® which are, in essence, stereotypes of Korean women in slightly
different periods. All three terms are related to women’s vanity, obsession with
physical appearance, and reliance on financial support from men (husband,
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partner, or boyfriend). The origins of the toenchangnyd expression is rooted in
the experience of young college women who were born in the 1980s, who use
the pocket money from their father to buy themselves a cheap lunch such as
bean paste stew and rice (%7l toenchang tchige), while “splashing out” by
drinking coffee at Starbucks, at a time when coffee was more expensive than the
meal itself. Korea’s first Starbucks coffee branch opened in the Ewha Womans
University area in Seoul in 1999, soon after the Asian Financial Crisis. Before that
time, most Koreans were used to instant coffee with sugar and cream. Even coffee
at a café was not as expensive as a Starbucks coffee at the time. Holding a mug of
Starbucks coffee became a status symbol, implying sophistication and a globalized
(in fact, westernized) aura. Among the satires of the toenchangnyo common at the
time was “A day in the life of toenchangnyo.” Supposedly, she routinely wears a
branded dress and a LeSportsac totebag and gets on a more expensive bus to go
to university. She eats breakfast at Dunkin Donuts, consisting of a donut and an
Americano coffee, feeling like a New Yorker. During lunchtime, she looks down
on other fellow students for eating a cheap lunch at the school cafeteria. If she
can find a senior male student, she asks him to buy her lunch. The classroom is
typically filled with her Chanel No. 5 perfume. After class she goes to the Lotte
Department Store for some window shopping on the luxury brand floor, thinking
of buying something using her father’s money. She imagines her future husband
as a medical doctor driving a big, luxury sedan.*

KimcRh’inyd is the more “advanced” (age-wise), version of the young college
girl in her mid-twenties and thirties. She is regarded as a free-rider, expecting
her boyfriend to support her expensive taste for Chanel bags or luxury branded
gifts. She typically expects her boyfriend or husband to maintain her expensive
taste throughout their dating and marriage. A TV comedian captured the situation
well: “Men, stand up and have a voice! I bought movie tickets. You buy a bag of
popcorn. I bought you a luxury bag for your birthday but you gave me cross-stitch
craft. Do not expect an anniversary gift for our 100th day of us dating. My credit
card instalment has not yet paid for the last gift.”> Another similar expression
went as follows: “Do not look down at me because I do not have a car but paid
for your luxury bag. I paid for coffee but why are you collecting stamps on your
customer’s card? I spent my credit card for you but you wrote a Christmas card
for me. Men, stand up until women pay for their meal!”4¢

Another, possibly even worse, term is postl ach’i (}2&°}x]). The word
combines female sexual organs, poch’i (E%], vulgar term for female genitalia)
and pydsiil ach’i (B]£0}]), which indicates whoever abuses their power derived
from a higher social status. The term describes a woman using her sexuality to
receive some sort of benefits.
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Mamch’ung is yet another term used to refer to married women not having a
job but relying on their husband’s financial support. A typical mamch’ung image is
a lady pushing an expensive baby stroller with one hand and carrying a Starbucks
coffee in the other. Luxury, reliance on men, and lack of a job are all captured in
this expression.

Digital Populism and Feminist Movements: Never the
Twain Shall Meet? Neo-Liberal Globalization as a Shared
Economic and Cultural Milieu

How can we make sense of this episode of virtual social contention between
Megalians and ILBE? Are populist movements and feminist activists using the same
tools to reach out to fellow like-minded digital users? While political scientists and
sociologists have primarily focused on populist leaders and the electoral support
for populist movements and thus the term has gained widespread currency,
scholars of feminist activism have resorted to expressions such as digital or cyber
feminism or hashtag movements as they adopted various theoretical frameworks
to make sense of specific movements and the online identities and debates.*’
Apart from a few notable exceptions,*® there has been next to no overlap in the
debates on populism and feminism in the early twenty-first century. This seems
surprising, given that online users from both camps have engaged in heated
debates online, often bordering on or crossing over into the legal debates that
reinforce antagonistic us-versus-them dichotomies. In brief, web 2.0 and the
rise of social media has reinforced “identity politics” and some of the prejudices
underlying it.* In its own way the groupness that stems from and drives identity
politics contributes to reinforcing and solidifying pre-existing divides in society:
gender identities are no exception here. As noted in the pages above, I do not
suggest moral equivalence between the two camps. Yet, the strategies used in
the contraposition bear resemblance to each other, which makes exploring and
unpacking the pushback against misogyny through the lenses of the scholarship
on populism especially useful in this case. Though historically and concep-
tually rooted in the experiences of European and North and Latin American
countries, populism’s emphasis on “anti-elitism, sovereignty and homogeneity
of the people”>® and the populists’ strategies in their performance using vulgar
and antagonistic repertoires to provoke public resentment and grievances, new
technologies, and network approaches resonate in the Korean context, too.>' This
is evident in the case of ILBE, as detailed in this article. Further, and perhaps
surprisingly, on closer inspection the digital populists and the online feminists
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of the early twenty-first century may have more in common than either may be
willing to concede and therefore a cross-fertilization between the two scholarly
conversations may generate interesting insights.

The first shared aspect is the broader socio-economic environment in which
the actions (and perceptions) of Megalians and ILBE users are embedded. Identity
politics has thrived as the rise in socio-economic inequalities has deepened
polarization. Among the central insights of the scholarship on populism is the
socio-economic context that has enabled this phenomenon to grow and flourish.>2
Among others, sociologist Rogers Brubaker®3 has asked why populism has gained
in popularity at the current historical juncture. Populism is understood as a thin
ideology that seeks to promote the general will of the people against representative
politics.>* Although it can be either left- or right-wing, Mudde and Kaltwasser
contend that populist movements tend to arise in response to crises.>> Populism
also emerges when ideologies converge to the centre, as Laclau®® and Mouffe>’
pointed out in their seminal works. Thus, a lack of polarization by representative
organizations such as political parties (among others) leads individuals who often
feel unrepresented to polarize. Francis Fukuyama also emphasizes this trend in
his recent work, where he stresses the role of the struggle for recognition and
hatred of others in contemporary populist politics.® Social polarization based
on the seemingly irreconcilable, ontological opposition between groups leads to
the group’s self-articulation as victims of others (typically foreigners, religious,
sexual, ethnic minority groups), with whom they see themselves as competing
and losing against in a very competitive globalized and unprotected neoliberal job
market. Brubaker>® observes that populism not only emerges and thrives in times
of crises. Alongside the more commonly examined vertical axis, where the people
oppose the elite, Brubaker helpfully examines a horizontal axis of inter-group
competition, where populists draw a line between the majority, a supposedly
homogeneous group, and a set of others, typically including foreigners, migrants,
and sexual minorities, who in their view benefit from privileges given them by
the ruling elites. As I discuss below, both ILBE and Megalians emerged in the
same environment of Korean socio-economic inequality and polarization and the
cultural dislocation and insecurities that this engendered.

The second shared feature of these otherwise opposing groups includes the
tools used. Hate speech has become the web’s pandemic. Perceptions of injustice
and victimization thrive in an era of a crisis of public information, knowledge,
and expertise. While Web 2.0 does not generate fake news, per se, it spreads
much faster in an environment that serves as an echo chamber. In his expla-
nation Brubaker links the rise of populism to a broad set of structural transfor-
mations. Key to understanding this is a crisis of institutional mediation. Political
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parties’ role in connecting the state and the people has failed, and this failure has
brought about a demand for direct democracy aided by the rapid improvement
of social media, thus enhancing a digital hyper-connectivity. The mainstream
media also take on a populist style through simplification, dramatization, confron-
tation, negativity, emotionalization, personalization, and visualization.®® Ordinary
citizens are more isolated from the collective decision-making process and feel
estranged from decision-making institutions, rightly or wrongly, by some of this
power having been endowed to supranational institutions.

Scholars of populism have also paid increasing attention to rhetoric and
speech, the use of raw, crude, rude language, and the overall lack of civility in
online debates.®’ Populists refer to “common sense” as a common set of beliefs,
almost a (thin) ideology that allows leaders and ordinary people to communicate
with each other in a rather unsophisticated yet relatable manner.5? Sensational
and scandalous information attracts attention, regardless of whether the infor-
mation shared is factually correct or not. The currency in these exchanges is
the number of likes, shares, and retweets—in what is a virtually marketized
environment. The rapid flow and exchange of information does not allow for
pause and reflection, consistent with the demand for immediacy. The possibility
of a hidden identity and anonymity has increased the sense of protection and
often impunity. Rapid advances in information and communication technology
(ICT) enabled the early emergence of a networked society in Korea. Rapid and
efficient e-government, the internet of things, and the success of global brands
like Samsung and LG are part of Koreans’ daily lives and illustrate how technology
has become part of Korean society. Nowhere is this more evident than in the case
of mobile devices and applications. Koreans developed an early social network
application, Cyworld, which many compare to early versions of Facebook and
Instagram. KakaoTalk, the mobile messaging service, connects Koreans across
all generations.

However, there are also less savory developments associated with new
technologies: fringes of radical netizens have skilfully leveraged such IT advances
to further their own agendas, consolidating in-group solidarity and promoting
identity politics and a horizontal us-versus-them dichotomy.53

Unpacking Megalia: Radical Online Feminism in a Neo-
Liberal Age

Megalia and the conflict with ILBE, I argue, should not be understood as an
episodic outburst of online violence but as part of broader processes set in motion
as early as the late 1990s. As examined in greater detail elsewhere,* polarization
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in Korea emerged in the context of globalization and neoliberalism. Neo-liberal
globalization has polarized society into a small group of very few very wealthy
individuals in the world’s top 1% or 10% in terms of wealth concentration and
the 99% or 90% of the poor, including an impoverished middle class that never
recovered from the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis or the 2008 global recession.
Although I do not claim that other, older or younger groups were not also affected
by the crisis and the changes that it engendered, the generation born in the 1980s
experienced the impact most directly. With inequality and polarization came an
intra-generational divide along gender lines, because the economic changes that
followed the 1997 crisis also led to conflicts over social values, norms, and expec-
tations. This issue took on a Korea-specific shape to which I now turn.

Polarization and Inequality in Hell Chosén

In “Feminism Reboot,” Son insightfully refers to the individualization of financial
disasters.5> Since the Asian Financial Crisis, the Korean government introduced
a flexible labor market which, among other things, meant extensive lay-offs of
workers in their mid-forties and older, and the loss of the prospect of job security
for the new entrants into the job market. Professional life would be defined by a
succession of short-term contracts one after the other. This serves as a stark and
painful reminder that the Korean rapid economic development was achieved at
the cost of cheap labor: the 1997 financial crisis was “solved” with the IMF bail-out
and the resulting restructuring in line with neo-liberal market policies, creating
the vast layer of the precariat. It is in this light that the rise of misogyny can be
understood. While the issue pre-existed the crisis, the outburst of frustration
and anger of young men was less about women themselves and more about the
structural problems that followed the financial crisis. Jobs were as scarce for men
as they were for women. When women could not get a job, they had the option
to marry into a better economic arrangement. Men therefore saw themselves as
victims of feminist movements, which had successfully pushed through the insti-
tutional reforms mentioned earlier in the article. Young men rationalized their
struggle as the result of the structural imbalance that favoured women and, in a
zero-sum game, disadvantaged them. In this logic it was not women who lacked
rights or gender equality, but men. Filled with frustration and anger over their
decreased social and economic status, they looked for venues for airing such
frustrations, and online cafés came into existence right at this time, providing
them with a playground for virtually socializing and discussing shared experi-
ences of difficulty and pain. Although the reasons apply as much to young Korean
men as to women, the sources of stress were manifold. Competing with each other
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to survive in a highly competitive education system first to enter high ranking
universities, and later the job market, and even the “marriage market” adds
considerable stress to Koreans from an early age.

Korean children grow up with their mothers urging them to work hard;
their school performance is determined by how much they spend at after school
private lessons, which they are pressured to attend by parents determined to
send their children to the best universities so that they can later secure well-paid
employment. Another reason for competitive stress is English education. With
globalization, speaking English becomes an essential asset to enter university
and acquire a decent job with a reasonably high income. To be “ahead of the
curve,” children are sent to English-speaking kindergartens, which are three
times more expensive than ordinary kindergartens. Private tuition by native
speakers is designed to strengthen this competitive edge, although if all compete
in the same way one wonders where the added value is. Instead, this is something
that becomes expected, even routinized. Many students are then sent to study
abroad, as foreign degrees are perceived to provide further advantage in the
competitive job market. For all this education, the financial capability of the
parents is crucial. All this existed before 1997; however, since the Asian financial
crisis, economic polarization has grown deeper in Korea, while a bifurcation
occurred, with the wealthy becoming wealthier and the middle class’s financial
capability shrinking.

In this context, young men have become more insecure, as the uncertainties
brought about by the financial crisis and its aftermath have been compounded by
changes in social norms and values across Korean society. The effects of neoliberal
globalization thus took on a very Korean distinctiveness. Traditionally, in Korean
society men have been expected to cover large expenses. This may range from
the cost of a date to a much more substantial purchase, like that of a flat or a
house. Because of the peculiarity of the Korean housing system, a tenant must
deposit a very large sum upfront. Monthly rents are a very new development,
and still not so common, dating back to as late as the early 2000s. The deposit
for renting a flat is typically two thirds of the actual housing price. As this has
become increasingly difficult to afford (and thus men are becoming unable to
“provide,” as traditionally expected), young Korean men have begun delaying
or giving up on dating, marrying, having a family, and owning property. The
nickname for this “generation at a loss” used to be samp’o (AF*( meaning giving
up three things: job, dating, and marriage), and now it is “the N generation,”
meaning giving up numerous things. Thus, along with the economic challenges
brought by Korea’s integration in the global economy and global capitalism has
come social dislocation resulting from a change in the social status and ability of
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men and women. Stress and frustration demanded a scapegoat, and a number
of young men identified this in those they saw as their direct competitors on the
job market: in this case, women. While this is to some extent understandable,
the indicators below show a different reality.?® Far from “stealing” jobs and
opportunities from men, women also struggled in the same precarious economic
environment. According to the World Economic Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap
index, Korea ranks 108th out of a total of 153 countries, a far from impressive
performance.®’” Women’s economic participation and opportunity ranks 127th,
Educational Attainment 101st, Health and Survival first, together with 38 other
countries, and Political Empowerment 79th. The report insightfully ends with
suggestions of how to improve the gender gap index in the report titled “The
Gender Gap Country Accelerators: Female labor force participation, women in
leadership positions, closing gaps in wage and remuneration, building parity in
emerging high-demand skills and jobs.”%8 Other data, such as on the employment
rate (Table 2), the unemployment rate (Table 3), and the rate of employment of
college graduate by gender (Table 4) reinforces the message that male deprivation,
ifit has occurred, has been relative (to itself, declining), rather than absolute, and
that women have not benefited from this.%°

Identity Politics and Hate Speech Online: Misogyny and Mirroring
Misogyny

Technological advances and the emergence of web 2.0, such as the Social
Networking Service (SNS, the acronym used in Korea to refer to social media),
took place against the backdrop of the broader social, economic, even cultural
changes discussed in the section above.

As social and economic frustrations have grown, the demand for platforms for
airing them has also increased. The rapid improvement of internet technology has
created digital natives and a media ecology that provided an ideal environment
for the emergence of digital populism. Angry, marginalized people hid behind
user anonymity to vent their resentment online and set up discussion groups of
like-minded people. Actively targeting “the other” was the next step.

As briefly discussed in the previous section, when the misogynist story
about female MERS patients in 2015 turned out to be fake news, female users
on the platform started to react against misogyny by making a parody of the
original photos and editing the original news by replacing the reference to men
with women. Megalians used the original misogynistic contents from ILBE and
recreated the content replacing “female” with “male” and shared it among fellow
female netizens. This mirroring misogyny strategy provoked a reaction by angry
male users who turned out to be ILBE users. A heated debate followed, where
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Table 2 Employment rate among the economically activite population (2018)

Male (%) Female (%)
Year 2018 2019 2018 2019
15-19 years old 7.2 7.6 9.2 9.0
20-29 years old 62.6 63.4 65.2 64.3
30-39 years old 92.9 92.1 62.7 64.1
40-49 years old 94.2 933 67.4 66.7
50-59 years old 89.3 88.6 65.0 66.3
Above 60 years old 53.6 54.4 31.5 33.6
Total 73.7 735 52.9 53.5
Source: Statistics Korea 2020.
Table 3 Unemployment rate
Male Female
20-29 years old 9.7% 8.2%
30-39 years old 3.3% 3.3%
40-49 years old 2.4% 2.2%
50-59 years old 2.8% 2.2%
Above 60 years old 3.8% 2.9%

Source: Statistics Korea 2019.

Table 4 Employment of college and university graduates

Male Female
20-29 years old 866 1,324
30-39 years old 2,425 1,611
40-49 years old 2,248 1,341
50-59 years old 1,479 628
Above 60 years old 480 112

Source: Statistics Korea 2019.

misogynistic comments by ILBE members were not moderated or blocked on
MERS Gallery. The mounting cases of misogyny during the MERS crisis encouraged
digital feminists to deploy the mirroring misogyny approach more strategically
and systematically. Mirroring misogyny started on MERS Gallery on the DC
Inside.”® The mirroring strategy by certain female users started to be targeted
in the comments by ILBE netizens. This caused a split among the users of the
platform, which eventually led to the splintering of the Megalian group off DC
Inside, who then created their own website (Megalian.com) on 6 June 2015.
Megalians also set up their own account on Facebook and Twitter. As some of the
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messages went as far as inciting violence, the Megalian website was closed down,
but it resurfaced under different names and forms on social media, including
Facebook groups and Twitter accounts.

Drawing on the derogatory terms that had been used to refer to women
mentioned earlier in this article (and listed in Table 1), Megalians mounted a fierce
response that entailed the use of a mirroring strategy, deploying terms such as
kimch’inam, hannamch’ung (3 2'g kimchi man, $Hg% Korean man insect). When
Megalia was warned by Facebook over the use of derogatory terms, it was accused
by feminists of discrimination against Megalians, since it had allowed ILBE users
to freely use the equivalent expression kimchi woman (72 5) on their Facebook
page for many years. This exposed the hypocrisy of both the social media giant and
society, as suddenly the use of the term kimch’inam had drawn people’s attention
to the strategy of mirroring misogyny, which was regarded negatively, whilst
online misogyny had been spreading uncensored. Some feminist users reacted
to what they viewed as a discriminatory online environment where misogyny
by male users was allowed but mirroring misogyny was not and they responded
by taking aggressive action, online and offline. Members of Megalia moved from
platform to platform, using different social media where they shared messages
with hashtags, liked, and retweeted each other’s messages and posts. While female
naked photos are regarded as acceptable on websites, when Womad members
uploaded male nude photos, including male genitalia, it immediately triggered a
police investigation. Those who posted them online were arrested in the following
days. This sparked further public anger, especially among women, and cemented
in-group solidarity among the Womad group users. In his article, Yu Min-seok”"
draws on Judith Butler’s theory of speech’? to focus on how the use of language
by Megalians was central to the group’s mirroring misogyny strategy. Yu’s work
sheds light on the cultural and sociological context of the Megalians’ actions.
He highlights the gendered imbalance of power throughout history, one aspect
of which is that women felt they were being silenced and unable to rebut the
belittling and derogatory expressions used to refer to them. Since such violence
has been pervasive and embedded deeply in society and culture, misogyny and
the violence it perpetuates have become normalized, leaving women in a deeply
imbalanced power relationship. For Megalians the mirroring strategy is about
“talking back” and “speaking through” the pervasive misogyny.’3 For years women
had endured derogatory terms such as kimch’inyé and toenjang-nyo. Similarly,
ILBE users also repeatedly used the expression samilhan (once in three days),
meaning “women should be beaten every three days.” The Megalians finally
retorted through mirrored misogyny by uttering sumshwilhan (%43} once every
breath): “men should be beaten up every time they breathe.””*
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Such parody can therefore overcome misogyny not from a victim’s perspective
but through a pay-back strategy, whereby the original image of misogyny is
recreated and adjusted to the next context.”> As Jang points out, Megalia’s
mirroring misogyny strategy articulated a strong reaction against the pervasive
misogyny of Korean society. A reaction had been mounting prior to the emergence
of the group, but it was only thanks to the work of digital natives that the issue
was truly exposed and brought to the attention of the wider public. As unpleasant,
vulgar, polarizing, and ultimately divisive as the strategy was, the mirroring
strategy vividly and successfully exposed the misogynistic culture among some
Korean men by “throwing back”—mirroring—the very same terminology and
demeaning attitude towards them. The aim of Megalians, and of the feminist
movement behind it, was to awaken the silent majority that had been aware of
the issue and try and build a broader coalition with other women who felt the
same way and shared the same views. They reached out to famous male politi-
cians, newspaper columnists, and writers, asking that they identify themselves
as feminists and/or out themselves as victims of gender inequality.

Jang Min-ji notes that in order to understand Megalia we need to embed it
in the current configuration of the media ecosystem, defined by social media.”®
Internet culture allows digital natives to share existing content, and to create
new content, which is then rapidly shared and spread by various social network
systems. Thus, digital natives are not just consumers but producers and providers.
Jang also points out that digital natives are the daughters of workers who were
laid off in the late 1990s during and in the aftermath of the financial crisis. For
them, their fathers were no longer the only breadwinners in the household. They
grew up in an environment where there was less disparity in the roles of wives
and husbands. Such social changes gave rise to different perceptions of gender
roles than the traditional role of women in Korean society. Inequalities did not
disappear though. After returning home from work, the daughters saw that it
was still their mothers who were engaged in housework, not their fathers. This
contradiction between public and private roles also fuelled resentment among
young women growing up in the late 1990s and 2000s.

When Megalians took action with their mirroring strategy, male users started
to feel uncomfortable and upset. Some even reported Megalia to the police.
On Wikipedia”” and Namuwiki,’® Megalians and Womad are still described as
criminal groups. Criticism of Megalia grew because of its perceived radicalism
and the users’ use of vulgar words mirroring misogyny, although similar terms,
when used by men, were usually considered jokes. Jang Hyeyoung, a YouTuber
and documentary film producer who recently became a member of parliament for
the Justice Party in the 2020 parliamentary elections, uploaded a video where she



122 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

discussed her views of Megalians.”® Jang contends that they contributed positively
to the fight for gender equality. Structural gender inequality had been prevalent,
and women could not even express their discomfort with the pervasive misogyny,
but it was not until the Megalians’ activities that society even noticed that such a
pervasive misogyny even existed. Thus, radical feminist activism like Megalians’
and Womad’s belatedly brought some welcome changes. Yet it also attracted fierce
criticism beyond its widespread resort to vulgar expressions. Disagreement on
a number of issues caused frictions and splits among Megalians, leading to the
creation of Womad as a more radical splinter-group. Specifically, disagreements
over sexual minority issues arose among members. Some Megalians accepted
lesbians as members but vigorously rejected and insulted gays or transgender
women. Eventually, a group splintered off and formed Womad in January 2016.
Womad activists were even arrested for sharing their opinions and desire to kill
their sexually harassing bosses at work.8% Some feminists started declaring that
they were feminists but not Megalians. Megalians’ and Womad’s revolutionary
anti-misogyny activities were successful in gaining attention and brought about
a change in the perception of pervasive misogyny in Korean society. However,
their rapid decline revealed splits inside Korea’s feminist movement and also
spoke to the sporadic activities typical of digital populism, with a rapid rise and
similarly swift demise in online activities.?' Regardless of their short-lived nature,
both groups speak to what, in her insightful work on misogyny in the era of
post-feminism, Chung In-kyung has called the human desire to be recognized
by others.82 Recognized by their “significant other” (ILBE), Megalians have
been praised in this sense by many feminists and feminist researchers.8 It was
the Megalians who finally stood up against pervasive misogyny, making new
derogatory words ending in xx-nyo.

Conclusion

The article has examined the case study of Megalia and its splinter group Womad as
examples of radical online feminist groups active during 2015-2016. The flaring up
of intense discussions and the online conflict between ILBE and Megalia/Womad
was overall short-lived. However, it is illustrative of broader socio-economic and
cultural divisions in Korean society.

The study of online feminism, also in a Korean context, has been typically
approached by feminist scholarship drawing on insights from media and commu-
nication studies, literature and linguistics, and social movement studies.?* In
this article I have applied insights from the scholarship on populism to explain
the rise and evolution of Megalia/Womad as a group that directly confronted
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online misogynists. While the core issue for Megalians was the fight against the
misogyny pervasive in Korean society and now the internet, [ have argued that the
group and its actions are best understood not in isolation or as a set of sporadic
outbursts of online anger, nor as a fringe, radical and relatively short-lived online
group, but rather as part of a dynamic of contention (online and offline), between
different segments of Korean society. In the analysis I have focused on Megalia’s
mirroring strategy as an example of the intense, but also episodic nature of online
feminist activism. The advantage of bringing the scholarship of populism into the
study of a feminist movement was two-fold: first, Brubaker’s focus on horizontal
dichotomies in contemporary populism seems particularly fitting here. The article
showed how the actions of Megalia and its main online opponent ILBE were in the
end co-constitutive. Secondly, the article argued that the study of Megalia should
be embedded in longer-term processes of structural transformation of Korean
society, namely globalization and the neo-liberal policies that had undermined
job security by introducing a flexible job market; the policies and legislative
changes introduced by successive progressive governments that on the one hand
contributed to gender equality and on the other rendered the grievances and
insecurities of existing social groups even more acute.

In sum, the conflict between Megalia and ILBE was as much over gender and
evolving gender roles as it was about the socio-economic issues that affected a
particular generation, that of men and women born in the 1980s, who had grown
up as South Korea opened up to and integrated into the global economy. The
neo-liberal policies that were introduced as part of the IMF structural adjustment
package shook some of the certainties of Korean society, including expectations
over job security and social norms. Building on this, future research should further
explore the emerging divides within Korea’s feminist movement, including those
that have stemmed from its ambiguous or even outright problematic attitude
towards homophobia and transphobia. Another line of enquiry could explore
intra- and inter-generational conflicts in Korean society and the way in which the
#MeToo movement arose against a growing inter-generational divide and power
abuse at work or school.

Notes

1. Research for this article was supported by the Seed Program for Korean Studies through the
Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and the Korean Studies Promotion Service
of the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2019-INC-2230005).

2. CasMudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” Government and Opposition 39. 4 (2004); Youngmi Kim,
“Digital Populism in South Korea? Internet Culture and the Trouble with Direct Partici-
pation,” KEI Academic Paper Series 3. 8 (2009).



124 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?” 2009, 2-3.

Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?” 2009, 114.

Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?” 2009, 115.

Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?” 2009; Kang, J. “Internet activism transforming

street politics: South Korea’s 2008 ‘Mad Cow’ protests and new democratic sensibilities.”

Media, culture & society, 39 (2017): 750-761; “Korea’s civil society at a crossroads” The

Korea Herald, 16 August 2015 http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20150816000370

accessed on 10 March 2020; “S Korea protests against President Park on New Year’s Eve”

BBC News, 31 December 2016 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-38479187 accessed

15th March 2020.

7. Youngmi Kim, “Hell Joseon: Polarization and Social Contention in a Neo-liberal Age,” in
Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and Contention,
ed. Youngmi Kim (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018).

8. Youngmi Kim, Korea’s quest for economic democratization: globalization, polarization and
contention (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); Jong-sung You, Democracy,
Inequality and Corruption: Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines Compared (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015); Han Soo Lee, Hee Min, and Jungkun Seo, “Legislative
Response to Constituents’ Interests in New Democracies: The 18th National Assembly
and Income Inequality in Korea,” Government And Opposition 53. 2 (2018); Jiyeoun Song,
Inequality in the Workplace Labor Market Reform in Japan and Korea (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2014).

9. Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?” 2009, 3; Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” 2004;
Taggart, Paul. Populism, Buckingham: Open University Press (2000).

10. R.Brubaker, “Populism and nationalism,” Nations and Nationalism 26. 1 (2020); R. Brubaker,
“Why populism?,” Theory and Society 46. 5 (2017).

11. Chung Heejin, “Ono ka séngbyol til mandtinda.” Chap. 3 In Yésong hyémo ka dtchaettagu,
edited by Yun Bora, Im Okhee, Chung Heejin, Siu, Luin, Nara 89-116. Seoul: Hyonsil
munhwa, 2015.

12. Chon Chonghwan. “Kangnamyok salin sagon put’d megallia nonchaeng kkaji p’eminijum
ponggi wa Han’guk namsongsong ui wiki.” Yoksa pipyong (2016): 353-81; Chung Heejin,
“Ono ka songbyol il mandinda,” 2015; Kim Sujin. “Yosong hyémo, p’eminijim ui sae
sidae rul kajyo oda.” Kyoyuk pip’yong 38 (2016): 163-88; Sohn Jay. “Chendd gun kwa
p’yurio—sukdul ui tansaeng—2016 nyon, p’ap’yullo p’eminijum e taehan sogo.” Yo/song
iron 34 (2016): 35-59; Kim Soo-ah and Kim Sae-Eun. “Choayo ka mandi niin sil’éyo ti
segye: peistibuk yosong hydomo peiji punsok.” Midio, chendo & munhwa 32. 2 (2016): 5-44.
JiHae Koo. “South Korean Cyberfeminism and Trolling: The Limitation of Online Feminist
Community Womad as Counterpublic.” Feminist Media Studies 20. 6 (2020): 831-46; Jinsook
Kim. “4Iamafeminist as the ‘Mother Tag’: Feminist Identification and Activism against
Misogyny on Twitter in South Korea.” Feminist Media Studies 17. 5 (2017): 804-20; Sunyoung
Yang. “Loser’ Aesthetics: Korean Internet Freaks and Gender Politics.” Feminist Media
Studies 19. 6 (2019): 858-72; Theodore Koulouris. “Online Misogyny and the Alternative
Right: Debating the Undebatable.” Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018): 750-61.

13. Jang Min-Gi. “Tigit’6] neit’ibu y6/song chuch’e Digital Native Fe/Male Subject i undong

chollyak megallia rul chungsim tro.” Midid, chendé & munhwa 31. 3 (2016): 219-55.

Although Megalia and Womad received some support from Korea’s feminist movement,

particularly as regards their backlash against Ilbe’s online misogyny, endorsement for

their strategy was far from unanimous. As this article primarily focuses on the cases of

Megalia and Womad and their mirroring strategy against Ilbe, the broader Korean feminist

movement is not examined here. For further research on the topic see Sunyoung Yang.

“Loser’ Aesthetics: Korean Internet Freaks and Gender Politics,” 2019; Jessica Ringrose and

Emilie Lawrence. “Remixing Misandry, Manspreading, and Dick Pics: Networked Feminist

oUW



KIM  MEGALIA, WOMAD, AND KOREA'S FEMINISM 125

16.
17.

19.
20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

Humour on Tumblr.” Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018): 686-704; Euisol Jeong and Jieun
Lee. “We Take the Red Pill, We Confront the Dicktrix: Online Feminist Activism and the
Augmentation of Gendered Realities in South Korea.” Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018):
705-17.

Jacqueline Wernimont and Elizabeth Mathews Losh. Bodies of Information Intersectional
Feminism and the Digital Humanities. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018;
Judith Butler. Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. New York: Routledge, 1997;
Akwugo Emejulu. “Feminism for the 99%: Towards a Populist Feminism?: Can Feminism
for the 99% Succeed as a New Kind of Populism?” A Journal of Politics and Culture 66 (2017):
63-67; Frank Esser. “Mediatization as a Challenge: Media Logic Versus Political Logic.”
In Democracy in the Age of Globalization and Mediatization, edited by H. Kriesi, 155-76.
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013; Francis Fukuyama. Identity: The Demand for Dignity
and the Politics of Resentment. London: Profile Books, 2018.

Apart from very limited exceptions, scholarship of populism has traditionally focused on
Europe and North America.

Chung Hee-Jin, ed. Mitutii chongch’ihak. Seoul: Gyongyangin, 2019.

“Internet usage in South Korea—Statistics & Facts,” 2020, accessed 20 February 2020, https://
www.statista.com/topics/2230/internet-usage-in-south-korea/.

Kim Youngmi, “South Korea: Elections Amid a Pandemic,” The Diplomat, 2020, https://
thediplomat.com/2020/03/south-korea-elections-amid-a-pandemic/. “Democracy, elections
and pandemics: How South Korea ran parliamentary elections during the Covid-19 crisis,”
Global Cit, 2020, accessed 5th May 2020, http://globalcit.eu/democracy-elections-and
-pandemics-how-south-korea-ran-parliamentary-elections-during-the-covid-19-crisis/.
Kim, “South Korea: Elections Amid a Pandemic,” 2020.

Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” 2004; Youngmi Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea?
Internet Culture and the Trouble with Direct Participation,” KEI Academic Paper Series 3.
8 (2009); R. Brubaker, “Populism and nationalism,” Nations and Nationalism 26. 1 (2020);
R. Brubaker, “Why populism?,” Theory and Society 46. 5 (2017); Cas Mudde and Crist6ébal
Rovira Kaltwasser, “Studying Populism in Comparative Perspective: Reflections on the
Contemporary and Future Research Agenda,” Comparative Political Studies 51. 13 (2018).
Baik Mi-Youn. “Han’guk mit'u undong ihu p’eminijim chongch’i i chonhwan: ‘yéndae
ui chongeh’i ril hyanghayd’.” Chongch’i sasang yongu 25. 2 (2019): 68-92; Kim. “Yosong
hyomo,” 2016; Kang, “Sot’ong,” 2018; Chun, “Kangnamyok,” 2016; Sohn Jay. “P’eminijum
ribut'i Han’guk yonghwa rtl tonghae pontin p’ostiti-p’eminijiim, kirigo ki ihu.” Munhwa
kwahak 83 (2015): 14-47.

“Myongpum Sangnyuk 30 Nyon,” Donga Ilbo, 25 May 2013, accessed 20 March 2020.
Sohn, “Peministim,” 2015; Chun, “Kangnamyok,” 2016; Kim Bo-Myung. “Hydémo i
chongdong kyongjehak kwa p’eministit’i chdhang: ‘ilgan pesut’d,” ‘megallia,” kirigo
‘womadl’ rul chungsim tro.” Han’guk yosonghak 34. 1 (2018): 1-31.

“Taehak wonjol hwangyong mihwawon t’ansaeng,” Sekge ilbo 24 July 2001; “20 tae molinin
hwanggyong mihwawon kyonjaengnyul 23 tae 1,” MBC 1 January 2020.

Kim. “Yosong hyomo,” 2016.

Park Gabun. Ilbe 1ii sasang. Seoul: O-wo0l i pom, 2013. “Song chae-gi 1 6k, naeil Hangang
e t'usin hagetsimnida ... ‘taech’aewae’?,” Donga Ilbo, 25 July 2013. http://www.donga.com/
news/article/all/20130725/56658899/2 accessed on 12 April 2019.

Seo Min. Yohyom, yoja ga mwdl dtchaetta ko. Seoul: Tasi pom, 2017.

“Many0 sanyang’ Chang Tong-min ‘Han Hye-jin s6lch’i-go ttddilo sird” usim p’okt’an.”
YTN, 4 April 2015, https://www.ytn.co.kr/_sn/1406_201504040030018521 accessed on 16
May 2019.

“Tangsin Ui s6lch’im ul uri nuin saranghae.” SisaIN, 2015. www.sisain.co.kr/news/
articleView.html?idxno=23621&fbclid=IwAR2nRVT-gA7G3VE70Th]JXpPXkRUiThofKVigK-



126 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

PM6iGYKQKIwkru3jtt6GJU accessed on 12 April 2019; Kim Seok. “Sélch’i-go, marha-go,
saenggak hara.” PD Journal, 29 April 2016. http://www.pdjournal.com/news/articleView.
html?idxno=58319 accessed on 16 May 2019.

30. Kim, “Yosong hydomo,” 2016; Kang. “Sot’ong,” 2018.

31. “Song Chae-gi 1 6k,” 2013.

32. “T’usin ye-go Song Chae-gi namsong yondae taep’yo sisin palgyon,” JoongAng Ilbo, 29th
July 2013.

33. “IS kadam Kim kun p’eministii ka silt’a. Kuraeso IS ka chot’a,” Kookmin Ilbo, 20th January
2015.

34. “Kkch’il namny®,” EBS Culture & Life TV 2017. https://youtu.be/BzAzExboll0.

35. Yun Bora, Im Okhee, Chung Heejin, Siu, Luin, Nara, Eds. Yosong hyomo ka otchaettagu.
Seoul: Hyonsil munhwa, 2015.

36. Kim. “Y6song hyomo,” 2016.

37. Kim. “Yos6ng hyomo,” 2016; Kang, “Sotong,” 2018.

38. Chung Hee-Jin ed., Kangnamydk 10bon ch’ulgu, 1004 kae i p’ostit’ti it. Seoul: Namu Yonp'il,
2016; “Kangnam y0k 10bon ch’ulgu p’ostut’i-it’” Kydonghyang sinmun-i 1004 kon ul modu
kirok haessumnida,” Kyonghyang sinmun, 23 May 2016. http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/
khan_art_view.html?art_id=201605231716001 accessed on 16 May 2019.

39. “2030 Y0song-i ollain Ul hundul-ja, sesang-i hundullydtta ... Kangnam yok salin sagén ihu
int’dnet yoron punsok haepo ni.” JoongAng Ilbo 17th June 2016. https://news.joins.com/
article/20134076.

40. Liberty Times. “Kangnam yok P’ingk’t K’okkiri p’okhaeng.” 20th March 2020. https://youtu.
be/0HrfZVsTV]0; “Kangnam yok P’ingk’dl K’'okkiri p’okhaeng susa,” YTN (20th March 2016).
https://youtu.be/iluTAOnmMadl.

41. Kim Jeongeun and Choi Seongmi. “Namny0 taehaksaeng i yosong hyomo kyénghom e
taehan yon’gu: Fgi rul tonghan chiljok yon’gu.” K’6myunik’aeisyonhak yon’gu 27. 3 (2019):
129-67; Yi Yu-jin. “P’eminijim ch’ulp’an chonjaeng!,” Hankyoreh, 18th August 2016.

42. LeeNa-Young. “Y6song hyémo wa chendd ch’abydl, p’enimisiim: Kangnamyok 10bon ch’ulgu
rul chungsim tro.” Munhwa wa Sahoe 12 (2016): 147-86; Ueno Chizuko. Yosong hyomo riil
hydmo handa. Seoul: Unhaeng namu, 2012; Chung, “Ond ka séngbydl il mandiinda.”

43. Euny Hong. “In This Korean Best Seller: a Young Mother Is Driven to Psychosis”, The
New York Times, 14th April 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/books/review/
kim-jiyoung-born-1982-cho-nam-joo.html accessed 20th March 2020.

44. “Toenjangnyo Ui haru .... Cholla utkida.” Onul i yumo, Updated 27th June 2006, http://
www.todayhumor.co.kr/board/view.php?table=humorbest&no=135571.

45. “Kkch’il namnyd,” 19th April 2017, EBS Culture & Life TV 2017. https://youtu.be/BzAzExholl0.

46. “Kkch’il namnyd.”

47. Jang, Min-Gi. “Tigit’dl neit'ibi y6/séng chuch’e Digital Native Fe/Male Subject tii undong
chollyak megallia rul chungsim tro.” Midio, chenddé & munhwa 31.3 (2016): 219-55; Henry
Jenkins, Sam Ford and Joshua Green. Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a
Networked Culture. New York NYU press, 2013; Josiane Jouet. “Digital Feminism: Questioning
the Renewal of Activism. Journal of Research in Gender Studies.” Journal of Research in
Gender Studies 8.1 (2018): 133-57.

48. Akwugo Emejulu, “Feminism for the 99%: Towards a Populist Feminism?: Can Feminism
for the 99% Succeed as a New Kind of Populism?,” A Journal of Politics and Culture 66
(2017). Rob Kroes, “Populism and Feminism: Odd Bedfellows. Society,” Society 55. 1 (2018).

49. Mark Lilla, The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics (London: Hurst Publisher,
2018). Francis Fukuyama, Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment,
2018.

50. In his research Axel Klein insightfully applied an ideational approach to populism to
explain the Japanese left Populist party Reiwa Shinsengumi (RSG) and maintains that



KIM  MEGALIA, WOMAD, AND KOREA'S FEMINISM 127

51.

52.

53.
54,
55.
56.

57.
58.

59.
60.

61.

62.

63.
64.

65.
66.

67.

key components of left populism are missing to identify RSG as a left populist party.
In other words, Japan’s institutions and its own social and political dynamics could be
explained through a somewhat overstretched conceptual populism. Axel Klein. “Is There
Left Populism in Japan? The Case of Reiwa Shinsengumi.” The Asia-Pacific Journal. Japan
Focus 18. 10 (2020): 1-19; Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” 2004; Mudde and Kaltwasser,
“Studying Populism,” 2018; Chantal Mouffe, For a Left Populism (London: Verso, 2018);
Kim, “Digital Populism,” 2009; Brubaker, “Populism and nationalism,” 2020; Brubaker,
“Why Populism?,” 2017.

Daniel Stockemer. Populism around the World a Comparative Perspective. 1st ed. 2019. ed.
Cham: Springer International Publishing; Luigi Curini. Corruption, Ideology, and Populism
the Rise of Valence Political Campaigning. 1st ed. 2018. ed. Cham: Springer International
Publishing; Vladimir Naxera and Petr Krc¢al. “You Can’t Corrupt Eight Million Voters’:
Corruption as a Topic in Milo§ Zeman’s Populist Strategy.” Studies Of Transition States and
Societies 11. 1 (2019): 3-18; Cristidn Alarcén Ferrari. “Contemporary Land Questions in
Sweden, Far-Right Populist Strategies and Challenges for Inclusionary Rural Development.”
Sociologia ruralis 60. 4 (2020): 833-56; Charles Tilly. Regimes and Repertoires. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2010; Kathleen M. Blee. Democracy in the Making: How Activist
Groups Form. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012; Kim, “Digital Populism,” 2009.
Naturally I am not suggesting that this generation is the only one that has been affected by
these broader socio-economic changes, but as they experienced them as they were growing
up, this transition was perhaps more acute for them. Of course, others were affected too:
Koreans in their 50s were laid off (or forced into honorable retirement) and the millennials
experienced other forms of competition and stress (e.g., education).

Brubaker, “Why populism?,” 2017.

Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” 2004.

Mudde and Kaltwasser, “Studying Populism,” 2018.

Ernesto Laclau, Politics and ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism, Fascism, Populism
(NLB, 1977).

Chantal Mouffe, For a Left Populism, 2018.

Fukuyama, Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment, 2018.
Brubaker, “Why populism?,” 2017, 374-379.

G. Mazzoleni and W Schilz, “Mediatization of Politics: a Challenge for Democracy?,” Political
Communication 16. 3 (1999); F. Esser, “Mediatization as a Challenge: Media Logic versus
Political Logic,” in Democracy in the age of Globalization and Mediatization, ed. H. Kriesi
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Brubaker, “Why populism?,” 2017.

Pierre Ostiguy. “The High and the Low in Politics: A Two-Dimensional Political Space for
Comparative Analysis and Electoral Studies.” 2009, https://kellogg.nd.edu/documents/1670
accessed 3rd December 2018; Brubaker, “Why populism?,” 2017, 374-379.

Benjamin Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Represen-
tation (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2017).

Kim, “Digital Populism,” 2009, 115.

Kim, Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and
Contention, 2018.

Sohn, “Peministim,” 2015.

Chang Kyung-Sup. Developmental Liberalism in South Korea: Formation, Degeneration, and
Transnationalization. Cham: Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2019; Youngmi
Kim. “Hell Joseon: Polarization and Social Contention in a Neo-Liberal Age,” 2018; Youngmi
Kim, “Conclusion: The Promise of People-Led Change and the Prospect of a New Transition.”
In Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and Contention,
edited by Youngmi Kim, 281-96. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018.

“World Economic Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap Report.” World Economic Forum, 2020.



128 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

68. “World Economic Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap Report.” World Economic Forum, 2020,
34.

69. “Korean Statistical Information Service.” accessed 1st May 2020, http://kosis.kr/
easyViewStatis/customStatisIndex.do?.

70. Kim and Choi, “Namny0 taehaksaeng,” 2019, 131-132.

71. Yu Minseok. “Hyomo paldn e kisaeng hagi: Megallia i pallanjok-in palhwa.” Yo/song iron
33(2015): 126-52.

72. Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997).

73. Yu. “Hyomo,” 2015, 137.

74. Kang, “Sot’ong,” 2018.

75. Jang, “Tigit’sl neit’ibii yo/song chuch’e,” 2016, 242.

76. Jang, “Tigit’0l neit’ibu y6/song chuch’e,” 2016.

77. “Megallia.” Wikipedia, accessed 15th May 2020, https://ko.wikipedia.org/wiki/™|Z2]o}.

78. “Megallia.” Namuwiki, accessed 1st May 2020, https://namu.wiki/w/.

79. Jang Hyeyoung. “Megallia e nin kwansim, yosong ui kuchojok kot’'ong e nin mugwansim?”
https://youtu.be/E7K5-ths_Yw accessed on 20 February 2020.

80. “Chikchang sangsa ege pudongaek k’6p’i mokyotta’ womadi kil susa ch’aksu ... kyongch’al
apsusu saek kdmt’o.” Kukmin Ilbo, 28 July 2016. http://news.kmib.co.kr/article/view.
asp?arcid=0010816532 accessed on 16 May 2019.

81. Ch’dn, “Kangnamyok,” 2016; Sujin Kim. “Y6songhydmo, peminisumui saesidaerul kajydota
(Misogynism brings a new era of feminism).”

82. Chung In-Kyoung. “P’osut’li p’eminijum sidae int’dnet ydosong hyomo.” P’eminijiim yon’gu
16. 1 (2016): 185-219.

83. Lee, “Yosong hydmo,” 2016; Chung, Hee-Jin. “Megallia nun ilbe e chojikchdk uro taeling
han yuil han tangsaja.” Hankyoreh, 30 July 2016. http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/PRINT/754513.
html accessed on 16 May 2019; Sohn, “Chendd gun,” 2016; Yun, JiYeong. “Chénbok-chdok
pansagyong uroso ui Megallian nonchaeng namsong hydmo niin kanting han’ga?,” Han’guk
yosong cholhak 24 (2015): 5-79; Yu, “Hyomo,” 2015.

84. Jang, “Tigit’d6l neit’ibl yd/séng chuch’e,” 2016; Yun Bora. “Ollain p’eminijum.” Yo/song iron
30 (2014): 166-80; Jouet, Josiane. “Digital Feminism: Questioning the Renewal of Activism.
Journal of Research in Gender Studies.” Journal of Research in Gender Studies 8. 1 (2018):
133-57; Jacqueline Wernimont and Elizabeth Mathews Losh, Bodies of Information Inter-
sectional Feminism and the Digital Humanities (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2018).

References

Alarcon Ferrari, Cristidn. “Contemporary Land Questions in Sweden, Far-Right Populist
Strategies and Challenges for Inclusionary Rural Development.” Sociologia ruralis 60. 4
(2020): 833-56.

Baik, Mi-Youn (Paek Mi-yon ¥0]d). “Han’guk mit'u undong ihu p’eminijum chongch’i ti
chonhwan: ‘ydndae Ui chongeh’i rul hyanghay’ (3H= 0] & &% o] mjn|y & x| o] Mg ‘A
o] A x)"& ¢F5}o], The Transition of Feminist Politics after the Korean #Metoo Movement:
Toward a ‘Politics of Solidarity’).” Chongch’i sasang yon’gu 3 x| *Hg = (The Korean Review
of Political Thought) 25. 2 (2019): 68-92.

Blee, Kathleen M. Democracy in the Making: How Activist Groups Form. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2012.

Brubaker, Rogers. “Populism and Nationalism.” Nations and Nationalism 26. 1 (Jan 2020): 44-66.

. “Why Populism?” Theory and Society 46. 5 (Nov 2017): 357-85.

Butler, Judith. Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. New York: Routledge, 1997.




KIM  MEGALIA, WOMAD, AND KOREA'S FEMINISM 129

Chang, Kyung-Sup. Developmental Liberalism in South Korea: Formation, Degeneration, and
Transnationalization. Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2019.

Ch’on Chonghwan (317 2h). “Kangnamyok salin sagon put’é megallia nonchaeng kKkaji p’eminijim
ponggi wa Han’guk namsongsong Ui wiki (g% AAAHARE v Zte]of =4714] oln)y S &
71} Skt @343 2] €171 The feminist uprising and the Korean masculinity crisis, from the
Gangnam Station murder case to the Megalia debate).” Yoksa pip’yong (&4+8]3 Critical
Review of History) (2016): 353-81.

Chung, Hee-Jin (Chong Hui-Jin 23] ¥) ed. Mit’u tii chongch’ihak (W52 7 2|8} Politics of Metoo).
Seoul: Gyongyangin, 2019.

Chung, Hee-Jin (Chong Hui-jin %3]%) “Ono ka songbydl il mandunda (17} AES gHeCh
Language Determines Gender).” Chap. 3 In Yosdng hydmo ka otchaettagu (9173 @27} of
Hh? What’s Wrong with Misogyny?), edited by Im Okhee (Im Ok-huii), Yun Bora (Yun
Po-ra), Chung Heejin (Chong Hui-jin), Siu (Si U), Luin (Ru In), Nara (Na Ra) (¥23] Xz}
A8, A1g, 221 1z} 89-116. Seoul: Hyonsil munhwa, 2015.

Chung, Hee-Jin (Chong Hui-jin %3]%) ed., Kangnamyok 10bon ch’ulgu, 1004 kae i p’osut’
it (g9 108 &7, 1004702 ZAEQ] Gangnam Station Exit No.10, 1004 Post-It). Seoul:
Namu Yonp’il, 2016.

Chung, In-Kyoung (Chéng In-ky6ng 7 ?173). “P’ostit’li p’eminijim sidae int’dnet yéséng hydmo
(ZAEHOUZ A B4l oJ4) 3 2 Internet Misogyny in a Post-Feminist Era).” P’eminijiim
yongu (#H 7] & A3t Issues in Feminism) 16. 1 (2016): 185-219.

Curini, Luigi. Corruption, Ideology, and Populism the Rise of Valence Political Campaigning. 1st
ed., Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018.

Emejulu, Akwugo. “Feminism for the 99%: Towards a Populist Feminism?: Can Feminism for the
99% Succeed as a New Kind of Populism?” A Journal of Politics and Culture 66 (2017): 63-67.

Esser, Frank. “Mediatization as a Challenge: Media Logic Versus Political Logic.” In Democracy
in the Age of Globalization and Mediatization, edited by H. Kriesi, 155-76. London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013.

Fukuyama, Francis. Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of Resentment. London:
Profile Books, 2018.

Jang, Min-Gi (Chang Min-ji 1A]). “Tigit’ol neit’ibl yo/séng chuch’e Digital Native Fe/Male
Subject tii undong chéllyak megallia riil chungsim tiro (F) 21 € U0 ] B o} /424 o] &5 A
2k m|Zg]o}S F4] .0 2 Social Movement Strategy of Digital Native Fe/Male Subject: Focused
on Megalia).” Midio, chendé & munhwa (U]tjo], At & &35} Media, Gender & Culture) 31.
3(2016): 219-55.

Jenkins, Henry, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green. Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in
a Networked Culture. New York: NYU Press, 2013.

Jeong, Euisol, and Jieun Lee. “We Take the Red Pill, We Confront the Dicktrix: Online Feminist
Activism and the Augmentation of Gendered Realities in South Korea.” Feminist Media
Studies 18. 4 (2018): 705-17.

Jouet, Josiane. “Digital Feminism: Questioning the Renewal of Activism. Journal of Research in
Gender Studies.” Journal of Research in Gender Studies 8. 1 (2018): 133-57.

Kang, Junman (Kang Chun-man 7Z<%H. “Sot'ong hantin p’eminijim- Han’guk p’eminijum
nonjaengsa 2008-2018 A5sh= Hu|YE- gh= w04 F =2AL, 2008-2018.)” Inmul kwa
sasang (Communicating Feminism—Korean Feminism Controversy, 2008-2018) (2! 2} A}
% People and Ideas) 242 (2018): 44-83.

Kang, Jiyeon. “Internet Activism Transforming Street Politics: South Korea’s 2008 ‘Mad Cow’
Protests and New Democratic Sensibilities.” Media, Culture & Society, 39 (2017): 750-761.

Kim, Bo-Myung (Kim Po-myong 71}2%). “Hyomo i chongdong kyongjehak kwa p’eministt’t
chohang: ‘ilgan pestt’t,” ‘megallia,” kiirigo ‘womad®’ ril chungsim tro 2.2 574
o3} Ho|UAE A& <A7F HAES, <o|Zka]ols, Ta1 <9utE>2 A0 2 (Late Modern



130 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

Misogyny and Feminist Politics: The Case of Ilbe, Megalia, and Womad).” Han’guk yosonghak
(3t=21/35} Journal of Korean Women’s Studies) 34. 1 (2018): 1-31.

Kim, Jeongeun (Kim Chong-un Z%2) and Choi Seongmi (Ch’oe Stng-mi Z$%10]). “Namnyo
taehaksaeng ui yosong hyomo kyonghom e taehan yon’gu: Fgi rul tonghan chiljok yon'u
(dUdEtg o] A E L ol thet A7 Fgis 53 27 3 (Research on Female and Male
Students’ Reaction toward Misogyny).” K’dmyunik’aeisyonhak yon’gu (7154 # o]AAsr A5t
Korean Journal of Communication Studies) 27. 3 (2019): 129-67.

Kim, Jinsook. “#Iamafeminist as the ‘Mother Tag’: Feminist Identification and Activism against
Misogyny on Twitter in South Korea.” Feminist Media Studies 17. 5 (2017): 804-20.

Kim, Soo-ah (Kim Su-a Z4°} and Kim, Sae-Eun (Kim Se-un ZA-2). “Choayo ka mandd nin
sil’dyo Ui segye: peisitbuk ydsdng hydmo peiji punsdk (Fot27} BhE= 4oj2.9] AlA: |
o|A% ojdg e Ho]x] £4] Dys-Like-Phoria—Representation and Recharacterization of
Misogyny through Facebook).” Midid, chendo & munhwa (9] t}of, At & 23} Media, Gender
& Culture) 32. 2 (2016): 5-44.

Kim, Sujin (A 4%). “Y6s6ng hyomo, p’eminijim i sae sidae ril kajyo oda (o143 2, HlnjUZ2]
Al A2 714 2.t} Misogynism brings a new era of feminism).” Kyoyuk pip’yong (254
Education Review) 38 (2016): 163-88.

Kim, Youngmi. “Digital Populism in South Korea? Internet Culture and the Trouble with Direct
Participation.” KEI Academic Paper Series 3. 8 (2009): 143-56.

Kim, Youngmi. “Hell Joseon: Polarization and Social Contention in a Neo-Liberal Age.” In Korea’s
Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and Contention, edited by
Youngmi Kim, 1-20. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018.

Kim, Youngmi. Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization and
Contention. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018.

Kim, Youngmi. “South Korea: Elections Amid a Pandemic.”The Diplomat, 2020. https://
thediplomat.com/2020/03/south-korea-elections-amid-a-pandemic/.

Kim, Youngmi. “Democracy, Electionsand Pandemics: How South Korea Ran Parliamentary Elections
During the Covid-19 Crisis.” Global Cit, 2020, http://globalcit.eu/democracy-elections-and
-pandemics-how-south-korea-ran-parliamentary-elections-during-the-covid-19-crisis/.

Klein, Axel. “Is There Left Populism in Japan? The Case of Reiwa Shinsengumi.” The Asia-Pacific
Journal, Japan Focus 18. 10 (2020): 1-19.

Koo, JiHae. “South Korean Cyberfeminism and Trolling: The Limitation of Online Feminist
Community Womad as Counterpublic.” Feminist Media Studies 20. 6 (2020): 831-46.

Koulouris, Theodore. “Online Misogyny and the Alternative Right: Debating the Undebatable.”
Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018): 750-61.

Kroes, Rob. “Populism and Feminism: Odd Bedfellows. Society.” Society 55. 1 (2018): 18-21.

Laclau, Ernesto. Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism, Fascism, Populism. London:
NLB, 1977.

Lee, Han Soo, Hee Min, and Jungkun Seo. “Legislative Response to Constituents’ Interests in New
Democracies: The 18th National Assembly and Income Inequality in Korea.” Government
And Opposition 53. 2 (2018): 312-34.

Lee, Na-Young (°]4%). “Yosong hyomo wa chendd ch’aby6l, p’enimisim: Kangnamyok
10bdn ch’ulgu riil chungsim tiro (1A @ et A, HujUZ: g 10 215 F40
= Misogyny, Gender Discrimination, and Feminism: A Feminist Project of Social Justice
Surrounding the Gangnam Station 10th Exit).” Munhwa wa Sahoe (£3}+2} At3] Culture &
Society) 12 (2016): 147-86.

Lilla, Mark. The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics. London: Hurst Publisher 2018.

Mazzoleni, Gianpietro. and Schilz, Winfried. “Mediatization of Politics: A Challenge for
Democracy?” Political Communication 16. 3 (1999): 247-61.



KIM  MEGALIA, WOMAD, AND KOREA'S FEMINISM 131

MBC. “Daehakwonchol hwankydongmihwawontansaeng (teHd = 74 n] 5+ €4Y) Sekyeilbo (4]
AYE) 24th July 2001, 20dae molinin hwangkyongmihwawon kyongchaengryul 23dael
0t =2 #74u)skY FAE 230 1),” MBC 1st January 2020.

Moffitt, Benjamin. The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Representation.
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2017.

Mouffe, Chantal. For a Left Populism. London: Verso, 2018.

Mudde, Cas. “The Populist Zeitgeist.” Government and Opposition 39. 4 (2004): 541-63.

Mudde, Cas, and Crist6bal Rovira Kaltwasser. “Studying Populism in Comparative Perspective:
Reflections on the Contemporary and Future Research Agenda.” Comparative Political
Studies 51. 13 (2018): 1667-93.

Naxera, Vladimir, and Petr Kréal. “You Can’t Corrupt Eight Million Voters’: Corruption as a
Topic in Milo§ Zeman’s Populist Strategy.” Studies of Transition States and Societies 11. 1
(2019): 3-18.

Park, Gabun (Pak Ka-bun 87}&) Iibe tii sasang (¥ #]2] A} Ilbe Thought). Seoul: O-wo6l Ui pom,
2013.

Ringrose, Jessica, and Emilie Lawrence. “Remixing Misandry, Manspreading, and Dick Pics:
Networked Feminist Humour on Tumblr.” Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018): 686-704.

Song, Jiyeoun. Inequality in the Workplace Labor Market Reform in Japan and Korea. Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2014.

Seo, Min (S6 Min A1%1). Yohyom, yoja ga mwol 6tchaetta ko (18, oJ#k7F & ojZittal). Seoul:
Tasi pom, 2017.

Sohn, Jay (Son Hui-jong £3]%). “P’eminijum ribut't Han’guk yonghwa ril t'onghae ponun
posiiti-p’eminijiim, kirigo ki ihu (H|UZE 2R E 3= J5HE Sl B TAE-HUYF,
2|3l 1 o] % Feminism Reboot: Post-Feminism through Korean Movies and since Then).”
Munhwa kwahak (3}2}8} Culture Science) 83 (2015): 14-47.

Sohn, Jay (Son Hui-jong £3]%). “Chendd gun kwa p’yurio—sukdul ti tansaeng—2016 nyon,
p’ap’yulld p’eminijiim e taehan sogo (A2t 2] 2 -&59] ©—20164, utE2] #Hu|yZFol
oj$k 411 Gender War & ‘Furio-Suk’: A Brief Review on the Popular Feminism in 2016 South
Korea).” Yo/song iron (°1//3 ©] 2 Journal of feminist theories and practices) 34 (2016): 35-59.

Stockemer, Daniel. Populism around the World a Comparative Perspective. 1st ed. 2019. ed. Cham:
Springer International Publishing.

Sundén, Jenny, and Susanna Paasonen. “Shameless Hags and Tolerance Whores: Feminist
Resistance and the Affective Circuits of Online Hate.” Feminist Media Studies 18. 4 (2018):
643-56.

Taggart, Paul. Populism, Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000.

Tilly, Charles. Regimes and Repertoires. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010.

Ueno, Chizuko ($-0ll*z 2| Z3). Yosong hyomo riil hyomo handa (1’3825 & 23t} Hatred on
Misogyny). Seoul: Unhaeng namu, 2012.

Wernimont, Jacqueline, and Elizabeth Mathews Losh. Bodies of Information Intersectional
Feminism and the Digital Humanities. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018.

Yang, Sunyoung. “Loser’ Aesthetics: Korean Internet Freaks and Gender Politics.” Feminist
Media Studies 19. 6 (2019): 858-72.

You, Jong-sung. Democracy, Inequality and Corruption: Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines
Compared. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Yu, Minseok (Yu Min-sok +514). “Hydmo palon e kisaeng hagi: Megallia uii pallanjok-in palhwa
(F ol 7]48517]: mlZejote] whekAlQl &3} Living Via Misogyny: Rebellious Ignition by
Megalia).” Yo/song iron (°1//3 ©] & Journal of Feminist Theories and Practices) 33 (2015): 126-52.

Yun, JiYeong (Yun Chi-yong &4 %). “Chonbok-ch6k pansagyong irosd Ui Megallian nonchaeng
namsdng hydmo niin kaniing han’ga? (452 Wka74 0 24 0] i Z-2|ot =2 FA F o= 7h53t
7}? Megalian Controversy as a Revolutionary Mirror: Is It Possible Man-Hating?),” Han’guk
yosong chélhak ($H=0/d s} Korean Feminist Philosophy) 24 (2015): 5-79.



132 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF KOREAN STUDIES, VOLUME 20, NO. 2 (2021)

Yun, Bora (Yun Po-ra &E&h). “Ollain p’eminijum (22! Hv|YF).” Yo/song iron (¢1//d0]=
Journal of Feminist Theories and Practices) 30 (2014): 166-80.

Yun, Bora &2}, Im Okhee 93], Chung Heejin %3], Siu A]-%, Luin <!, Nara 12}, Eds.
Yosong hyomo ka otchaetta-gu? (o173 &7} ol B thL? What’s Wrong with Misogyny?). Seoul:
Hyonsil munhwa, 2015.

Online Sources

“20 tae molintin hwanggyong mihwawon kyonjaengnyul 23 tae 1 20t &8+ 74 v]shd 43
£ 230} 1),” MBC 1 January 2020.

“Chikchang sangsa ege pudongaek k’0p’i mokyotta’ womadu kil susa ch’aksu ... kydngch’al
apsusu saek komt'o (‘A% ‘gAtoll Al £-5-2 An] HATY ut= Z A 2 AE G
E Womad comments trigger police investigation).” Kukmin Ilbo, 28 July 2016. http://news.
kmib.co.kr/article/view.asp?arcid=0010816532 accessed on 16 May 2019.

Chung, Hee-Jin (Chong Hii-jin % 3] ¥). “Megallia niin ilbe e chojikchdk Gro taeling han yuil han
tangsaja (W Z2]ol= Lujlo] 2 o2 o35t §Ust AR Megalia is the only group that
systematically reacted toward Ilbe).” $-7{2]| (Hankyoreh), 30 July 2016. http://www.hani.
co.kr/arti/PRINT/754513.html accessed on 16 May 2019.

Hong, Euny. “In This Korean Best Seller, a Young Mother Is Driven to Psychosis,” The New York
Times, 14 April 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/books/review/kim-jiyoung-born-
1982-cho-nam-joo.html accessed 20 March 2020.

“Internet Usage in South Korea—Statistics & Facts.” 2020 https://www.statista.com/topics/2230/
internet-usage-in-south-korea/ accessed on 20 February 2020.

“IS kadam Kim kun p’eministi ka silt’a. Kiraeso IS ka chot'a (IS 7Vg A+ “HujUAEZ} Alct
J@)A Is7F £t “I Don’t Like Feminists. So I Like IS,” says IS cadre Kim).” Kookmin Ilbo,
20th January 2015. http://news.kmib.co.kr/article/view.asp?arcid=0009058025 accessed
on 16 May 2019.

Jang, Hyeyoung (Chang Hye-y6ng 73l Q). “Megallia e niin kwansim, ydsong i kuchojok kot'ong
e niin mugwansim? (HZejotolli= 4], oA o] 124 W Eof= £34]? You have an interest
in Megalia, but you don’t have an interest in female structural suffering?)” https://youtu.
be/E7K5-ths_Yw accessed on 20 February 2020.

“Kangnam yok 10bon ch’ulgu p’osut’u-it’” Kyonghyang sinmun-i 1004 kon il modu kirok
haessumnida ((F'dd 108 &7 ZAEQ|H T4 Fo] 100471S 25 7|25 Ut [Kangnam
Station Exit No. 10 post-its] all 1004 recorded by Kyonghyang sinmun)” Kyonghyang
sinmun (4 A1), 23 May 2016. http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?art_
id=201605231716001 accessed on 16 May 2019.

Ok Hyon-ju (¥ 3). “Korea’s civil society at a crossroads,” The Korea Herald, 16 August 2015
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20150816000370 accessed on 10 March 2020.

Kim, Seok (Kim Se-ok Z A2, “Solch’i-go, marha-go, saenggak hara (2|11, &at31, 715}t Be
Wild, Speak Loud and Think Hard).” PD Journal, 29 April 2016. http://www.pdjournal.com/
news/articleView.html?idxno=58319 accessed on 16 May 2019.

“Kkach’il namny6 (7F2d1)” 19 April 2017, EBS Culture & Life TV, 2017. https://youtu.be/
BzAzExboll0 accessed on 16 May 2019.

Liberty Times. “Kangnam yok P’ingk’ii K'okkiri p’okhaeng (4 8 337|2] %3, Kangnam
station Pink Elephant violence).” 20 March 2016. https://youtu.be/OHrfZVsTV]0 accessed
on 16 May 2019.

“Many6 sanyang’ Chang Tong-min ‘Han Hye-jin s6lch’i-go ttddilo sir6’ usim p’okt’an (‘vhi Ak
459 Gl Ax) 2 W Eo] 4o)” 28 Z&k Witch Hunting- Chang Tong-min explodes
with laughter, “Han Hye-jin, [I] dislike her wild and unruly outbursts”)’ YTN, 4 April 2015.
https://www.ytn.co.kr/_sn/1406_201504040030018521 accessed on 16 May 2019.



KIM  MEGALIA, WOMAD, AND KOREA'S FEMINISM 133

“Myongp’um sangnyuk 30 nyon (&35 30\, 30 years of foreign luxury brands),” Donga Ilbo,
25 May 2013 accessed 20 March 2020.

Ostiguy, Pierre. “The High and the Low in Politics: A Two-Dimensional Political Space for
Comparative Analysis and Electoral Studies,” 2009, https://kellogg.nd.edu/documents/1670
accessed 3 December 2018.

“South Koreans protest against President Park on New Year’s Eve,” BBC News, 31 December 2016
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-38479187 accessed 15 March 2020.

“Song Chae-gi 1 6k, naeil Hangang e t’usin hagetsimnida ... ‘taech’aewae’?” (‘37171 19, < §+
7ol FAlsl & Ut “thAl 24?” Song Chae-gi 100 million [won], tomorrow I will jump into
the Han River, ‘What the hell?’).” Donga Ilbo, 25 July 2013. http://www.donga.com/news/
article/all/20130725/56658899/2 accessed on 12 April 2019.

Statistics Korea http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action accessed 10-20 March 2020.

“Taehak wonjol hwangyong mihwawon t'ansaeng (tHet = SH4n|atAerAY),” Segye ilbo (A7)
=) 24 July 2001.

“Tangsin i solch’im tl uri niin saranghae (G412] A%-& ¢-2]i= Al&-3l I love you being wild).”
SisaIN (AAHN), 2015. https://www.sisain.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=23621&fbclid=
IWAR2nRVT-gA7G3VE70ThJXpPXkRUiThofKVigKpM6iGYkQKlwkru3jtt6GJU accessed on
12 April 2019.

The South Korean Women’s Movement: “We are not Flowers, we are a Fire,” Feminist Current,
15 June 2020 https://www.feministcurrent.com/2020/06/15/the-south-korean-womens-
movement-we-are-not-flowers-we-are-a-fire/ accessed 17 September 2020.

“Toenjangnyo i haru .... Cholla utkida (8712 st5 . ZF 2]t} A day of toenjang nyo ...
Very Funny).” Onil i yumo (22| 84 Today’s humour), Updated 27 June 2006, 2006,
http://www.todayhumor.co.kr/board/view.php?table=humorbest&no=135571 accessed on
16 May 2019.

“T’usin ye-go Song Chae-gi namsdng yondae taep’yo sisin palgyon (F41 ol 1 AdzH7] /g Aol of
E A4l ¥ Song Chae-gi’s jump performance and the dead body found).” Joongang Ilbo,
29 July 2013, https://news.joins.com/article/12201676 accessed on 16 May 2019.

“Women are hostages’: Rallying against the rape cartel in South Korea,” Feminist Current 6 July
2019 https://www.feministcurrent.com/2019/07/06/women-are-hostages-rallying-against-
the-rape-cartel-in-south-korea/ accessed 17 September 2020.

“World Economic Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap Report.” World Economic Forum, 2020 https://
www.weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality accessed 15
April 2020.

Yi Yu-jin (°]-8-%1). “P’eminijim ch’ulp’an chonjaeng! (3] 4Z &% 2! The war of feminist book
publications).” Hankyoreh 18 August 2016. http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/culture/book/757359.
html accessed on 16 May 2019.

YTN. “Kangnam yok ch’umo hyonjang-s6 ‘P’ingk’i K’'okkiri’ p’okhaeng susa (389 52 d%A]
‘I3 3718 =39 $AHInvestigating Pink Elephant violence case at the Kangnam station
memorial event).” 20 March 2016. https://youtu.be/ilnTAOnmMdI accessed on 16 May 2019.

“2030 Yosong-i ollain ul htindil-ja, sesang-i htindillyétta ... Kangnam yo6k salin sagon ihu int’dnet
yo6ron punsok haepo ni (2030 /do] 2eklS 54}, Aol EE5ItH-- A Al AH o]
3 olgyl o2 B A5 E Y 2,030 females shook online and the world was shaken ... Internet
survey analysis after Kangnam Station murder case).” JoongAng Ilbo 17 June 2016, https://
news.joins.com/article/20134076.






Translating and Translation
Practices in 2021: An Interview
with The Smoking Tigers

This interviewer’s first experience of translated literature was in childhood,
through the English language version of Hallddr Laxness’s Atdmstddin. Laxness,
a winner of the Nobel Prize for literature in 1955, wrote in a way perhaps familiar
to Koreanists and followers of Korean culture and political development, of a
small nation stuck by dint of its geography, between two larger and assertive
nations, and forced by technological and geopolitical transformations to make
uncomfortable and unbalanced compromises with foreigners. Of course, I did not
encounter the work in its original Icelandic, but as The Atom Station, translated
into English by Magnus Magnusson. Magnusson held a special place in British
culture, as that rarest of things, an Icelander who was an honorary Brit or Scot (he
was also the presenter of the BBC’s Mastermind TV quiz show for some 25 years).
Originally named Magnus Sigursteinsson, his father Sigursteinn Magnusson was
Icelandic consul in Edinburgh and so Magnus straddled the cultures and languages
of Iceland and the British Isles, translating not only Laxness, but also the culture
behind those great Icelandic works of oral and written history, the sagas, particu-
larly Njdls saga and the Vinland Sagas. The sagas and more contemporary writing
such as Atomstddin/The Atom Station, told of a place, in reality geographically close
to Britain (until 2008 travellers could even reach Seydisfjordur on Iceland’s east
coast by ferry from northern Scotland), but so far away culturally, that its people
and traditions seemed alien to those not so far to the south. Magnusson’s great
skill, of course, and the reason why so many decades later his translations are
still in print, is that he did not translate the words as they were literally written
on the page. Instead he translated the culture and the worldview that created
them. The nuclear and geopolitical anxieties of 1950s Reykjavik, including that
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dread sense that the certainties and traditions of the small but unique nation were
under threat or dilution by a forceful, aggressive modernism, became readable
and could be encountered in the Bedfordshire of the mid-1990s.

When it comes to Asia, perhaps the best extrapolation of this process of cultural
translation as translation practices, for this interviewer at least, is Sho Konishi’s
2013 Anarchist Modernity: Cooperatism and Japanese-Russian Intellectual Relations
in Modern Japan. In this fascinating book, Konishi explores the encounter between
the Japanese reading public and the legendary Russian author Tolstoy through trans-
lators such as Nikolai (Ivan Dmitrievich Kasatin). Nikolai and Japanese colleagues
such as Konishi Masutar6 did not so much produce direct translations of work
such as The Kreutzer Sonata, but revisionings and reimaginings of their plots and
narratives into a Japanese context. Likewise, Tolstoy himself, in conversation with
Konishi Masutaro, became absorbed in East Asian literatures such as Confucian texts
and Ldozl’s Dao De Jing and repurposed them into Russian with their conceptual
frameworks forming elements of the theology behind what later became known as
Tolstoyan religion. Such historical examples raise so many questions surrounding
what translation is and what it is for, as well as who should actually be doing the
translation? Is the literature of one nation and its language the exclusive property
of that nation and its people with the rights to translation into other languages
really only properly available to them? Or is a nation’s literature and its literary
output a collective, shared property of all the world, free for reconfiguration and
reinterpretation from one culture to the next? If literature is shared property,
can the literature of one nation or one language, having been reconfigured or
reinterpreted for another, still really be its own, or does it become that of another.

Korean literature and Korean writers have been through processes of linguistic
and cultural reinterpretation before. During the Japanese colonial period, literary-
minded Koreans were often forced to choose, some willingly, between continuing
to write in Korean about Korean matters, or to write in Japanese, the language of
their colonizer but also of a particular form of modernity and a particular vision
of the future, about Korea, or about what Korea was becoming or about to become.
In 2021, one might say Korea and Korean literature and the literatures of many
languages and cultures are in the process of appropriation and colonization of
a different form and facing similar questions about how to be translated and
who should be the translators. Korean stories and narratives are now global in a
way that perhaps they had not been before, with films such as Parasite winning
general category Oscars or TV dramas finding a regularly streamed home on
Netflix and other digital platforms or novels such as Han Kang’s The Vegetarian
and Cho Nam-joo’s Kim Jiyong, Born 1982 achieving mainstream success with
non-specialist publishers. There is a third category even of cultural production
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from Korea, which is drama, narrative, and TV formats, such as the Snowpiercer
franchise and The Masked Singer (originally broadcast as Munhwa Broadcasting
Corporation’s King of Masked Singer 1| ~E{g] 224 2H7}¢h), but which are not
actually in Korean at all.

So, 2021 brings many questions about the place of translators and translation
practices in what is a burgeoning industry of offshore Korean cultural production
and a boom in the number of published English translations of Korean books in
the UK, the United States, Australia, and elsewhere. Translation it seems is moving
even further beyond the academy, with rare translations of Korean intellectual texts
into English, building on previous successes, to a much more public and popular
space, as the publishing industry seeks to continue to create and develop new
markets for Korean works. Translation, like so many elements of cultural production
and process, runs into the huge energetic and conflicted debates around cultural
appropriation, white privilege, and who gets to articulate, frame, and analyze what
might be called the Global East. Early translations of Korean literature and poetry
into English in the United Kingdom (and other English-speaking countries), seemed
the terrain and domain of missionaries, adventurers, and gentlemen amateurs
(sometimes even gentlewomen amateurs), and I am sure readers of this journal
will be able to name pungent and obvious examples of such production. This must
surely not still be the case, unquestioned, unchallenged, and uncontested in 2021.

The European Journal of Korean Studies therefore was interested to explore,
through an interview of sorts, some of the issues involved in translation, trans-
lation practices, and the politics and industry that surrounds such endeavours.
It was particularly interesting to do so with people who were at the forefront,
or vanguard of their field and cultural sector, and so this piece is built around
a remote interview done with members of a translation collective, known as
The Smoking Tigers (https://smokingtigers.com). The Tigers are, in their own
words, a “complaint of experienced literary translators working from Korean
to English,” and are composed of a number of translators such as the Swedish
born Anton Hur, holder of a collection of PEN, Daesan Foundation, LTI and GKL
grants (https://antonhur.com and @AntonHur on Twitter), Sophie Bowman, once
of SOAS and now a PhD student at the University of Toronto, via Ewha (https://
smokingtigers.com/sophie-bowman/ and @SophieOrbital on Twitter), and Victoria
Caudle, also once of SOAS, but now of UCLA (https://www.alc.ucla.edu/person/
victoria-caudle/ and @nureonjongi on Twitter and Instagram). The Smoking
Tigers will describe their activities in their own words, of course, but they have
produced, or are in the process of producing a huge number of works of trans-
lation for publishing houses such as Tilted Axis, Verso, Honford Star, Penguin
Random House, and many others.
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The questions for this piece were created collectively (and shared on Google)
by the Managing Editor of this journal and two academics and renowned trans-
lators of Korean literature: Janet Poole and Immanuel Kim. Professor Janet Poole
of the University of Toronto is the author of 2014’s When the Future Disappears:
The Modernist Imagination in Late Colonial Korea for Columbia University Press,
an extraordinary exploration of Korean literary and cultural lives in colonial
Korea, highlighting foreshortened potential, unresolved possibilities, and compli-
cated hope for the future. Poole is also the translator of a volume of Yi T’aejun’s
esoteric and ethereal essays from the 1930s entitled Eastern Sentiments (2009) and
2018’s Dust and Other Stories, comprised of short stories from Yi, including some
from after his settlement in North Korea in the 1950s. Professor Immanuel Kim of
George Washington University is the Kim-Renaud Associate Professor of Korean
Literature and Culture Studies at GWU. He has recently translated and published
Paek Nam-nyong’s best-selling North Korean novel Friend in English (Published
first as ¥l in 1988 by 2| Z3¥FAF Munye Ch’ulp’ansa in Pyongyang). He is also the
author of Rewriting Revolution: Women, Sexuality, and Memory in North Korean
Fiction (2018), exploring female lives and sexuality in North Korean ideologically-
minded literature and the extraordinary Laughing North Koreans: Culture of the
Film Industry (2020), a monograph which considers that most unlikely of cultural
products, North Korean comedy films. We have not identified which author asked
which question, but we hope that, as a whole, this piece offers an interesting
journey into a developing field that will be of interest to any Koreanist or to any
others who are interested in Korean culture and literary production.

[SB] = Sophie Bowman, [AH] = Anton Hur, [VC] = Victoria Caudle

[Ql: How did each member begin translating and what were some of the motivations
for their beginning translating?

[SB]: The first time I translated was as an intern for the Korea Scout Association in
Seoul. They wanted me to translate a song they had commissioned for an event,
and the process of working through stages of a literal translation and realizing that
would not work at all within the constraints of timing and rhythm, etc., to finally
arrive, working with the songwriter at various stages, at something quite different
in terms of words but serving in the same context, was really exciting. Around
the time I was doing this, applications were open for the LTI regular course. I had
seen posters for the LTI around SOAS when I was a student there and didn’t even
dream I would ever be capable of attending. As a social anthropology student
learning a language for fun, I failed the first-year elementary Korean course with
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20/100. Even though I had studied Korean at-length since my days at SOAS, I was
not confident in my language ability, but the creative process of translating a song
convinced me that there was more to it than language, and that practice would
be the only way to really learn how to translate. In terms of motivation, I think
working creatively within constraints and the freedom translation gives to work
independently, while still being collaborative, appealed to me.

[AH]: Iworked as a translator throughout college. When I was about to graduate, a
university sonbae of mine who works at Samsung told me I should probably stick
to translation if I had a good client list instead of joining the rat race. He said, “In
the rat race, you can eventually become the king of the rats, but you’d still be a rat.”
So, I kept building up my client list and did pretty well as a freelance translator
right out of college. I pivoted to literary translation full-time after deciding to do so
around 2016, just to see if I could. But I'd been a successful non-literary translator
for a long time by then.

[VC]: My first time translating would probably be as part of two courses I took in
my final year at SOAS. If you are majoring in Korean as part of your undergrad,
you get to tailor your courses to your interests in the 4th year and I took an
upper-level literature seminar with Grace Koh, where, for the first time, we were
expected to read the source text in Korean instead of in English translation as you
do for the Intro to Korean literature seminars. We worked through translating
“Sonagi” and another short story as part of that course. I also took a different
course where each of the SOAS Korean faculty rotated through every two weeks,
and we worked on different types of translation and interpretation such as trans-
lating a sample North Korean refugee contract or interpreting for the police, as
well as technical and literary translation into both English and Korean. I had
always been an avid reader and a fanfiction writer in middle and high school, so I
found myself very attracted to literary translation and the creativity it brought out.
Like Sophie, I had seen LTI posters up at SOAS and was encouraged to apply. I had
been feeling reluctant to apply straight to grad school, and, if selected, I thought
that I could spend my year at the Translation Academy improving my knowledge
of Korean literature, my speaking ability, and most importantly learn the craft of
translation through steady practice.

[Q]: How were the members of the Smoking Tigers trained in translation and trans-
lation practice?

[SB]: After the initial 1-year LTI course I worked in-house for an environment
research institute translating reports for a year and a half and also attended LTI
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evening classes. This was when I started taking on literary translation projects,
and I kept translating when I quit office work to study Korean literature at Ewha.
During my MA studies at Ewha, I learned how to read better, to read closely,
and what is at stake in different interpretations and ways of reading. During
that time, I also took part in the translation atelier at LTI, which was facilitated
by Sora Kim-Russell as a creative writing workshop. Workshopping translations
there was important training, but I probably learned most from the experiences
of publishing that Sora shared with us and the experiences the other translators
in the group were having while we worked together.

[AH]: I’'ve been a translator all my life and translated professionally during and
after university, so I never had to “train” to be a translator. I did take the LTI Korea
course, but I can honestly say I learned pretty much nothing about translation
there because, like most of their students who go on to translating literature,
I was a good translator going into the program, and I was a good translator
coming out of it. It was much more important to receive a literary education
and some guidance in close-reading, which is why attending a graduate program
in literature helped me a lot more as a literary translator, especially because I
did not study literature in undergrad. My practice has been built on years and
years of making a living in translation, not from anyone teaching me how to do
anything. 'm not knocking translation programs in schools; I think they’re great
actually, and I’ve taught in one of them. They probably save you a lot of time not
reinventing-the-wheel.

[VC]: While I was taking the 1-year LTI course, I had the opportunity to apply for
the ICF Fellowship for translators and got into Seoul National University’s Korean
Language and Literature Department. Throughout my studies there, I engaged
in academic translation as well as translating works for my work research and
furthered my understanding of the context of the literature I was working with.
I took a year of the LTI evening classes as well, which helped to maintain contact
with other people as passionate about translation as I was, and through that I had
an opportunity to go to the BCLT summer school in Norwich. I enjoyed their less
technical, more emotional, and creative approach to translation so much that as
soon as I finished my MA at SNU, I went straight to the University of East Anglia
and was trained in their literary translation MA program by Cessi Rossi, Duncan
Large, B.J. Epstein, and more. The multilingual translation environment did so
much to push me further in what I thought translation could be and inspired me
to introduce translation workshops into my work with villagers at Concordia
Language Villages’ Korean Language Village, Sup sogui Hosu.
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[Q]: How does each translator approach a novel and how do you choose the novel?

[VC]: If I can see the characters and feel the environment while I'm reading it,
I get the impulse and even start trying to figure out how I would translate partic-
ularly juicy sentences as I read. I know a book is for me if it causes an involuntary
physical reaction, like laughing out-loud in a doctor’s waiting room or crying on
the bus.

[SB]: The one novella that I've seen through from finding it in a library to publi-
cation in English was one that kept me up all night reading, made me laugh and
cry and think about it most days for months afterwards. I think I approached it
frantically at first, simply wanting to write it in English so people who can’t read
Korean could read it (that first draft was not good), and then after I had calmed
down a bit I faced it more like a craftswoman trying to really make something
with all the tools I had. In the end it’s only 60 pages of the book I'm Waiting for
You and Other Stories coming out in April with HarperVoyager, but I worked on
it on and off for years and it was a pretty epic journey.

[AH]: I pick it up, and if it starts speaking to me in English, I know that it’s hit the
“translate” button.

[Q]: How much research goes into each translation?

[AH]: It’s mostly a lot of Googling. I think doing Hwang Sok-yong’s The Prisoner
was the worst, because Hwang seemed to remember the names of every single
fifteen-syllable pro-reunification organization he had ever exchanged two words
with, and some of those organizations had official English names so I couldn’t just
make them up. I'm translating Violet by Kyung-Sook Shin right now and it’s much
more pleasant, more to do with plant names and flowers and things that grow in
the Korean countryside. I got to nix “dropwort” in favor of “minari.”

[SB]: Iwould agree that this very much depends on the translation (and sometimes
on the translator?)! Sung Ryu writes in her translator’s note for the Kim Boyoung
book, which we each translated parts of, that she had to research superstring
theory, general relativity, genetics, Buddhist philosophy, and world mythology ...
all for a 150-page science fiction novel written in the 2010s.

[VC]: T have not published as much as Anton or Sophie, but most of what I have
translated has been in some way related to my academic research. Whether it
is research into the context and language of the text itself, such as when I was
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translating pieces of Na Hye S0Kk’s 1930s travelogues, or research into epicene
pronouns, when I was figuring out how to best feature a non-binary character
while translating excerpts of Lee Jong San’s Customer, I feel more confident and
connected to my texts through research.

[Q]: Do the members get in touch with the author? If so, how? If not, does it make
a difference?

[SB]: If T have questions, even quite small ones, I will email the author. If I am
working on a particular person’s work extensively I also like to meet them in
person or at least try to find video of them talking to get a feel for what they are
like, Also, if I found an author problematic in person or heard rumours about
certain patterns of behaviour, I would choose to translate work by someone else.
While translating, it can feel like the author’s voice is taking over my brain, and
I’'m not prepared to let just anyone in for a prolonged project.

There is a certain freedom that comes from not being able to contact the author
at all, for example, if they are deceased, but where possible it has always made
a positive difference for me so far, with authors taking an interest in how non-
gendered Korean pronouns or ambiguously gendered characters are translated
into English (Djuna and Kim Boyoung), and sometimes revising re-printings of the
Korean work based on minor details changed for the translation (Kim Boyoung).

[AH]: T almost never contact the author. Mostly because they’ve done a fine job
of researching and writing and editing their works already, and the rest should
be the translator’s job to figure out. I think I’'ve only had to verify two things with
an author ever, and they were both timeline issues with separate authors. I work
under the conviction that I have a good reading of the author’s work and intent in
my mind. If 'm uncertain about an author’s voice or their work, I probably would
never have taken on the book in the first place. Then again, if I translated more
speculative fiction authors like Djuna and Kim Boyoung, I would probably ask as
many questions as Sophie does, because some genres just need more clarification
and definition. But that’s a genre issue, not really a translation issue. Sophie is one
of the most sharp-eyed translators I know. I call her “Laser Vision.”

[VC]: I get very nervous about contacting authors, but have contacted them when
making particularly bold decisions with a text and want to check that this choice
won’t be too explanatory or pull too much focus. I would like to create closer
relationships with authors I work with, but it is difficult when I am not located in
Korea right now, and when I feel guilty for not making progress in getting their
work through to publishers.
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[Q]: What is the revision/editing process like? Is it a group effort and do you use a
copyeditor?

[AH]: It is highly collaborative, very intense, and a total group effort. First of all, if
you’re a translator, you’re already in a collaboration—you’re collaborating with
the writer. Even when that writer is long dead, like Kang Kyeong-ae. Writing may
be a solitary pursuit, but publishing is a group effort. I think at least ten people
read my books before they reach publication, more for some works. Even before
I hand in a “first draft” to an editor, I usually ask a Smoking Tiger or another
Korean translator to read the whole thing and make comments. It makes a huge
difference, like night and day.

[SB]: We have all done some copyediting more or less professionally at some point,
but also know that this is not always the kind of input a particular translation
needs. I think we’re pretty good readers of each others’ work in that respect.
Sometimes we workshop things too, which usually means sharing and discussing
a few pages at the initial stages of trying to get the voice and tone and rhythm
right, or getting hivemind help with a particularly challenging passage or poem.
Many of us also work with publishers that properly edit their books, and that is
a whole process too, but it differs greatly with each editor or publisher and may
also involve the author.

[Q]: Do you face the issue of trying to make the translation sound “English”? Or do

you try to preserve the integrity of the original Korean phrasing, culture, and style?
Ifit is a balance of the two, then how do you negotiate that balance? What are some
of the challenges of translating from Korean?

[SBI: I think we will all answer these questions quite differently, and I think my
answers change all the time and depending on the work. I like to have fun with
language and see what I can get away with in terms of keeping in ideas or expres-
sions that are part of the richness of a text but wouldn’t necessarily be considered
to sound “English” or need to be carried over. That said, there’s always a judgement
to make when it’s worth it and meaningful. Sometimes preserving things can mean
a story ends up sounding like an exaggerated caricature, distracting from what a
work is actually trying to do.

As for the translation challenges of Korean, aside from the usual—tense,
ambiguity, familial terms, polite/impolite speech, and all the rest—I"'m not sure
really: the heartbreak every time you have to turn a Korean word or phrase you
love into an English one?
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[AH]: My authors are extremely cosmopolitan. Kyung-Sook Shin, Sang Young Park,
and Jeon Sam-hye read a lot of literature in translation and are actively interested
in global movements in narrative, the arts, and technology. Bora Chung has a PhD
in Slavic languages and literature and is a translator herself. Jung Young Su was
an editor at a major Korean publisher specializing in translated literature and
has probably read more books from more countries than anyone else I know.
The only reason my authors are “Korean” is because of the language they write
in. They are, frankly, more cosmopolitan in sensibility than most English writers,
and this lends their work extremely well to translation. So, I don’t find myself
really struggling with the preservation of Korean cultural style, whatever Korean
cultural style is in this, the golden age of BTS.

[VC]: One of the struggles of translation is against that notion of “sounding
English.” T don’t want my work to “sound English” so much as sound like the
author! When you first start translating it is tempting to try and relate the voice
you hear in Korean to an English voice of an author you are familiar with, but
then you get a text that feels constrained by a hideous skin-suit of another person.
Idon’t want to be another Ezra Pound-esque white translator dismembering and
reassembling a Korean text into a macabre facsimile.

One of the challenges I often face is getting across the humour that is in so
much of the texts I enjoy. It’s not that it relies on some innate Koreanness of the
source language, but rather a tonal quality needed in the English, a wryness or
wink in the language that can be difficult to pull off. It’s hard to make yourself
laugh while translating, but very gratifying if it can provoke that reaction from
areader.

[Ql: How does the group feel about the institution of translation in Korea at the
moment (i.e., LTI Korea)?

[SB]: Ithink it’s safe to say we have a lot of feelings! Almost all of us have benefitted
more or less from various programs run by LTI Korea. We have been invested in
and been able to eat and pay rent because of various institutions employing and
encouraging us. That said, there are issues. For example, the way that translations
are judged, and who gets to decide whether a translation or text or translator or
writer is worthy of support (this can probably be said for the evaluation of creative
work in most countries/contexts). For anyone trying to make a living from trans-
lation, the perceived difference between “support” and payment for work can also
be difficult: translation rates and grant amounts have been stagnant for the entire
time I have known what they are, and it is difficult sometimes to stay grateful for
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support and patient about delayed payments when you have years of education
and experience under your belt and are working on something day and night.

There have been issues with the institutionalization of translation from
Korean, such as inefficient translation funding initiatives and amazing transla-
tions hidden in plain jackets because the English-language publisher found for
them didn’t bother to have a unique cover designed. But, I think that as long as the
arts in general (all over the world as far as my experience goes), depend heavily
on government agencies, foundations and corporations, there will always be a
place for robust funding schemes for literary translation out of and into Korean.
Incidentally, at least to my knowledge, two of the most recent projects I did were
not funded by the Korean government or organizations at all, and translators of
Korean have been successful in securing translation funding and support from
organisations such as PEN and arts organisations in the countries they work in.

I'think it’s also important to consider that well-administered support (financial
and otherwise) for translators and translation has a big impact on who gets to
become a translator and who can afford to keep translating literature, and to my
mind that’s a very good thing.

[AH]: T was at a translation conference a couple of years ago where a tenured
HUFS professor publicly disputed the need for subsidized literary translation. Of
course, he thinks like that, he has tenure! And he thinks we just sit on our butts
and translate all day. While I wish that was my life as well—that is not my life.
Bear in mind that we are paid only for translation, but we do so much more work
other than translation: we have to be literary scouts and discover the books, get
sample funding, network, and do discovery on markets, submit to said markets,
negotiate the deals, promote the books and our authors once the books come out,
deal with extremely prevalent white supremacist attitudes in publishing, and
write mountains of emails. As a literary translator, I spend more hours writing
emails than translating. Am I being paid for that? Of course not. LTI Korea exists
in part to alleviate this market failure. Note the word “alleviate,” not eliminate.

[Ql: So far, I know that you pitch pre-funded projects, which is what the LTI does,
so how do you see your activities in relation to the LTI? Do you look for alternative
projects? If so, what type and why? Do you work with LTI on collaborative projects?
Or do you simply do your own thing without thinking about LTI?

[SB]: As far as I know, as a government organization, LTI has an obligation to pitch
all their (hundreds of) projects equally, making the process slow, less specifically
targeted and limiting what their hardworking staff can achieve. We promote our
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own projects, because they are ours: works we are eager to translate because
we like them so much. Many of us take on small jobs from LTI, like translating
for their magazine, etc. When it comes to our own translation projects however,
we would choose our own works and then proactively apply for funding from
various sources.

[AH]: LTI doesn’t really “pitch” anything, and the notion of anyone from LTI Korea
going around selling manuscripts to publishers is so far from our lived reality as
to be laughable. Outsiders have an extremely distorted and exaggerated view of
what LTI Korea does in the actual publishing sphere. LTI really isn’t as proactive as
you think. I once asked them in a meeting if they could name a single instance of
one of their workers successfully pitching a book that made it to publication in the
Anglosphere and all they came up with was a “Kindle single” published years and
years ago. So, let’s get one thing straight: translators make the deals, and (if you're
lucky enough to have one) agents make deals. LTI Korea is there to fund projects
that translators have already put in untold hours and effort to set up. LTI also does
those subsidiary things that promote Korean literature as a whole: conferences,
the magazine Korean Literature Now, their academy. But they do not “pitch” books,
or not successfully anyway. I've heard from several editors—several—about LTI
Korea sending them a stack of manuscripts with no regard for personalization of
the pitch or tailoring it to address specific interests and concerns the publishing
houses have. Do you know what these editors do? They press delete on these emails.
This is not “pitching,” it’s more of a spamming campaign.

[Q]: ’'m presuming “pre-funded” means funded by the LTI? Or not? I'm curious. If so,
why did you feel the need to pitch for yourselves? And do you believe that transla-
tions should always be funded by national governments? What are your thoughts on
the economy and market of translation and perhaps the politics of having national
governments specifically fund the translation of their languages?

[SB]: This overlaps with the previous question. Some of the pitches that have
appeared on our website were funded by Daesan also. I think Anton has the most
experience with successful pitching, so he can speak to this best, but “If you want
something done properly, do it yourself” is probably the short answer. Knowing
the literary landscape, targeting specific publishers/editors or agents, and actually
being able to really advocate for an author or book are all things translators can
do better than large organizations.

As long as translators are well compensated for their work in fair and not
exploitative ways I don’t really mind who foots the bill, but I do think supporting
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translation is a worthwhile use of government money (fund books not bombs!).
There is politics in this, of course, and being free of national government funding
can feel quite liberating, but I think credit is due to the way the LTI has changed
its approach over the years from trying to produce some kind of canon of national
literature in translation to slot into world literature, to focusing on writers,
championing translators, and promoting exchange. Among other things, their
efforts mean that more writers and works have a chance of being translated and
published, not just authors or estates that pay out-of-pocket or those who have
great agents.

[AH]: This question presumes LTI Korea pitches the manuscripts it funds and,
again, I'm here to tell you that LTI Korea does not pitch its manuscripts in any
meaningful fashion to Anglophone publishers. If they did, I'm not even sure
Smoking Tigers would need to exist. They need to be more upfront about their
role in the process so people don’t give them credit for what is mostly translators’
and agents’ work in making deals with publishers. Also, translated literature
isn’t special in that it receives government funding, it’s something that happens
for movies, theater, music, every other art form you can think of. Why shouldn’t
literary translation be subsidized? If one were to make an argument against
funding the translation of Korean literature, they should be able to apply it to all
of the arts or somehow prove that literary translation or literature is not an art;
good luck with that.

[Q]: Where do the members of the group feel they sit in the history of translating
from Korean, or more generally in the history of translation?

[SB]: None of us were missionaries, or in the Peace Corps, and while we are all
about collaboration, none of us follow what was once considered by some as the
gold-standard and by others as a stop-gap method of having a Korean (usually
racialized, usually female) translator doing a first draft and a “native” English
speaker (usually white, often male) translator/editor re-writing or polishing. Not
being any of these things isn’t new, of course, but I think the ways we have come
to translating literature and the ways we work independently and in collaboration
with a community do impact the work we produce.

[AH]: Until the late 80s, it was very difficult for Korean children to spend time
outside of Korea, and it was rare to be a Korean citizen and growing up in an
English-speaking setting. My generation of Korean diaspora were also generally
discouraged from learning Korean past an elementary level, so there were very few
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adult-level bilinguals overseas. This meant high-functioning bilinguals were mostly
Third Culture Kids, people like me or Sung Ryu, the small clutch of Korean citizens
who spent time overseas as children. Obviously Sung and I are up and coming
now, but 'm hoping there will be a wave of young Korean diaspora and early-age
yuhakseng translators entering the scene; yuhakseng here, including non-Koreans,
coming to Korea to study. Some of these younger people really have everything
down: excellent Korean, literary English, sophisticated critical reading skills, and a
readiness to fight. Such a contrast from the missionaries and Peace Corps dinosaurs.

[Q]: Where do they think translation practice connected to Korea, Al, and machine
learning solutions are going in the future, and how might developers and human
translators have a role of embedding cultural knowledge and context into such
non-human work.

[AH]: You know, people have been saying robots will replace my job since at
least the 90s—I'm still waiting for machine translation to even help me with my
work. People think translation is “narrow AI” work that can easily be replicated
through machine learning. But translation is actually “general AI” work, requiring
a whole body of human knowledge and aesthetic sensibility to do properly, and
the development of that capability is centuries in the future. This entire discussion
is basically insulting to translators, because it is usually conducted under the
assumption that our work is simpler and easier to do than it really is. You see it a
lot with discussions surrounding translations in general, especially in academic
circles. Everyone is a translation critic because our job is so easy, apparently. But
you know, prove me wrong.

[SB]: Reading Anton’s response is giving me horrible flashbacks of the time I was
asked to look over a translation of an article a professor had commissioned to a
translation agency. It had clearly been cut up into multiple parts and doled out to
different workers, most of whom seemed to be using machine translation. I lost
a night of sleep trying to fix the manuscript before realizing it would be much
quicker to re-translate the whole thing. Machine translation for Korean seems to
be getting better for set expressions, but it can still come up with some ridiculous
things, and it really struggles with writing that is not utterly clear and direct (i.e.,
most “literary” writing). As far as I can tell, for a long time to come, even good
machine translation will reproduce the difference that already exists between a
human translating mechanically (this word means this) and one translating with
an eye to context, setting, character, and voice when it comes to each choice of
word, expression, syntax, etc.
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[VC]: In 2017, there was that heavily publicized “contest” between Human and
Al translators in Korea seemingly inspired by the triumph of AlphaGo in 2016,
and humans won outright. Of course, those judging were human, so perhaps if
a computer was asked to judge, their literary sensibilities would be taken into
account and a different result given. I'm being facetious here, but the fact is that,
as translators, we are putting everything into a text, not just the mechanical
one-to-one replacement of words. While machine translation may be useful for
some working in technical translation where consistency of terms is necessary
and volume of text translated is valued over the literary quality, what is needed
for translating a literary text is intimacy. Al has yet to feel a text as a translator
does; it fails to convey the context and emotion that can be woven into a specific
character’s actions and words. Like Sophie, I have also had the unfortunate
experience of “editing” a machine-translated text, and while Papago may trump
Google for Korean-to-English translation, there is still so much to be desired, and
so much a computer’s processor cannot give.

[Q]: What do you think about the politics of white privilege and cultural appropri-
ation as it pertains to translation and translation practice? Korean for example in
the UK was a language and culture introduced to the public and academic population
by generally white men, though there were exceptions like Isabella Bishop-Bird
and Georgina Kemp (though they were themselves privileged). Is it necessary for
translators to check, consider, and encounter their own privilege in the work and
act of translation?

[SB]: This is huge, and I often wonder to what extent my name and mugshot
influence how people read my work and make decisions on whether to hire or
support me, and how much they are willing to pay me. When it comes to questions
of cultural appropriation, I think there is a danger of this when the white translator
is standing as a representative of “Korean Literature” or making themselves out to
be the authority on Korean feminist poetry, etc., and thus speaking for an entire
tradition or community. The way I see my role as a translator is more about
individual writers and texts, and I like the sense of specificity that working on
words and sentences and particular ideas, rather than trends or evaluations/
comparisons, gives me.

Being aware of privilege is also important in terms of how you approach a text.
Translation can be a method of colonizing: taking a work as your own, putting on
someone else’s genius like a costume, laying claim to a discovery, taking ownership
of someone who cannot talk back to your appropriation of them or their work in
thelanguage you are translating them into. I don’t have answers, but I usually feel
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like I am working for the writer, the text, and a reader who could bring almost
anything with them to the text. This means that I do my best to take time and care,
and welcome alternative readings or translations.

Then when it comes to doing all the other bits of work a translator does ...
being cisgender, being married to a man, as well as being white, are all things that
mean I am often not even aware of how difficult certain things can be, how not
being the way I am in one way or another would change my encounters. That said,
I would not assume that a translator will necessarily have a hard time because
they lack one or another kind of privilege, because there are so many different
factors at play. What I can do is listen when my peers choose to talk about these
things and stand by them, working with them to amplify and make changes, and
champion their talent and work.

[AH]: Like Sophie said, this is a giant topic, and one that tends to go down facile
avenues that end with, “Are you telling me white people shouldn’t translate
literature?” White people are free to translate whatever they want, obviously.
What we’re asking for is everyone, myself included, to constantly interrogate
their positions of privilege and engage in perpetual dialogue with diverse voices
in their practice of translation: really think about what you’re doing instead of
sliding into the banality of evil. Should I be translating this? How can I translate
this so it’s not appropriative of me, or is there really no other way of translating
this and therefore I should hand it off to someone else? Am I being ableist here?
What am I perpetuating in this instance; what am I normalizing? And that’s an
unexpected benefit from being in Smoking Tigers right there. My colleagues often
call out my problematic behaviour and help me work out critical issues in my
practice, and I have no idea where I’d be without this guidance.

[VC]: As Sophie has aptly put it, it is a constant negotiation of what I want to
produce with my craft and making sure that I take the time to examine my position
within a wider context, of translation, and of academia. There have been many
moments early in my relationship with translation where I felt myself being
trotted out like a show pony, as an “acceptable” white, cisgender face of a larger
operation. There are opportunities being denied to those whose image cannot
be put to purpose and granted to those who possess only image and none of the
talent or dedication. It is important to realize when whiteness is being prioritized
and to redirect attention back to the work. I cannot speak for institutions, but in
my own practice I make deliberate steps to be accountable. Listening to fellow
translators, acknowledging their experiences, and supporting their work will
always be the most important part of maintaining a translation community. I am
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forever grateful to my fellow Smoking Tigers for creating a space in which we
can celebrate our successes, vent our frustrations, and keep each other in check.

[SB]: That comment about being trotted out like a show pony reminds me that I've
been called Victoria more than a couple of times. And the question Anton poses of
“Should I be translating this?” works on multiple levels. While my student schol-
arship is taking care of living expenses, my answer to that question is most often
“Well, actually, no.” There have been a couple of exceptions, but being realistic in
terms of how I should be spending my time and the fact that I know translators
who can do as good a job as me or better and are earning their keep with trans-
lation mean that I sometimes get to act as matchmaker between a translator and
a project. I hope that others with the same kind of privilege are doing the same
too, particularly with projects that are properly paid. I know I have benefitted
from such care in the past.

Selected Translations from Members of The Smoking Tigers

e Kyung-Sook Shin—The Court Dancer: A Novel (Pegasus Books)—trans. Anton
Hur—2018

* Kang Kyeong-ae—The Underground Village (Honford Star)—trans. Anton
Hur—2018

* Lee Hyemi—Unexpected Vanilla (Tilted Axis)—trans. Soje Lee—2019

* Bo-young Kim—I'm Waiting For You: And Other Stories (HarperVoyager)—
trans. Sophie Bowman and Sung Ryu—2021

* ChoiJin-young—To The Warm Horizon (Honford Star)—trans. Soje Lee—2021

* Choi Eunyoung—Shoko’s Smile (Penguin Random House)—trans. Sung
Ryu—2021

* Bora Chung—Cursed Bunny (Honford Star)—trans. Anton Hur—2021

* Hwang Sok-Yong—The Prisoner (Verso)—trans. Anton Hur and Sora-Kim
Russell—2021

* Heena Baek—Magic Candles (Amazon Crossing Kids)—trans. Sophie
Bowman—2021

A full list of publications and other material from The Smoking Tigers can be

found on their website here: https://smokingtigers.com/news/






Special Section:
Mobility, Humanities, and Korean Studies'

TAEHEE KIM Assistant Professor, Academy of Mobility Humanities, Konkuk University?

In recent years, the somewhat unfamiliar word “mobility” has been haunting
South Korea. A substantial number of companies focused on transport, particu-
larly in the automobile manufacturing industry, used this term without translation
into Korean. This unforeseen phenomenon, of course, reflects the global trend to
more and more acknowledge mobilities as a significant notion for (re)conceptu-
alizing the contemporary life-world. The so-called “new mobilities paradigm™3
has, in a sense, resulted from this perception that mobilities are substantial not
only when it comes to transport but throughout modern society. Since a number
of leading social scientists in Europe and North America formulated, theorized,
and presented this paradigm in the early twenty-first century, studies within this
framework boomed to the extent that a specific field of mobilities studies has
formed.*

In the era of globalization, the sine qua non of which are mobilities, all possible
kinds of mobilities have been accelerating and expanding endlessly. Confronting
and dealing with this “Great Acceleration,”® the new mobilities paradigm has
changed the topography of social sciences and humanities by advocating a
so-called “mobilities turn” that “swept through and incorporated the spatial turn
within sociology but also within other disciplines.”” This paradigm rearranged
and redefined existing studies under a new frame of perception and thought as
an interdisciplinary research program that explores various types, speeds, and
characteristics of mobilities of people, objects, information, and images in the
contemporary globalized world. Through this, the program driven by this frame
showed convincingly that modern society’s mobilities essentially define our forms
of life.
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However, if this paradigm is put under scrutiny, some omissions and things
lacking can be identified: for instance, an oversight of the humanities, perspec-
tives from the Global South, and public engagement, to mention only a few. Firstly,
this paradigm has originated from and is actively studied in social sciences such
as “anthropology, cultural studies, geography, migration studies, science and
technology studies, tourism and transport studies, and sociology.”® Of course,
even prior to this paradigm’s inauguration, there was a steady and vivid interest
in mobilities in varied humanities disciplines. The demand to incorporate
humanities in this paradigm was well recognized, for instance, by Peter Merriman
and Lynne Pearce, the editors of the book Mobility and Humanities, the first of
its kind, who claimed to “challenge any easy alignment of mobilities research
with a neatly demarcated realm called the social sciences.” Not only that, some
renowned academic journals in this area, such as Transfers, have given continued
attention to research on mobilities from a humanistic perspective. Furthermore,
some research institutes such as the Academy of Mobility Humanities at Konkuk
University in South Korea and the Center for Advanced Studies in Mobility and
the Humanities at the University of Padua in Italy have put explicit emphasis on
humanistic approaches to mobilities.

Despite all of this, a preponderance towards the social sciences has not yet
been essentially corrected in this paradigm. In this respect, it seems desirable for
research from the humanities concerned with mobilities to be more self-conscious
and systematic in tackling the mobilities so that truly productive interdisciplinary
approaches might be possible. As the humanities are in their nature meant to
deal not only with certain social phenomena as such but with their meaning and
value for human beings, “mobility humanities” in approaching “human beings
from the perspective of mobility”'? need to be more clear and explicit in focusing
on the meaning and value of mobilities. Furthermore, since social science studies
on mobilities can be found frequently to be in need of some humanistic way
of thinking, such as philosophical reflections on concepts and methodologies of
mobilities studies, or theoretical and practical performance in literature and the
arts in order to meditate on mobilities phenomena, transdisciplinary studies on
mobilities are still required and, in fact, in this “age of motion,”"" more urgently
than ever.

Secondly, the oversight of the Global South’s perspective is closely associated
with postcolonial issues. As Lin asserts, “current research has tended to depend
heavily on Anglo-American and Scandinavian (loosely defined here as ‘Western’)
experiences,” with calls for “perspectives beyond the West.”'2 Definitely, this point
is not entirely unrelated to the first point referred to above, because much of
postcolonial studies originated in fact in typically humanistic disciplines such as
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“literary criticism—somewhat divorced from sociological debates on mobility.”'3
Although there are several proposals for revised orientations, research is still
strongly needed in this area. In this context, “Asia as method,” for example, as
“an imaginary anchoring point” for further mobilizing “the diverse historical
experiences and rich social practices,” might provide “alternative horizons and
perspectives”' of mobility studies.

Thirdly, notwithstanding the growing demand from society and the more
or less manifest acknowledgment from the academy, the significance of public
engagement seems to be, to some degree, overlooked. Public engagement can
be described as one of the most effective ways to bridge the gap between the
academy and society in mobility studies as well. Most mobilities scholars are
enthusiastically striving for practical consequences for their work in the increas-
ingly accelerated and consequently alienated late-modern world.'> Among others,
public engagement could enable humanities scholars to present their research
achievements to the public and gain feedback that might make their research
more rooted in the world and practically plausible.

Given all of this, discussions around the framework of this new mobilities
paradigm focused on Korea are gathered in this special section, “Mobility,
Humanities, and Korean Studies.” All the contributors belong to the Academy
of Mobility Humanities, which seeks to make this paradigm incorporate the
humanities, a non-Western perspective, and the drive for public engagement.
Contemplating and researching mobilities from a humanistic standpoint for many
years, the scholars in this section present diverse approaches to mobilities in
South Korea to the extent that they could supplement Korean Studies with vital
aspects of mobilities.

Using islands, the place with the most delayed mobilities, as the key theme
and location, Inseop Shin shows how this problem of delay is represented in
Korean film. At first glance, the islands seem to be an ever static and immobile
space, in other words, space that is excepted or immune against global mobilities.
This paper plausibly argues, using the film “My Dream Class” as an example, that
the islands are the exception that proves the rule and present more clearly how
omnipresent mobilities are in the contemporary world. Jinhyoung Lee approaches
mobilities in Korea from a historical and literary perspective. By analyzing the
short story “To Chollyong,” written during the Japanese colonial period from
the perspective of the new mobilities paradigm, this paper claims that not just
suppression and coercion but the real possibility of resistance and emancipation,
primarily through creating sociality, are lurking in highly mobile societies. Taehee
Kim presents a paper treating a fairly singular geopolitical entity, the Korean
DMZ. Interpreting the ambiguous but productive concept of “heterotopia” coined
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by Michel Foucault in relation to issues of mobility, this speculative and explor-
atory paper suggests the DMZ to be descriptively and normatively a heterotopia
(another place) reflecting all other surrounding places. Last but not least, Jooyoung
Kim provides mobility humanities scholars interested in the more far-reaching
so