Chapter 6
Undergraduate Korean Americans and “Korean Koreamgie Millennial American University

Nancy Abelmann

In the 2000s, the “Korean” undergraduate studerddeape in the United States began to
change as increasing numbers of South Korean egifiee., “international students,” or
yuhaksaeng among other Asian international students, joittedAmerican university: a change
reflecting both South Korean demand and the firm@eds of American colleges and
universities’ At my own university, the University of lllinois &rbana-Champaign (U of 1),
long South Korea’s no. 1 American university desion (at both the undergraduate and
graduate student levels), this trend made for @alde sea change, as the numbers of South
Korean citizen undergraduates came to exceed “doh&®reans (e.g., Korean Americans)
beginning in the late 2008 ver the late 1990s and into the early 2000s,5 @educting an
ethnographic study of Korean Americans (largelyosécgeneration Korean Americans and
some so-called 1.5 immigrants, namely those wh@eated later in childhood), but by the time
| was putting the finishing touches @he Intimate University: Korean American Studemtd a
the Problems of Segregati¢®009), | could already feel that our local “Konéaindergraduate
scene was very much in transitidn.

While my book lavished much attention on intra-éthothering (i.e., distancing oneself
from co-ethnics), that is, the ways in which margréan Americans went to considerable pains
to distinguish themselves from a “Korean Americaaimatream” (i.e., normative ways of being
Korean and normative life trajectories, includifay, example, a focus on material success and

appearances), into the second half of the firsadeof the 2000s, many Korean Americans



began to voice their distinction from “Korean Koned namely those “South Koreans” in their
midst at colleg@.When | taught the University of lllinois’ first cose on “Korean America” in
spring 2007, | met both groups of students in nagg| and the tensions between them were
already evident.As | began new collaborative research on the Usitxeof lllinois as a
veritable contact zone as the numbers of South&oamd Chinese students in particular soared
into the late 2000s, | learned that these “inteomai student” “Korean Koreans,” echoing their
Korean American co-ethnics, were similarly inteeelsin distinguishing themselves from a
Korean international student mainstream (i.e., faihrer students like them), and sometimes
from Korean Americans as wélWith other scholars | appreciate that intra-ethotfeering
unfolds in the context of U.S. racism which colasial groups with particular images and ideas
that in turn lead some co-ethnics to distance tlebras from particular ethnic peers. In this
paper, | am thus interested in these two system#rafethnic othering, and also in the ways in
which these two groups are interested in distirfgngthemselves from each other. This said,
however, as | will discuss below, the lines betwétrrean Koreans” and Korean Americans
are often not so clear at all, given South Koredresady decades of globalization regimes and a
recent history of considerable long- and short-tearly study abroad (ESA).

| begin this chapter on these increasingly bluirmgg (i.e., between Korean Americans
and “Korean Koreans,” and turn then briefly to ningady published discussion of Korean
Americans’ intra-ethnic othering, and at greategté to findings on Korean international
students from our in-progress research. Takenltegethese systems of intra-ethnic othering
suggest that both groups of racialized studergs (harked in some way for their race) navigate
the American university highly aware of ways in elhthey are “seen” by both other “Koreans”

and “Americans” at large. At issue for both studgmiups is what it means to fully “belong” at



the American university, one that is often stikgominantly white (as is the case with the
University of lllinois). The interviews with inteational students in particular reveal that these
students’ identifications (e.g., with or againdtastinternational students and in relation to
Korean Americans) are, in fact, quite fluid as tnayigate the various—and in some cases

contradictory—ways that they are “seen” by co-ethr@and an American mainstream.

The blurry lines between Korean Americans and Koil¢areans

The lines between Korean Americans and Korean Ksrage, in fact, often very blurry
ones, making for a landscape in which ethnic idieation is increasingly more fluid and
elective (i.e., rather than a given based on cish@, residence, or even personal histbry).
“South Korean” international students are alreadgrdusing category, because the majority of
South Koreans who make their way to American uisiiess have participated in early study
abroad (ESAchogi yuhakbefore college; some will have spent a single yetghe United
States in primary, middle, or high school, sometipl years, and a significant number will
have graduated from U.S. high schobs subset of ESA students will have been abroal wit
their families (e.g., in the case of parents wikrseas work assignments) or in so-called “geese
family” (kirogi kajoK), arrangements in which typically the bread-wignfather remains behind
in South Korea, while the mother and children resiiroad. The remaining students will have
been abroad either in private boarding schoolesidng with relatives or guardians, and
attending local public or private schools. Soméhese students, depending on the timing and
nature of their ESA and on their proclivities, Wk quite bicultural and bilingual; others might

even be considerably more acclimated to the Amerycauth scene than the South Korean one;



and others still might remain squarely in the “Kawéyouth scene, despite considerable time
abroad™’

Finally, there is another important group of Sakidrean students, namely those who
have not participated in ESA, but who attendedeeifimerican or international schools or so-
called specialty South Korean schools in which nooghe entire curriculum was taught in
English. Further, some of these often more elitdextits might have traveled extensively abroad,
even as they did not participate in ESA. To coogii this ESA group, a significant subset is
U.S. citizens, most often because they were bothdrunited States while their parent/s
obtained advanced degrees; these students caneobadg study abroad with greater legal
facility. Nonetheless, as these students’ paramsam in South Korea, many of them are
culturally no different from other South Koreanslamare legal obligations if they would like to
work in South Korea as an adult (e.g., militaryvgss for men). It is also important to note that
ESA students are, in fact, a very class-stratifjexip: while some upper/upper-middle-class
students/parents move between the United StateKanee frequently and with great ease, other
middle/lower middle-class families tax themselvasrenously to “pull off” ESA. These class
differences - e.g., the global or cosmopolitanitehdifferences (e.g., parents’ English abilities,
comfort in the world, etc.) of ESA families -- carake for significant differences in ESA
students’ abilities to acclimate abrodd.

Further, for some ESA students as welyalsaksaengwith or without ESA
backgrounds), their futures—in terms of both citizleip and residence—are best thought of as
indeterminate: they might be in a familial situatithat allows them to apply for a green card, or
as aforementioned, they might already be Ameriddreas, or again they might envision

becoming a citizen or permanent resident througtt-pollege employmerit. If we consider



that ethnic, racial, and cultural affinities migtiign with a person’s thoughts about their futures
(e.g., in the United States, South Korea, or elgs@)h this indeterminacy would make for
exactly the sort of elective flexibility we foundrass our conversations with these “technically”
“Korean Koreans.” Our interviews reveal that thogernational students who transitioned from
American high schools described much more ethiyi@adt racially integrated lives in high
school (and sometimes in the early days in collegygd found their circles becoming
increasingly (international) Korean as their colggars went on. While some students describe
this transition in positive terms, others seemeal®erve that this transformation was neither
wholly of their own volition, nor entirely positivé

The picture is complicated further by the heter@igrof Korean Americans. While
most U of | Korean Americans completed all or ngall of their pre-college schooling in the
United States, the aforementioned 1.5-generationigrants might have emigrated to the U.S.
as late as their final years of high school. Wett@m imagine, on the one hand, a 1.5-generation
U.S. citizen Korean American whose English is \&gtty and is at sea in American youth
ways; and on the other hand, a South Korean cisagsient who, having spent the lion’s share

of her pre-college education in the United Stage%ypically American.”

“I'm not thatkind of Korean American”

Korean Americans are racialized. With all Asian Aio@ns, Korean Americans share the
experience of being sometimes considered membehe dmodel minority,” namely exemplary
students who succeed by virtue of their own effatal in some versions of this perspective, the
predispositions of their “culture/s.” [Ahe Intimate Universityl argue, however, that today it is

Asian Americans’ image as “instrumental striversginely students motivated principally by



practical concerns and material rewards, thatiisgpes more importarif. For Korean American
students, these images—for example, of social ntphkiriented action at all costs—fly in the
face of what | dub their often deeply held “libedaéams” for education, namely ideas of
becoming broadly educated, cosmopolitan people awe, in the language of many of my
research interlocutors, been able to “get out eir ttomfort zones” and “grow” or “develop” at
college. While these sorts of liberal dreams asgesthby many Americans, | think they are
disproportionately embraced by Korean Americanssehmarents hail from South Korea, a
country whose modernity story is intimately tiedi@. economic and political involvement and
to an “American dream.”

At the University of Illinois, what posed perhape fgreatest challenge to this liberal
dream was that many of my interlocutors found thedues in quite segregated (and often
Christian) social circles, and some of them fedit tomehow they were responsible for self
segregation—or at least they worried that otheghirthink so. Some Korean Americans are
then burdened both by the both the stereotypeenintstrumental striver and by their sense that
their segregation is seen by others as “self sagj@gy—both posing a challenge to a liberal
education. Thus, many Korean Americans | spokedrked hard to distinguish themselves from
the “mainstream” of their (more segregated) co-etin

If Korean Americans were busily fending off thidliieral” Korean American
mainstream, Korean international students both ediois same problem (they too could be
seen as overly instrumental) and presented newemsb they appeared to be rich and spoiled.
One student offered his own well-honed taxonomiKafrean” undergraduates at the U of I, one
perhaps more interesting when we understand hiscomplicated history—nhis having been a

childhood immigrant, an early study-abroad studafter his parents re-immigrated to South



Korea and left him alone in the United Statesyeadf{described) international student, and later
in college, a green-card holder. His taxonomy ifollews: (1) Twinkies (who are primarily
Korean Americans, but can include some Koreanmaténal students who did ESA, and even
some who didn’t) can be seen in sweat pants, U@@sAbercrombie clothing, are not fashion
conscious, unmoved by fads, more muscled, andAsiari American-style make-up”; and (2)
FOBs (who are largely international students whinmdido ESA, but can include international
students who did and even some Korean Americaesjlaove all fashion conscious, heavily
made-up, loud, and smoke. He thus described irttena students with ESA experience as
veritable switch figures, able to “choose” betwésgse groups. Revealingly, however, he
explained that although FOBs can become Twinkigls mo problem, it is much harder for
Twinkies to become FOBs, who are thus a much mxekisive social group. This image of
international students as exclusive (and richhis that is often shared by Korean Americans
who sometimes think of Korean international studexst cashing in on an American education
without having suffered the indignities and harg@stof emigratiort® This sort of attention to
matters of students’ varying style, clothing, affé@ was widely shared by our interviewees:
Many noted that the fashionable Korean internatishalents really stood out at our otherwise

rather unfashionable campus.

“I'm not thatkind of Korean”

Not surprisingly, Korean international students guée aware of the ways in which
some Korean Americans and Americans more gendrallg come to think of them, and of their
international student colleagues at large: mosabigtas rich and spoiled (“wasting their

parents’ money”), materialistic (e.g., as evidenbgdheir luxury cars and clothing) and



segregated (i.e., hanging out only with themselw4)ile the students we have interviewed

have indeed worked to distinguish themselves froisgejorative stereotype, we have found

that their own stereotypes of their mainstream eal¢bese characterizations to include

particular ideas about Korean culture—for examipdenarrow-mindedness, hierarchy, and
obsession with education. In an entirely contraafictein, however, some distinguish Korean
international students in a positive manner, fongpaserious and excellent students, in contrast to
lazy, partying “Americans” or Korean Americans wlmlike them) have the luxury of easy
employment on account of their U.S. citizenship #inent English. Let me again underscore

that we must appreciate this system of intra-etbthering in the larger context of the U.S.

racial order that casts particular traits and pvdas in a negative light.

This concern about the insularity of the commusjigke to many international students,
who were self-conscious that they are seen on Aaeitampuses as “cliquey” or self-
segregating. One woman worried about the “reputatmreans had for “tend[ing] to stick with
themselves” and distinguished herself from whatcdiled “the very very international students,

so to say FOBs,” chiding that they need to “braoch™®

One student, however, compared
Korean international students favorablyotber Asian students who insist on speaking their own
languages in class, proclaiming, “When in Rome ...”

An advertising major with an ESA background, whgdecollege in Korea and made
her way to the U of | via a local community collegented nothing to do with the “stupid
Korean kids,” choosing instead the “smart and sesriinternational students],” among them
many from Hong Kong and Taiwan who are often, stsxdbed, “more reliable” than Koreans.

She described these other Asian internationaldsexs being free from the gossip of the Korean

community, a refrain that was quite common amongmerviewees. Having grown tired of our



small and monotonous college town, she was deteudrtim become a “somebody,” imagining
herself someday “moving all over the world.” Intgtragly, her sister, whose academic
biography is nearly identical and imagines havirftypical Korean life” in South Korea
someday, described being able to get along with thet Korean international “good student”
and “bad student” groups.

For some of our interviewees, even those whoseg®itircles were becoming
increasingly “Korean,” the cliquishness of Koreaternational students spoke to Korean ways
that troubled them. Again and again, students de=ttthe insularity of the community, in
which all eyes were on a person’s behavior, and wicall, their transgressions. One student
described the Korean international student “chkids” who think of themselves as “good
natured and nice” but “tend to ignore non-churakski Another student who described having
partied hard at his California high school and wlecided to head to “snowy” lllinois when he
didn’t get into the colleges of his dreams (figgrthat without the beach he wouldn’t “play so
much that I'd end up feeling bad for my parentsrid himself squarely in the lllinois party
scene his freshman year. Although “determinedirtd his way to the Korean church, he was

very critical of the homogeneity, hierarchy, andafimmindedness of the Korean community.

The most ridiculous thing about Koreans—I know wsird formeto say “Koreans™—
but anyways, you know how Koreans can’t handleflangtthat’s different from them.
You know, in Korea, if some people say somethimged, everyone goes crazy forit ...
So on account of my being a bit different, | fétell was really watched by other
Koreans (in the church).

Although he had decided to turn his social ciréhean ethnic direction, he described his
considerable affinities with Americans: his abilityenjoy a range of pastimes from Frisbee to

pick-up rugby (“When it comes to Koreans, the winey have fun are pretty limited, drinking



and Karaoke”); his “tell-it-like-it-is” style (whd Koreans are chided if they go against the grain
of a social group -- they would say, “How can yatil&e that to friends, don’t you have any
sympathy,” “Americans respect the dissenter ifrtheiger is reasonable”); and his impatience
with age-graded Korean culture in which the sepuarer (sénbae-hubgesystem is such that,

for example, a person’s year in college really erat{one night out at a bar he grew so angry at
his seniors’ obsession with calling attention teitlage and school year—“They were so
arrogant—I couldn’t stand it!"—that he turned owetable and walked out).

A business college major who went to some lengiltidtinguish himself from other
Korean international students nonetheless desctitadis social circle had become
increasingly Korean international, largely on aatoof having joined an ethnic club in his
major. His own background adds more complexitheorhix: he began as an ESA, came to
college as international student, but at the tifn@uo interview was transitioning to a permanent
resident. Despite his increasingly internationatistit social circle, he prided himself on his
more laid-back approach to grades (“for internal@tudents” grades are really important but
I’'m not [i.e., no longer] one, so ... if | look at nfirends who study hard, thegally study
hard—compared to them I'for surenot studying hard.” Another student who was floeniolg
in his freshman year and was soon heading to Klordas mandatory military service, thinks of
himself as a fish out of water in South Korea, v@t@verything is busy and not relaxing for
me,” and chuckled when he answered a question &mean Americans: “Some of them,” he
said, “are just Koreans like me ... [but] they daméed to go to the military—that'’s the biggest
difference.”

Like Korean Americans, these international studergise keenly aware of ways in which

they were seen. As they negotiate, however, tlenddturry boundaries between “Korean” and
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Korean American, the landscape of their affinia@sl identifications is a moving target, making

for often complex calculations.

Where to?

As more South Korean international students, astlgs importantly, students from Asia
at large (with currently rapidly increasing numbgomn the People’s Republic of China) arrive
at U.S. universities for undergraduate educati@mticipate that the intra-ethnic othering | have
begun to sketch here will only intensify. As Amarcstudents (Korean American students
among them) become more keenly aware that thdegasd and universities are relying on these
students to foot the bill in an era of precipitqusliling public support for education, and as they
realize that their own job prospects are diminighmhard times, | anticipate that some of these
international students will meet intensifying Angam racism.

Also, as Korean Americans and Asian Americansrgelé#decome on some campuses the
Asian minority (i.e., outnumbered by their inteiipatl co-ethnics), | think that they will become
increasingly interested in asserting their own “Aitenness,” understanding, however, that this
will take on a range of and perhaps even contradiaheanings. | also predict, however, that
the porous lines between “Korean Koreans” and “ldarA&mericans” will continue to blur even
further in our increasingly globalized world in vwhimany people travel the world for many
services (education among them) and opportunitetuding employment). As more and more
young people’s futures are more indeterminate—it.&s,not clear where they will work, marry,
raise children, etc.—their affinities will likewidee both more flexible and in flux. Thus, |
imagine a paradox: an escalating system of intratethering even as it will also likely
become harder and harder to assume what sortsutth 8orean or Korean Americans will

identify or disidentify one way or the other.
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Some of these seemingly negative-sounding predistside, we can perhaps think of
this South Korean—Korean American contact zonesgmae in which young transnational
Koreans will experiment with what it is to be glbb#izens, navigating the perils and
opportunities of our shared futures. In this sepsehaps the “Korean” case will have a great
deal to teach the rest of the world.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1. According to Abelmann, how do Korean Americans Kodean Koreans see themselves
differently?
2. What does this statement mean, “I'm tiwdt kind of Korean?”
3. Although this article distinguishes between Soutrdans and Korean Americans,

Abelmann also asserts that the lines between theroften blurred. How so?
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