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Abstract

This thesis examines what it means to be a “Soviet Korean” in Alma-Ata, Kazakhstan. The majority
of Koreans in Alma-Ata are the historical result of two displacements, having first migrated to

Russia since the nineteenth century and then being deported to Kazakhstan in 1937 by Stalin. The
repression was followed by decades of confinement in collective farms. The unlikely Korean
presence in Central Asia was to be unveiled to the outside world after glasnost, and a change in the
international political climate around the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games resulted in unprecedented
encounters between the Soviet Korean diaspora community and other Korean visitors. My fieldwork
began shortly afterwards, capturing the historical moment of this hitherto unknown section of the

Korean diaspora.

Reflecting the minority’s history of persecution and isolation, it is not surprising to find high levels of
linguistic and cultural “Russification”. However, the Soviet Koreans constantly compare themselves
with “others” and keep a distinct boundary. Following Bloch (1998), I argue for the importance of
exploring socio-cultural reproduction in implicit domains. Thus sharing and transmitting cultural
identity and memory is not so dependent on languages , narratives and formal education alone. Rather,
aspects of “being Korean™ are constantly found and reinforced within the community in aspects such as
management of resources, articulation of cultural symbols, ways of communication, and sensorial
preferences. I concentrate on their history, community dynamics, parent and child relationship, dietary

practice , way of communicating and implicit and emotional aspects of “being Korean”.

I elucidate both the experiences and representations of the diaspora covering from pre-migration days
in Korea to the present in the new state of Kazakhstan. Korean agricultural and Confucian root is
favourably contrasted to the nomadic Kazakh traditions, yet it also bears the stigma of marginality in
a Soviet context. Thus “Soviet Koreanness” reflects the traditions of the early migrants which are open

to constant repositioning through dialogue with other Korean influences and ethnic groups.

Food and culinary practice in its production and consumption is one of such areas where categories of
ethnicity and gender get expressed and boundaries are maintained. Strong emotional responses are
noted as they are triggered by sensory experiences and associations. In the section on family I

single out the significance of parent-child relationships and associated ideology and emotions.
Parental sacrifice, filial piety and guilt are specific parts of “being” a Korean. Education as ethnic
identifier, and symbolic component for Korean personhood is examined in an intergenerational
context. Finally , I explore Korean emphasis on non-verbal and implicit ways of communication and

examine their relationship with notions of personhood, morality and ethnic identity.
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Chapter One Introduction : An Unlikely Presence

In this chapter, I aim to locate Koreans in Alma-Ata by outlining a relevant theoretical , geographical,
historical and social context. The early Korean émigré were mainly impoverished peasants of 19-20"
century and their community went through extraordinary historical events such as the Russian
Revolution, collectivisation, Stalin’s Reign of Terror, deportation, De-Sovietisation and Kazakh
nation-building. In spite of a series of ruptures in the community history, I argue for a cultural
continuity in the realm of cultural symbols and meaning systems. In spite of the severe ethnic
repression and its relatively early migration history, the Soviet Koreans share similar socio-cultural
patterns with other branches of the Korean diaspora. Furthermore, following M. Bloch (1998) , I
emphasise the greater significance of cultural transmission in implicit domains and elaborate how the
cultural carry-over from pre-migration days of Korea has shaped the way Koreans interpret and
maintain the new social and ethnic relations in Russia and Kazakhstan. Especially, fuelled by the
Russian/ Soviet concept of kultura, the traditional Korean preocéupation with the centre and periphery
finds expression in a desire for urban living and pursuit of education. I present Alma-Ata as a space
where changes, conflicts and chaos occur as the new order of Kazakh nation-building is layered upon
the existing Soviet social order. I end the chapter with the depiction of Korean angst as they interpret

the latest Kazakh nationalist move as socially treacherous and culturally backward.

Section One : Theoretical and Ethnographical Framework

The Koreans in the former-Soviet Union have come a long way since their entry into Russian Far East
in the 19™ Century, having survived the turbulent history of Russia, Soviet Union and post —Soviet
states. Having “slaved” their way through Soviet collective farms and schoolrooms, many of them
now speak Russian as their mother tongue, and work as highly educated professionals in cities.
Beneath their model Homo Sovieticus profile, however, lies the layered reality wrought by a ruptured

history of deprivation, displacement, and institutional violence.

In examining the lived experience and the identity of Alma-Ata Koreans in the post-Soviet Kazakhstan
I focus on historical events, social memory, ethnic relations, cultural practices and symbols. Which
socio-cultural systems and symbols did the early immigrant bring with them? What particular cultural

ideologies and technologies interplay with historical reality in their new country? How is power
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understood and related to? How do people see themselves and relate to others when life was

treacherous and arbitrarily controlled ?

This study is a contribution to Korean diaspora studies as well as an addition to the body of knowledge
that concerns socio-cultural reproduction among displaced and dispossessed people. Though not
representative nor exhaustive, much of the findings are common and applicable to Koreans in other
parts of Central Asia. The usages of the anachronistic terms “Soviet Korean ” and “Alma-Ata” are
deliberate, as they chronicle the reality of Koreans who were at a historical crossroads of
De-Sovietisation. I argue that , in spite of the disconnections caused by political and social changes, a
close inspection of the implicit domains of the Korean diaspora reveals a persistence of traditional
culture. Unlike assumptions that favour a complete rupture with Korean tradition, I maintain that the
minority’s response is very much shaped and organised by Korean cultural notions of state, patriarchy,
and personhood. Underpinned by the Confucian social order and agrarian practice, the symbols and

meanings of the “past” were transplanted and transformed into a new soil.

I have approached these multi-faceted and often contradictory layers of Koreanness through diverse
strands. First,, I draw on S. Yanagisako’s insight for analysing cultural systems of immigrants whose
original cultural trait is distinctive and whose discourse evolves around displacements. In her study of

Japanese American kinship (1985), she stresses historical contextualising and studying of symbols :

“If symbolic systems help people answer the questions and cope with the problems of meaning they
confront in their everyday lives, symbolic analysis can only be enriched by a knowledge of the social
history that has given rise to these questions and problems. Conversely, we comprehend that social
history only if we comprehend the system of symbols and meanings through which people interpret
and thereby transform the past ”(1985:1).

Following Yanagisako, I argue that an in-depth reading of pre-migration Korean legacy as well as
subsequent historical events is absolutely crucial in understanding the present condition of the
diaspora. Only when we discern key symbols and their meanings in the Korean past history, can we
understand the present socio-cultural pattern of the Soviet Korean diaspora. For example, generational
interdependence and symbols such as rice, guilty children and sacrificial parents betray unmistakable
Korean hallmarks that gave meanings to the particular context of the Soviet Koreans. I locate the
diaspora’s relentless pursuit of an imagined centre as a part of their understanding of symbolic power

within a traditional meaning system.
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Like Japanese Americans, early Korean immigrants were mostly impoverished peasants and they
brought a very distinct cultural system from home . In essence, the émigré’s Korean traditions involve
agrarian modes of production and Confucian concepts and practices. In spite of the rupture caused by
two displacements and subsequent persecutions, these became an invisible backbone of socio-cultural
reproduction of “Koreanness”. Korean agricultural expertise and practice of hard labour provided them
with a social raison d’ étre, if not a social acceptance in a new lénd. Together with kinship ideology,
the Korean engagement with the land provided the diaspora with a potent symbol of cultural and
generational continuity. As a chronicler of the diaspora’s history puts it, the Korean agricultural
expertise was seen as an “ancestral grace” taught by the ancestors ( P. G. Kim & S. Pang 1993:55) .

Another Korean experience which haunts Korean memories, narratives and lived experience is the
theme of deprivation and abandonment. Though not the sole victims of a painful modern Korean
history, the émigré who even risked their lives to escape misery, have a more acute sense of their
marginality and deprivation. The memory and discourse of previous misery enables them to develop a
specific perspective as “survivors” who are “immunized” and thus become “impervious” to life’s
further “assaults”. Being a Soviet “Korean” involves this disposition and outlook : little can shock

them and they have “little to complain about” ( Goffman 63, 65).

As for Confucianism, it has functioned more as a diffused cultural practice rather than a systemically
articulated and transmitted ideology. As a distinct cultural system, Confucianism posits prescriptive
notions of personhood, morality, scholarship, and social order. Though hardly of a literati stock who
were jealous practitioners and beneficiaries of Confucianism, the émigré pursued, appropriated and

claimed its main tenets as “ethnic capital” in a foreign environment.

The tenacity and adaptability of the Korean past and pre-migration worldview in the present is also
well noted in other Korean diaspora.. Nancy Abelmann and John Lie ( 1995 ) show that much of what
Korean Americans do in their new country is still largely structured by the organising principles
which are brought from Korea. Thus the concentration of Korean small business is only intelligible by
understanding traditional kinship meanings and symbols. They show that cultural logic enables parents
who feel constrained in social mobility to opt out for accumulating economic capital for children. The
children in return have a duty of completing the family saga by pursuing the educational and
professional high road. John Lie tersely critiques K Park’s equation of the Korean American dream
with establishing successful business . “ For many, the Korean American dream is about getting into

prestigious universities and getting professional jobs” (J. Lie 1998: 194).
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This concentric Korean worldview of centre and periphery is transplanted in American soil, driving
Korean Americans unceasingly towards the imaginary centre. Stress on both delayed gratification

and collective identity are recognised to be their strategy.

Now I turn my attention to the way power is seen and how it is related to the history and cultural
meaning system. In a way, Koreans relate to the Russian/Soviet state as they did to the old Korean
kingdom . Like a good “Korean” son who obeys the parental authority, the émigré complied to the
often unjust state authority. As if to please an intimidating patriarchal head, the Koreans strived to
achieve collective “personhood”, the road to rehabilitation through traditional cultural idioms and
symbols. However it is not an entire submission. Even a “good” son can have his way through
“re-interpreting” the existing filial ideology (Janelli 1993); Koreans aspired to transcend the temporal
power of the state by resorting to intergenerational kinship ideology.

The way Koreans see and relate to “others™ in their new land is also profoundly shaped by similar
cultural assumptions. Ethnically stratified former Soviet Kazakhstan was a field where traditional
Korean class ideology gets juxtaposed with Soviet interethnic relationship. The Korean literati of
scholarship and refinement finds a parallel in the “cultured” Russian intelligentsias throughout the
Soviet era. Like old Korean literati, these *ulturnyi’ (cultured) and ‘bolshii’ (big) people commanded
Korean obedience and respect. This loyalty, however, did not stretch to the ‘common’ Russian folks
who were regarded as ambitionless and simple. Likewise, the Kazakhs who were seen as an illiterate
and rootless people who occupied the bottom of the Korean social perception even though the
Kazakhs had a certain political status vying with Russians in their own land. Thus Korean meaning
systems, including social stratification, were transferred in the way Soviet Koreans shape themselves

and relate to others, leaving Koreans little desire to emulate Kazakhs as social reference group.

While earlier works on the Koreans of the former Soviet Union tend to focus on Korean cultural
continuity in visible aspects of the diaspora ( e.g. Suh 1989, Dzarlgasinova 1993 , Kho 1987 , Min

1992), recent studies emphasise the fluid and contextual nature of their identity (e.g. V. Han 2001, G.
Kim & King 2001, G.N Kim & V. Khan 2001 ). The latter justifiably cautions against assumptions
which obscure the distinctive identity of Soviet Koreans such as homogeneity within the diaspora and
essentialism of the scholarship. However as they over-emphasise the ruptured explicit domain, these
researches make injudicious judgments by ignoring the transformed continuity in embodied, everyday
knowledge and actions. V. Han’s bold announcement is one of the bold assumptions: “ Moreover,
Koreans in Central Asia show no Confucian social relationships between parent-child, man and

woman, husband and wife, seniors and juniors” ( V. Han 2001:71).
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If “tradition” or “Koreanness” of Soviet Korean is to be equated with linguistic or articulated
ideology, we are reducing a vast corpus of everyday reality which includes the way people perceive,
act, relate , remember, and know implicitly. While disjuncture is evident in the broken Korean body,
community, language, and intergenerational communication, the continuity is clearly discernable in an
implicit way. Besides, their inherent instrumentalist position and implicit assumption of
ever-strategising social actors have a limited validity. Rather my findings suggest the power of invisible
elements such as emotion, memory, physicality or sensory reality to be grossly underestimated. Also,
methodologically their position has yet to be substantiated by more rigorous ethnographic works.
Again, their claim suffers due to the nature of methodology that heavily relies on questionnaires,

surveys and ultimately, correspondents’ representation.

In this regard Maurice Bloch offers the next theoretical and methodological framework in unravelling
the complex nature of Korean identity as it is lived by Koreans. In How we think they think (1998), he
marries a perspective of cognition to his ethnography of Zafimaniry of Madagascar in exploring the
nature of cognition, language and memory. His main theme is the relation between what is “explicit
and conscious” and what is “ inexplicit or unconscious( ibid, introduction 7 ). He validly critiques the
assumption and practice of equating language with culture in representing social knowledge. Implicit,
everyday knowledge intertwined with physicality, he argues, is a more fundamental backbone of

culture than particularly articulated informant’s discourses.

Likewise, the memory of the past and historical knowledge is not to be equated with explicit narratives.
He illustrates this point by a Zafimaniry example of non-verbal transmission of historical trauma
across generations. Depending on the social contexts and sensory cues, his informants gave different
versions of an event to an anthropologist. His young informants’ reimagined past traumatic event and
long-term evocative social memories were triggered by physical, sensorial and emotional realities such

as topography, smells, sights and mood. Thus Bloch concludes:

“... it means that the presence of the past in the present is much more complex, much less explicit but
perhaps much more powerful than the presence of explicit narratives would ever make us believe....Of
particular interest to social scientists is that certain memories which appeared to be totally lost can be
retrieved when the person concerned reenters the emotional state they were in when the original event
occurred ( Baddeket 1990: chap.12&15 ). This means that the past is an ever-changing resource
according to the situations or moods in which the persons find themselves, situations and moods which

will often be due to organised social contexts (Gilligan and Bower1984)”( 1998:118-119).
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Bloch’s theorisation is particularly insightful to Soviet Koreans who were left inarticulate and
disjointed in their oral, literary and ritualistic tradition due to political trauma. In this respect, Mao’s
China offers yet another broken community which was traumatised by institutional violence and
betrayal within. Jing (1996 ) charts the rise and fall of the Kongs, Confucius’ descendants, under Mao.
Regarded as a symbol of all things reactionary , the clan became political pawns of Mao’s regime and
later had to see the destruction of their ancestral remains and tombs by the state dam project. In the
post-Mao period, the past was reformulated as the clan assiduously strained their collective memory to
construct the temple and restore devotional rituals. While Confucius’ descendents re-constructed and
memorialised the past through temples, Korean “monument” is embodied in parent-child relationships.
I maintain that the core of Soviet Korean identity remains in the intensely charged intergenerational
dependency rather than any linguistic or ritualistic presence. Thus, pérents’ slaving in a field to support
their children’s study remains a potent cultural symbol of continued identity. As the Kongs’ temple
building evokes deep poignancy, the collective achievement of Korean personhood is shrouded with
intense filial guilt and sorrow. The meanings and symbols of Korean kinship link the past and present

with a full emotional force.

Bloch’s insight further enables us to capture the subtleties of the Soviet Koreans communicative style.
Leaving aside the silence imposed by the historic trauma, the Korean community also shares the
general East Asian cultural trait that does not encourage explicit verbalisation. Rather, sensitivity in
non-verbal communication is particularly singled out as an integral part of being a mature Soviet
Korean. While Soviet Korean narratives are often stilted, disjointed and silenced, the deeper part of
their being is coded and transmitted in non-linguistic way. His model enables us to understand the
complex totality of Soviet Korean identity by taking account of what goes beyond verbal

representation.

Another strand of my thesis is couched on the subject of historical trauma. People often manifest
common social responses where actual and symbolic violence pervades social structure and
relationship. This applies to diverse groups such as Japanese American Wartime internees, Jewish
survivors of the Holocaust, victims of Stalin’s Reign of Terror and Mao’s witch-hunting. Caged in fear,
violence and confinement, their condition resonates with Goffman’s institutional life based in “a place
of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society
for an appreciable periods of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of

life”(1961: 11).
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Though far much shorter in duration (1942 -1945 ) and less brutal in treatment, the Japanese American
internment case runs parallel to that of the Korean diaspora. In America, 110,000 Japanese, foreign
and American, were interned in camps for “military necessity” by the U.S government after Japan’s
attack on Pearl Harbour ( Harth 2001: 283). Both Soviet Korean and Japanese American minorities
were victims of racist states who presumed the guilt of people by an ethnic/racial association with the
“enemy”. These traumas became historic watersheds scarring the way the communities related to self,
other ethnic groups, and authority. In this social context, ethnic legacy and identity became associated
with danger, shame and threat ( Nagata 2001). As a result, like Japanese internees, Koreans could not,

and did not resist the loss of their ethnic heritage in a visible domain.

Many of the victims are analogous to Goffman’s asylum dwellers who are now free and yet bound.

The sentiment is common whether the sufferer is a Jewish survivor or Japanese internee :

“ They [ Jews] came out of the oven, but the oven continues to burn within them.” ( J .Bastianns

quoted in Bar-On 1995 : 61)

“But “camp” has never been “all over.” We children of the camp continue to measure our lives against
where we’ve come from....The experience of America’s concentration camps shaped my generation of
Japanese Americans, left its indelible mark on all of us, and kept us bound forever to the image of
barbed wire and guard towers. No,...no one really ever leaves this place. I left Manzanar more than
fifty years ago, but out there, somewhere on the deserts of America, I’m still a young boy running in the
wild” (Tateishi 2001:137 -138).

Being a Soviet Korean also means carrying the mixed sense and history of shame, pride and
insecurity. For those in the know, the shorthand for stigma is a kolkhoz, a place of past confinement,
deprivation, and alienation . When an informant threw a castaway comment regarding the kolkhoz
background of a certain society lady, she conjured the image of an upstart who “passes * into Soviet
respectability, yet lacking effortless grace , good “taste” and breeding. But most strikingly it also

implied self —loathing as she added ironically, “ It takes one to spot one.”

Security is one of the common issues that haunt trauma victims such as the Jewish or Japanese
American internees, and Koreans are no exceptions. Thus acquiring a professional niche and making
oneself “indispensable” is the result ( Bar-On 1995 : 158 ). Focussing on the trauma of deportation and
subsequent social debilitation, H. Kwon (2001) also attributes the Korean academic and agricultural

endeavour to the overcompensation of an insecure minority. He also points out the distorted diasporic
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perception of self and authority resulting from severe repression. Dealing with Koreans in Uzbekistar,,
Kwon’s observation remains equally valid to the Alma-Atian counterparts. However, he does not
pursue why this particular people chose the avenue of education and intense labours nor does he
mention the discourse of displacement and marginality which we can trace back to the roots of

emigration.

Furthermore, traumatic experiences get transmitted down generations in the form of shame, guilt,
stigma and alienation , according to clinical psychological literature on the Holocaust survivors’
descendants ( for more data, see Berger 1988). Children sensed and internalised unspoken messages of
pent-up senses of bitterness, fear, grief and abandonment that often bound their parents ( Bar-On 1995
:156 ). Bar-On’s study of three generations of Holocaust victims illustrates the way the “bond of
suffering and attachment™ binds children even to the dead who do not stop exerting power ( ibid. 60 ).
One such vulnerable child explains the nature of this past that still haunts her present:

“I’m not aware that I’m being pulled, but I find myself eating compulsively, thinking compulsively,
working compulsively, saving money compulsively, simply-and when I realize what I’m doing, I feel
bad” (ibid. 59).

Studies of Jewish Holocaust and Japanese American Internment have shown that, just like their victim
parents, children of such parents are driven to the imaginary centre, fuelled with a sense of alienation as
outsiders and also with a mission of fulfilling “unfinished dreams” ( Nagata 2001 :63 , Bar-On 1995:
260). The issue becomes all the more consuming to Koreans due to their traditional kinship system and
symbols of Confucian ideology and intergenerational bond. Therefore, I conclude that particularly in
implicit and symbolic domains, the contemporary Soviet Korean reality reveals the result of dialectic
interaction between émigré’s Korean socio-cultural tradition and the trauma of displacement and
dispossession throughout the political history of Imperial Russia, Soviet Union and the Republic of
Kazakhstan.
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Historical Overview Of the Soviet Koreans

“The 1917 war in Moscow spilt over to the Far East by 1922 and they ‘did’ tohos. Toho means that you
are someone exploiting other’s labour. In 1929 there was a purge of tohos who were many in the Far
East.. And then there were the lowly and labourers. But if it were not for the rich, all the people from
Chosdn would have died of hunger. There were lots of ships and in those days if you had a fare then
you came here for land and work, which were plenty. Where else could they work? Besides, they
worked hard to become rich” (Shura, a Soviet Korean elder).

“We were taken into a carriage. Not a single soul was left. Why? Those who know say that Stalin was

guilty but we did not know it then. Now we know that we were innocent”” (Hyeok, Soviet Korean elder).

There are about 100, 000 'Koreans in Kazakhstan, and around 16,000 live in Alma-Ata. We begin this
discussion of the surprising presence of a “Soviet > Korean” community in Kazakhstan with a selection
of haunting quotes from Soviet Korean elders as they share some personal memories about historical
events such as Sovietisation and 1937’s deportation. Many impoverished Korean peasants had
originally crossed the border from Korea to Russia, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
They were fleeing from economic hardship, famine, and later, political oppression following the

Japanese annexation of Korea.

Although the seeds of heterogeneity and division between those who were more “Russified” and those
who were less “Russified” were becoming apparent and Koreans lived and worked scattered ,
Koreans established a flourishing community in the Russian Far East. It was the heart of
geographical , political, and socio-cultural cohesion with Korean media, colleges and schools. This
period is remembered by many contemporary Soviet Koreans as “the good old days™ even though

poverty and exploitation were part of the experience for many Koreans in the Russian Far East.

This period of a thriving autonomous community was short-lived, however. Following the Russian
Revolution in 1917, the community underwent profound changes. Some suffered under the
Communist regime, experiencing dispossession of their property and political persecution. Finally in

1937, the entire community was forcibly deported to Kazakhstan under Stalin’s Reign of Terror. This

! In 1989 Koreans comprised 0.6% of the population within Kazakhstan, numbering 103,315. ( Zuev 1992:154 -155).

Among them, 15.6 % of the Koreans with a population of 16,073 are found in the capital Alma-Ata as the 7" largest

ethnic group comprising 1.4%. ( ibid. 156 ).

2 The Koreans whose story is told in this thesis generally regard themselves as Sovietsky Koreans. Regardless of their origin,
their lives are anchored in the city of Alma-Ata which gives a socio-cultural reference point. Therefore I retain the anachronistic
term ‘Soviet’, a reality that the informants still strongly identified themselves with despite its political demise. See Table 1.
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long journey lasted for about four weeks. The oral histories collected include reports of the horrors of
the time spent cramped in trains, designed for animal transportation. The ethnic persecution was
carried out around the deportation and the intelligentsias were the first victims. According to some

sources, 2,500 Soviet Korean elites were imprisoned and never seen again (Yi & Chdn 1993).

This unusual historical experience of double displacement has obviously and profoundly shaped the
way that the community understands themselves and their place in the world. However, little news of
the presence of these exceptional people reached the “outside world” until recently, as the Soviet

expeﬁehce ensured that the community was effectively cut off from outside contact for many years.

Only with Glasnost in the Eighties did an increasing freedom of travel and information began to occur.
Their story, therefore, remains largely untold, and this thesis goes some of the way towards
documenting the lived experiences of this hitherto “hidden” branch of the Korean diaspora. The map

in page 23 gives an indication of the scale of their extraordinary journey.

Given the importance of the forces of history in the story of the Soviet Korean community, we now
outline briefly some of the key stages and events that led the Koreans to Kazakhstan, and some of the
events that shaped their lives after their arrival in Kazakhstan.

1392-1910 Choson  This hierarchical kingdom was based on an agricultural economy and

Confucian socio-political system.

19" - early 20" century. Korean migration from the northern part of Korea to the Russian Far
East.  Economic hardship forced Koreans to reluctantly abandon their homeland and the land of
their ancestors. There was renewed migration after the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1905. A
cohesive Korean community was established witnessing the development of schools and
intelligentsia. Some became “Russified”, speaking Russian, converting to the Russian churches, taking

Russian names, and marrying Russians.
1917 Russian Revolution and 1920’s Sovietisation. Gradually the Soviet Koreans began to be

affected by Communism, and many had their property confiscated by the state. Many Koreans were

sent to work on collective farms.
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1937 Koreans’ deportation to Kazakhstan under Stalin’s regime and aftermath. Many were
imprisoned and disappeared, particularly the treasured elites. 180,000 Koreans were deported and the
majority were re-located in the rural area of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan (G. Kim 993 :25).

When Koreans encountered the Kazakhs for the first time, they were not impressed with the recently
literate and formerly nomadic Kazakhs. They were seen as lacking “kultura”, a Russian / Soviet notion

for progress in education , hygiene, living standard, manners etc.

Times were hard when the Koreans first arrived, and many lived underground in dugout holes. There
was also an oppression of the Korean language, traditions and religion, and Korean books were burned
around the 1937 deportation. Eventually they settled on collective farms, and prided themselves that
their farms were the most productive and successful. Yet they suffered from limited contact with and
travel to the “outside world” until Stalin’s death in 1953. Since then Koreans began to emerge from
collective farms and over a generation, became the highest urbanised of all nationalities in the USSR
with an exception of Jews. Now 84 % of Koreans in Kazakhstan live in urban areas, with only 16 %

living among rural population ( Khan & Pak 1993:5).

1980s Perestroika and Glasnost.  Economic and social reform under Gorbachov took place in an
attempt to transform the command economy of the Soviet Union into a decentralised market economy.
Now law permitted ownership of business in services, manufacturing and foreign trade. It also went
with a socio-political openness of the Soviet society . When Seoul hosted the Olympic Games in 1988,
the event had profound implications to the Soviet Koreans by paving a way to a Korean boom and a
new self-awareness and pride among the Korean diaspora. The period also saw the 1937°s Korean

deportation being denounced by the Soviet Parliament in 1989.

1991 Demise of the Soviet Union and Independence of Kazakhstan.
Following the demise of the Soviet Union, Kazakhs started nation-building in search for their national
and cultural identity. Meanwhile the Russian Parliament declared the rehabilitation of the repressed

Koreans in 1993.
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Section Two: Introducing the Korean Diaspora
Korean Diaspora

In spite of its considerable size, the majority of Korean immigration is a very recent phenomenon and
has received relatively little academic attention in comparison to the Japanese and Chinese diaspora.
Recently there has been a burgeoning of diaspora studies as the Korean diaspora has become a
remarkable global phenomenon. According to the 1996 data, more than five million overseas Koreans
are scattered across 140 countries in five continents accounting for more than 7% of all Korean
populations and 11 % of South Korean populations ( Tong’ilwon X, 1996). A quarter of South
Koreans have a close relative, within third cousin, as diaspora ( Choson ilbo 1995: 13). They are the

fourth largest diaspora in the world after the Chinese, Jewish and Italian ( Kwanggyu Yi 1997b: 1).

However in terms of the ratio and levels of emigration compared with country population, the Koreans
are second only to the Jews. Unlike the Jewish diaspora that has a long history of migration, Korean
migration is a relatively new phenomenon. The Korean diaspora are found especially in China, and
North America, Japan and the former Soviet Union, amounting to 2 million, 1. 4 million, 0.8 millioa

and finally 450,000 respectively ( ibid.).

Many Koreanists distinguish earlier immigrants to China, Russia, Japan and Hawaii who moved in the
mid-19™ century to the mid -20™ century, from the later ones who now form the mainstream of Korean
American and European diaspora especially since 1960°s.While the former migration was largely
driven by starvation and Japanese repression ( S. Han & T. Kwon: 1993, K.Yi 1997b) , the latter
represented active initiatives in the search for a better quality of life, especially in educational and
occupational opportunities. Unlike early immigrants, the later immigrants almost all come from South

Korea and have become a relatively young community in their host countries.

Communities vary in their origins and characteristics, and yet, significantly the studies on them show
certain converging qualities, which lead them to be portrayed as a “model minority”. The majority of
members of the Korean diaspora place great emphasis on education, entrepreneurial orientation and
urbanisation, with the notable exception of the stigmatised Japanese Koreans ( C. Lee & De Vos 1981,
G.Kim 1993 : 27, Abelmann & Lie 1995).
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The greatest numbers of Koreans found outside the Korean peninsula are in China. In several ways
Koreans in China share similar backgrounds with the Soviet Koreans. Both of them belong to the
earliest migrants who were driven by poverty and the political mayhem in Korea. Just as the Soviet
Koreans are still haunted by the tragic 1937 deportation which ruptured their lives irrevocably, so their
Chinese counterparts also suffered from severe ethnic persecution during the Cultural Revolution
period, which eradicated many Korean rituals and customs. However, unlike the Soviet counterpart,
the Koreans in China were given a Korean autonomous region in which to live ; this became the hub of

their relatively independent development.

The Chinese Koreans also share the same record of having attained the highest educational standards
within multi-ethnic states. While the Soviet Koreans are the most educated ethnic group except Jews,
Koreans are the most highly educated minority in China with zero illiteracy (C. Lee 1986, Zuev 1992,
K.Yi 1997b :187, Chon 2002:466 ). The multiple meanings of education to the Korean diaspora in
China has been discerned as an intrinsic good for human development, an instrument of survival and
mobility, and a mark of family prestige ( C.Lee 1986 :11). Pioneering rice plantation in the area where

it was considered not possible, is another common feature ( K. Yi 1997b:158 ).

Iﬁ contrast, even though there were earlier settlers, such as army brides and labourers to Hawaii, the
majority of Koreans in America are relatively new immigrants. Mainly attracted by a better quality of
life, they are beneficiaries of the Immigration Act of 1965 which abolished the discriminatory quotas
based on nationality origin. Unlike earlier immigrants, these new immigrants possess a higher social
and educational background. But due to its relative unfamiliarity with American society, they still
display a distinctive model of a strong confinement and ethnic attachment (W. Hurh & K. Kim 1984).
Hurh and Kim, nevertheless, argue that they were a result of the closed system found in the host

society, setting a tone which becomes familiar in later studies.

Korean Americans also share the similar pattern with the other diaspora in their orientation towards
upward mobility and educational enthusiasm ( Abelmann & Lie 1995, Keyoung Park 1997 ). The
Korean preoccupation with self-management of small business have been repeatedly dealt with by
scholars (e.g. Hurh & Kim 1984, Keyoung Park 1997). Though these phenomena have long been
interpreted as “model minority” behaviour, others see it as Korean confinement to structural
underemployment between a dominant mainstream group and other less privileged minorities. Like the
Jewish, Chinese and Indian diaspora, the Koreans are also linked to the concept of “middleman”

( Light & Bonacich 1988 ).

25



On the other hand, researchers on Koreans in Japan have long focused on the relatively marginal
Korean status m an exclusive Japanese society. The first generation of present Koreans in Japan are the
uprooted unskilled labourers-and conscripted soldiers from the colonial period. The presence of
internal politics and factions severely divide the community. Framing their research within ethnicity
theories, Changsoo Lee and De Vos stress the affective domains underneath the Korean-Japanese
antagonism where social stereotypes of otherness and inferiority maintain structural discrimination
(Lee & De Vos 1981). K. Lee ( 1984 ) also elucidates Japan’s ambiguity towards the outsider as a
reluctant host.

Koreans in Central Asia and Kazakhstan

While there was much attention paid in the area of enculturation of Korean Americans, little was
reported from China and the Soviet Union. For a long time, the study of Koreans in the Soviet Union
reflected the fate of its subject. As it was a politically sensitive subject inviting firm governmental and
ideological control, there was little freedom for even Soviet Koreans to deal with the subject matter
academically. In this climate, the early work on the Koreans by Soviet scholarship is confined to a

heavily edited framework, and neutral subjects such as language and folklore.

Historical works were carefully processéd in strict conformity to the official position that emphasised
the convergence of interest between the Soviet regime and its model minority such as anti-Japanese
activities and Soviet Korean contribution in agriculture. These works are very revealing in their total
omission of any mention of deportation ( e.g. S. Kim 1965). Anthropology also had the same
modulated frame throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and was mainly confined to descriptive
ethnographic work, notably by Dzarylgasinova and Ionova in the Korean settlement area ( For more on
this topic, see G. Kim & King 2001).

Likewise there was also little attention paid to the Korean minority by scholars outside the Soviet
Union, even from the researchers of minority deportation of Stalin’s era ( Conquest 1960). The Korean
presence in Central Asia, a great “novelty”, was only to become apparent to the curious glances of
Japanese travellers interested in the forbidden route of the Silk Road in 1980s, but they remain short

journalistic impressions (Fujino 1980, Tando 1980).

After Glasnost the first major monograph, Koreans in Soviet Central Asia by Songmoo Kho ,

appeared in 1987 and there has been a steady increase in Korean diaspora studies within the former
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Soviet Union. The majority of these works, however, remain historical. Taking advantage of easier
access to hitherto inaccessible archives, they offer new insights into the deportation, addressing the
telling omission of the issue by the previous “Soviet” authors (V. Kim 2000, W. Lee & Y. Kim 1994,
P. Kim & S. Pang1993 ). Again following the political process of de-Sovietisation, ironically, a new
éenre of “self- awareness™ as a Soviet “Korean” became established and flourished. Often taking the

form of an autobiographical sketch, such “confessions” began to emerge (e.g. S. Kim in Chdng 1995).

Through the last decade, researchers have produced a more detailed portrait of the people, yet the
corpus is not extensive. Studies on Koreans in Kazakhstan still outnumber other researches, and yet as
extant work still shows no major discernable difference among different Koreans in Central Asia, the
pictures still converge: There is a strong Christian influence by Koreg.ns from South Korea and North
America (Chon 2005). Koreans in Kazakhstan adopt the discourse of “benefited guest” for political
survival during the political process of Kazakhisation (Oka 2001). The younger generation, with a
more political and economic background, is now taking over the community leadership from the
elderly academics (G. Kim & V. Khan 2001). Economically, highly risky but profitable mobile
agricultural work is even more sought after among the market-oriented Korean diaspora. They had
already displayed daring “capitalist” profit-making tendencies during the rigours of communism (Baik
2001, Keryong Lee 2003).

Min offers an extensive ethnographic coverage on familial tradition and characteristics centred around
the theme of rites of passage ( 1992 ). Anthropological studies by Yi & Chdn ( 1993 ) and K. Chdn
(1995 ) contain descriptions of the Korean community in Kazakhstan, and Chon ( 2002 ) branches out

further to a more specialised analysis of agricultural practise, material culture, kinship and rituals.

However, in general there is a paucity of contempofary ethnographic work that marries in-depth
analysis and anthropological intimacy. For example the H Kwon, V. Han and P.Pan’s (2001) research
on identity with Uzbekistan Koreans adds socio-psychological insights, but unfortunately their heavy

reliance on surveys and questionnaires does not necessarily validate their following analysis.

The hitherto “hidden” branch of the Korean diaspora which is the focus of this thesis shows many
convergences and yet some divergences from the Korean diaspora in other areas. Thus the Soviet
Korean emphasis on education is also characteristic of other members of the Korean diaspora, as is the

role of Koreans in business that gravitates towards family-oriented small entrepreneurship.
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What is different for these twice-migrated “Soviet Koreans” is their unique history of experiencing
intense cultural persecution under Stalin. A useful comparison can be made with the Japanese
diaspora who also share a similar background of agrarian economy and Confucianism with Koreans :
120,000 Japanese Americans also suffered internment of up to four years during the Second World
War ( Nagata 1998: 434 -435). Though not comparable to much more intense and prolonged Korean
suffering, the Japanese American case raises an issue of historical trauma and its intergenerational
impact. As in the case of Jewish holocaust victims, the children of these painful events were
irrevocably shaped by the parental experiences which were not readily verbalised. Yet they were
powerfully and implicitly communicated to children resulting in a psychological sense of insecurity

and shame ( ibid. 443, 448 ).

The consequences of the Japanese American interment is similar to those experienced by Soviet
Koreans after the deportation. Like the Japanese victims, Koreans also endeavoured to conform to the
mainstream society at any cost. The avenue that Koreans chose was an all-consuming pursuit of
labour and education. Of course there is no doubt that these are the realistic avenues of escape from the
ignominious existence of collective farms, but I also link these facts with the traditional Korean notion
of personhood and kinship system. Their engagement in education and business must always be
understood against the dynamics between forced migration, dispossession and cultural and symbolic
construction of personhood. Accordingly, going beyond the pragmatics, they chose to
over-compensate in the avenue for symbolic “rehabilitation” of their lost dignity. In light of this
unique historical experience, it is fascinating to find over the course of this theses that significant

cultural continuity is found, albeit at the implicit rather than the explicit levels.

Section Three: Introducing Kazakhstan, Kazakhs and Russians

“Is it possible that we are doomed to a life of eternal suffering and backwardness? Will the wondrous
days illuminated by science and education finally come to the Kazakh people?”
Kazakh poet Abai Kununbaev (1845-1904)

Russians , Kazakhs and kultura

Kazakhstan boasts 120 different ethnic groups, but Russians and Kazakhs are the two most prominent
groups, consisting respectively of 30.0% and 53.4% of the population (Oka 2001:94). Much of the
ethnic composition directly involves the history of Russian/ Soviet colonisation of the Kazakh land and
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people. Kazakhstan is named after the Kazakh people, formerly pastoral nomads, who lived in “yurts”,
a type of tent, and bred sheep and horses (picture 3).

The Kazakh peoples are a mixture of Turks and Mongols, who conquered the region in the 8" and 13®
century respectively. These Sunni Muslims have a Mongol appearance and speak a Turkic language.
Their lives revolved around exogamous patrilineal clans who had pasture for livestock on their
seasonal itinerary. People’s relationships were cemented through tribal genealogy and there was much
attachment to liheages and ancestors. The Kazakhs belatedly adopted written language under the
Russian influence in the 20th century, prior to which they had an oral tradition (Katz 1975: 222-225).
This lack of a literary tradition did much to convince the Koreans that the Kazaks were unenlightened,
ignorant and backward.

From the mid 18" century, the Kazakhs were threatened by imperialist Russia, who over the course of
the next hundred years , started Russian settlements in Kazakhstan. The Russians claim to have brought
“kultura”, or civilisation, to the area. The fortress Verny, latter day Alma-Ata, was built in 1853 in the
wake of this Russian conquest of Central Asia. While modern infrastructure such as factories and roads
were built and operated by ambitious Russians, the Kazakhs remained as herdsmen and their
population diminished by 9% between 1902-1913 (ibid. 216). One million people died of starvation
during the 1921-22 famine. The loss of people and cattle continued through five turbulent years and
shaping of statehood into the mid-1930s ( ibid.231). In particular, forced collectivisation from 1929
101937 resulted in the decimation of herds and the uprooting of people and many Kazakhs fled to
neighbouring Xingjian and Afghanistan. Within two years, Kazakhs were already outnumbered by
Russians and other Slavic settlers (Khazanov 1995: 158).

Around the Second World War, the Kazakhs were again to become a host to victims of deportation
such as Tatars and Koreans and the largest of the group was 840,000 Volga Germans (Russell 1991:
1-3). Furthermoré, another wave of massive European colonisation took place as many thousands of
Slavs and many industries were relocated in Kazakhstan. Settlers were invited again to cultivate the
“virgin lands” of the vast northern steppes in the mid-1950s, consolidating Kazakhstan as a place of
various settlers while Kazakhs remained marginal . However, following the establishment of an
independent Kazakhstan in 1991, gradual “Kazakhisation” is breaking the age-old patron-subject
relationship between Kazakhstan and Russia, and the politics are directly reflected in ordinary
Koreans’ lives (pictures 2-5).
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The Field-site: Alma-Ata

The capital of Kazakhstan, Alma-Ata is home to 1 million of Kazakhstan’s 16 million residents. In
appearance, Alma-Ata is a quintessential Soviet city with wide roads, signature public buildings, and
blocks of flats. In agreement with its reputation of being “modern” and “Russified”, there are no
prominent signs of its Central Asian roots except for its oriental inhabitants, some Kazakh designs in

buildings, and the occasional smell of mutton fat and the pungent onions of the kebabs.

It is a far cry from its previous self, the Russian fort Verny, which grew into a town within a decade.
By the mid-1880’s, a Russian traveller marvelled at the transformation from a “treeless place of yurts
and cabins” into a 17,000-strong town with handsome “stone” buildings and orchards, all attributed to
“Russian” labour (Smirnoval990:17) . Textiles, shoes, furniture, steel, and haberdashery were
imported even from distant places such as Siberia, and the city took its shape from the Russian and
Ukrainian settlers whose skills built its infrastructure.

The first boy’s grammar school was set up in 1876, and Kazakh children joined the school in the late
1890s for the first time. The city was to wait until 1915 and 1929 respectively to see its first motorcar
and trains. It became a centre from which Russian groups such as “The Society Of Adherents To The

Enlightenment” disseminated “kultura to the indigenous (ibid.).

Koreans who have traditionally hierarchical culture showed great conformity to this Soviet script of
benign dissemination of kultura to “savages”. Since the independence of Kazakhstan in 1991, a
process of “Kazakhisation” is taking place that is not an improvement on the old order for many
Koreans. Like most Slavic residents in Alma-Ata , Koreans are not happy to see the demise of the
Russian language and culture in favour of that of the “inferior” Kazakhs. The pained response of a
retired lawyer in his seventies captures the frustration shared by many of my Korean informants. He
confessed his antipathy towards Kazakh language and native culture that bordered on “ visceral
Jeeling of aversion and resentment” in his stomach. After all, to his and many others’ eyes, the
Kazakhs are political upstarts with no socio-cultural legitimacy to claim loyalty ; they are “deprived
people” with no “kultura” at all.
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Post-independence Kazakhstan: The Making Of A Nation

Alma-Ata is a space of transition where the Soviet fraternity and Russian dominance gradually give
way to a market economy and rising Kazakh self-awareness. In the midst of social upheaval, the fading
old order has acquired a sense of morality and security, even though the old sanctum of Soviet patriots’
memorials and busts may not conjure the same awe any more. Many dilapidated buildings admired in
the Soviet era were now seen as a metaphor of the defeated system they once believed in. Yet, the
Soviet Union meant some certainty of life while the present mayhem was perceived as alien and
immoral. Common decencies such as offering seats to elderly and mothers were often evoked in the

name of the old Soviet era.

However, if the old order and respectability were symbolised by the peeling walls of the once-grand
buildings, the opposite power is felt throughout markets and churches. They are now seen as the
vanguard of the new order and Koreans, both local and foreign, are seen right at the heart of the new
scenery ( pic. 10-13).

The process of “Kazakhisation” proceeds on many levels. In old Soviet days, tributes to Kazakhs used
to be confined to odd statues of its writers, a few perfunctory street names, and decorative wall murals
in the tourist hotels. In the recent re-naming of streets and institutions, as well as currency and notes

( pic.2), Kazakh literary and patriotic sons replaced the old Russian/ Soviet names of no lesser thaa
Pushkin, Lenin, and Marx. There follows an illustration of Kazakh money bearing the face of a
“national” hero , an Islamic scholar of the Middle Age who was traditionally claimed by neighbouring
Uzbekistan.

The celebration of Naurz, the Muslim New Year, in 1994 was already a prominent affair with
governmental backings. A gigantic yurt was erected in the presidential palace with displays of
traditional Kazakhs artefacts, and festivals were organised in residential streets and organisations.
Doll-like dancers in colourful Kazakh dress danced to guitar-like dombra music, and the famous
mutton rice plov was cooked in makeshift cooking pots and shared in tents. In a street party, I saw a
little Kazakh boy wearing a skullcap, reciting the Koran in Arabic to proud applause from the admiring
crowd. Throughout the day, there was no mistaking the Kazakhs’ growing cultural and political

confidence, nor their will to orchestrate the scene for the full view of others.

However, the traditional Kazakh settlement au/ became a “distant” place to the young urban Russian
speaking Alma-Atian Kazakhs, many of whom feel deeply alienated from the rural place where prayers
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are said and the Kazakh language is spoken. They also feel constrained at the elders’ sanctions against
mini skirts and other assorted “modem practices”. Urban Kazakhs were quick to express their own
disgust of the “uncivilised” country counterparts. Girls often avoided the far end of the tram where
recent migrants from Kazakh villages often spoke loudly in guttural Kazakh while spitting roasted
sunflower seeds at young female passengers. But beyond being “hooligans”, “country bumpkins” and
suspects of petty crimes, the rural Kazakh youth are also seen as a medium for blind Kazakh
nationalism and reclamation of lost territory. They challenged some of my young female informants for
not being “Kazakh” enough in a bus, and one Kazakh girl who could not speak Kazakh was humiliated

and slapped in public while the intimidated crowd remained silent. Even Korean women, who have

round “Kazakh” eyes, were lectured in a similar fashion for not being properly Kazakh.

Section Four: Methodology

The fieldwork is based on an 18-month stay between August 1993 and April 1995 in Alma-Ata,
Kazakhstan. In spite of many telling me that Alma-Ata is not as ideal as Tashkent, the capital of
Uzbekistan, for finding real Soviet Koreans, I was interested in the identity of the allegedly

“skin-deep” Koreans.

I was extremely fortunate to have lived with two families of similar size, age and educational
background but of different ethnicity, one Korean and the other Kazakh. Both families had the same
nuclear structure of parents with two children. Much of my field data comes from participant
observation, obtained from living with them. Sharing time, space, meals, feelings and mundane
routines with them, I acquired a very intimate picture which enabled me to explore the realms of what
was often hidden and yet palpable; senses such as smell and taste, the way certain emotions were
expressed, and in which views were communicated. My close relationship with the Kazakh family has
added a valuable dimension in locating Koreans from outside their social group, without which my

data would have been very different.

I was fortunate enough to have access to the families’ extended kinship network, as both maintained
very close relationships with their siblings, cousins and the elderly. I especially appreciated the
presence of a bilingual Korean grandmother for detailed oral histories. While collecting general data
with the elderly, I could check embarrassing details such as family scandals and gossip with less
inhibited younger people. Both sets of children, ranging from a little schoolboy to a college student,

were often sources of revealing and uncensored attitudes and values. These two families were rich
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sources of information for me, and I refer to them at various points throughout this thesis. I have

therefore produced kinship diagrams to display the relationships that I discuss.

Even though I do not claim the report to be_ a representational study of local Koreans in Alma-Ata, I
sought balance in seeking informants from diverse groups to extract a meaningful essence with their
similarities and differences. Part of my network, therefore, included different sets of informants among
self-styled “outsiders” who provided cultural critique and more “knowing” discourses. It included
Koreans from Tashkent, Sakhalin, and even Pyongyang, whose often-poignant lives nevertheless were
anchored in Alma-Ata whether they liked it or not. I also got to know the so-called “ intelligentsia” of
the city: academics, artists, writers, painters and performers of bohemian fame. Cutting across ethnic
boundaries, this set does not directly concern my subject but they were undeniable opinion- makers of

the society where my subjects were a part of the mosaic.

Sometimes, I went far beyond the role of a mere participant-observer in cases such as meetings
between the Soviet and Chinese Korean family reunions, and a very serious business negotiation
between local and Korean American businessman. I found myself ending up as the “translator” of the

languages and customs but also as an active commentator of my own culture.

Thanks to local hospitality and my personal network that went far beyond Korean boundaries, I could
experience different functions such as the Kazakh New Year celebration and a personal invitation to
enjoy a boiled sheep’s head in a Kazakh village. Major Korean rites of passage such as the first
birthday, weddings, 60™ birthdays, funerals, and the offering for the dead were all attended as well as
seasonal rites in the cemetery. I also visited classes at schools and language courses and did a round of
observations in places of worship including different churches and an office of a Buddhist sect from
Korea. I was also lucky to meet new Korean diviners and fortunetellers who used to operate

underground.

I found informal interviews worked better with many people even though I also carried out several
formal interviews on kinship terms and history. Questionnaires on religious beliefs and perceptions of
the local Soviet Koreans given to South Korean pastors of churches were less successful, as they were
cautious about writing their views down. Historical changes also enabled me to have access to hitherto
forbidden events and people. I observed that assorted fortune-tellers “came out” during my research,
organising séances and retreats to the local people’s amazement. Equally, interviews with a North
Korean dissident —cum-fortune-teller, and with an erstwhile Marxist coach to young Kim Ilsung, would

have been unthinkable in the past.
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Thanks to the late Professor S. Kho, I also had access to confidential documents on the 1937
deportation. The latter days saw the publication of these materials from both Seoul and Alma-Ata.
Once, I travelled to Uzbekistan, visiting Tashkent and its “ typical” Soviet Koreans in markets and
suburbs. On another occasion, I had a glorious trip to the once sacred cities of Bukahra and Khiva on
the Silk Road. Both trips sensitised me to the cultural legacy of the Kazakhs and the Uzbeks. Within
Kazakhstan, I also had a brief glimpse of village life near Alma-Ata while visiting my landlady’s
relatives for a few days.

As a South Korean, I had to obtain special permission to travel and stay in Kazakhstan from the South
Korean government. With the Cold War and the Soviet shooting of a Korean airplane in 1980s still a
fresh memory, the South Korean government labelled the former socialist blocs, including Kazakhstan,

as “specifically designated’ countries.

The beginning of my fieldwork could not have been more inauspicious. I arranged visa and language
tuition through a South Korean-run residential Russian language school set up in a grand sanatorium on
the outskirts of Alma-Ata. Little did I know that it would soon impose itself as a self-appointed
guardian of “safety” and “propriety”, restricting students from outside contact and travel. I was not
even allowed to contact the locals who were holidaying at the sanatorium, let alone go out for research!
A dozen teen-age South Korean students who aspired to upgrade their academic credentials were the
only people I could really see. While the youngsters accepted the sanitised confinement, the
xenophobic locals were graceless enough to demand that we all be tested for HIV after one among our

number developed a rash.

This painful three-month theatre of the absurd paid off its dividends as I later witnessed my former
fellow inmates becoming a colourful part of the South Korean presence whose interaction with the
local youngsters brought about much change in the local scenery. The South Korean youth
transplanted to Alma-Ata by way of educational ambition were, in a way, a poignant variation of

“Koreanness” that the locals also shared in their own way.

Since my “escape” from the sanatorium, I deliberately kept a polite distance from fellow South
Koreans who were enjoying an inflated missionary and commercial profile among the locals. While
my academic background and some connections secured me initial respectability within the expatriate
community, my age and gender barred me from an inner sanctum of the “senior” circle, and from much

access to male discourse.
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I was also anomalous to the local people, both Koreans and others, who found me surreal and
entertaining, as I was often the first foreigner they ever met intimately. I did not fit into any of the
categories; I was not a Vietnamese who was regarded a poor indentured labourer nor a despised
Chinese peddler, purveyor of cheap goods. I did not quite belong to the other “high status” foreigners
such as Turkish engineers or American businessmen. Instead I was a “poor lost girl”, a somewhat

dubious Europeanised South Korean.

My “ foreignness” never completely went away among people who were extremely sensitive to
personal style, self-expressions and even physical bearing. My hiding behind unobtrusive clothes for
invisibility was, according to my landlady, my illusion. The way I “held up my head” and moved my
body gave away my foreign background, I was told. Others saw “otherness” in my readiness to
question and argue, especially with bureaucracy. I was also consolidating my reputation as a
pig-headed “American woman” by mentioning “principles” in “sticky situations”, which are many and
varied in the former USSR. My friends who were ready to interpret my stubbornness as a result of
being “spoilt by Westernisation” tried very hard to teach me that articulate integrity was a luxury of the
West, and was not particularly congenial to the Soviet climate or Korean sentiment. In contrast, they
saw themselves as being cynical, diffident and acutely self-conscious “Sovietsky”; resigned citizens of
“Our Soviet Union, a country of idiots”, or “absurdity of absurdities”, “a thick nation”, or “sheer

sheep” in a clear allusion to Kazakh nomadic tradition.

It was almost frightening to see how my actions or words were so intensely scrutinised and richly
interpreted and my caricatures oscillated between a decent young Korean woman and an assertive,
self-centred Westerner. My aborted attempt to wear a mini-skirt with a dab of red lipstick was
interpreted as an almost immoral deviation from the known roles, and my horrified landlady tried to
wipe my mouth and prevent me from leaving the house. The following episode is an illuminating
account of peoples’ boundaries and the way they interact with one another in the field. Haunting

intimacy and pressure to conform marked much of the social interaction in the field.

It was a typical wintry day, well below minus temperature with lots of frozen snow. A bus stop was
jammed with fluffy shawls, furry hats, coats and heavy boots. Soon my stealthy vanity in the form of
stockinged legs in pumps and a trench coat caught the attention of the beady-eyed Russian babushkas,
self-appointed arbiters of taste. They had no qualms about interrogating me in public and even
venturing to see what I wore under my skirt. Upon seeing my narrowed eyes, they tried to classify me
as a cantankerous outsider from Uzbekistan or Vietnam, a stranger to cold weather and common sense.
My aggressive assertion of my familiarity with severe cold only provoked a further lecture about
protection of the maternal body. My vehement denial of any intention to become a mother in the near
future was to no avail as they condescendingly added, “But darling, one day you will be one and a
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mother should look after her body, you know...” I was already under their spell. When I gingerly
stepped into a tram, it was not long before I started to feel the full impact of their words. I suddenly felt
so naked and vulnerable to so many probing eyes. I started to curl myself up for fear of being thought
of as a real “ poor naked Vietnamese girl”.

On the other hand, just on account of my being a foreigner or a South Korean, I was invited, fed, and
spoilt magnificently. After all, I was supposed to be an “interesting” person from an exotic background
of “the dream land” Korea of the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games with an added “halo” of studying in
London. With such credentials, I could hardly go wrong at the beginning. But even when it became
clear that I did not have anything to offer unlike other South Korean expatriates or western visitors,
most of my informants believed that I deserved to share the last crumb of their bread. Although moved,
I often felt the cost of these relationships, at least morally and psychologically, if not fiscally. My
endeavour to contribute financially to my hosts was never successful, provoking mutual
embarrassment. I ended up paying a nominal sum, which was nonsensical in the face of inflation and

the shortage of everyday goods.

Clearly, there were various difficult conditions that affected my material. The collapse of the Soviet
Union meant chaos in public standards of living; streets and buildings were kept extremely dark
beyond recognition, lamps, phones, taps, and windows were often broken or out of order, state-shops
were empty and public transport was erratic. Xerox machines, colour film development service, instant
international calls or reliable postal service were clearly not part of their daily lives. The contagion of
the “siege mentality” in the midst of hyperinflation and shortage of goods hit me hard and I was
certainly “going native”. I had become an avid shopper and incurable hoarder of goods. I even caught

myself amassing Sainsbury’s plastic bags and bulk-buying Mars bars on my short break in London.

Feeling famished all the time was another source of pain. On “irritable” days, I used to daydream of
absent goods such as pepper or salted butter. The shortage of ordinary things meant having to procure
soda from a baker for my freshly drilled tooth and having to cruise the entire town for a bandaid.
Physically, I did not mind gaining a stone with a lardy diet, but I shivered at the thought of another shot
of the “symbolic hundred grams” of vodka to express “respect” to the hosts. In many cases, I felt that
I had to drink even a little bit as drinking was a social currency and a prelude to loosened tongues.

Unfortunately while the spirit was welling, my flesh was too weak

The reputation of North Koreans as ready kidnappers did not exactly dampen my spirit but I had to
mind dubious activities targeting any gullible persons. Easily lost and poor-sighted, even the daily

rounds and a simple visit to the town cost me much time and anguish. One particular annoyance was
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my inability to master the trudging gait that was absolutely necessary to survive on the frozen ground in
the bitter winter. In a naive attempt at physical and moral empathy with the local reality, my
first-timer’s Puritanism tried to eschew the “luxury” of taxis. It was distressing to see my informants

suffer in hard times and my little abstinence was an attempt at an atonement of my troubled conscience.

As a result, I was often lost, cold, late and very exhausted and the feeling was not confined to
physicality. I found it hard to have a balanced relationship with people who were suspicious of my
own or other’s motives of making friends. It took a while to overlook an initial friendly gesture
followed by some economic proposals. However, I cannot thank Providence enough that kept me intact
while rampant crime was affecting ordinary people such as my Russian neighbour who was found
bludgeoned to death. The loss of my camera loses significance beside the repeated robberies that

emptied the whole flat of a compatriot.

For usual communication, I preferred using the Russian language, which was the lingua franca to most
people. Even though my Russian was not grammatically perfect, I enjoyed it very much and its
egalitarian nature suited my relationship with my informants. English was a status language that
opened doors to ambitious people who tried hard to catch up with the rest of the world. Meanwhile, the
Korean language sometimes presented some dilemmas. As they were not sure of the exact
pronunciation, some local Koreans were too self-conscious to use their dialect with me and it took

much cajoling to make them speak some words in Korean.

In spite of many people’s claim that the local Korean dialect is so different and incomprehensible, I
seemed to have little trouble in understanding them. With the elderly Koreans, the Korean language
always remained such an emotional medium; it was all the more poignant as they felt that fluent
Korean speakers were a dying species. Just the exchange of a few words in Korean sometimes brought
tears to the eyes of an elderly stranger during a chance meeting. I could also note a subtle difference in
cross-generational communication as Korean language is much more textured in hierarchical
sensitivity than Russian. Some local youngsters judged me rather harshly for neither speaking Korean
nor volunteered to teach it to them. So I was sometimes called an “egoistka”, the grossest accusation
that a “Soviet” mind could think of. This latest charge was soon added to the already existing oddball
reputation that I acquired in the field. I do not think my data suffered from my lack of understanding of
the Kazakh language as most urban Kazakhs speak Russian fluently and some do not even know
Kazakh at all. However, my halting rendition of small talk such as “gimme tea” and “me, bread” in

Kazakh always warmed the atmosphere as a preliminary to conversation.
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Chapter Two “Planted on a Bare Rock” : The Journey to Kazakhstan

The past is never dead, it is not even past. - William Faulkner

The previous chapter presented the socio-historical context of Koreans of Alma-Ata in a big stroke and
this chapter explores the diaspora’s history in further detail. This history chapter is divided in
chronological order , framed by two displacements of the minority’s past. I highlight the two
displacements as a key to understanding the unlikely Korean presence in Alma-Ata today and the way
these Koreans understand their narratives. The first section illustrates the experience and memory of
the old Korean Kingdom the émigré left, followed by idealised pre-deportation days in the Russian Far
East. The last period deals with the Stalin’s Reign of Terror and its aftermath.

The first section covers the background of the Korean migration to the then-Russian Far East territory
that spans the 19" and early 20 centuries. In order to highlight the continued importance of key
concepts such as culture, education and personhood, I also delineate socio-cultural structure and
presentations of the “old Korea” which is both a repressive authority and also a maternal figure. It is
replaced by the Russian Far East as a new home for the émigré who established a self-conscious
community with a distinct geographical and cultural boundary. Focussing on peoples’ experiences and
recollection on deportation under Stalin’s Reign of Terror, the second section shows its aftermath of
silence and shame that shaped the Korean attitude towards self and others. It illustrates how the Soviet
Koreans re-interpreted their displacement and struggled for rehabilitation in the U.S.S.R through the
frame of Korean cultural meanings and symbols. The third section further demonstrates the persistence
of cultural symbols and meanings throughout different phases of the community’s history. A theme of

remembrance and forgetting which is an important part of Soviet Korean identity is further discussed.

In presenting narratives, I relied much on elderly informants; Ten Segil Nikita Ivanovich ( born in
1914), his wife, Magai Ellena Vladimirovna ( b.1916) , Khvon Alexandra (Shura) (b.1918) ,Huh
Bongsun (b.1921), Cho Hyeok ( b.1924), Ahn Stephan Mihailovich , and Hong Kiima Yekaterina
Romanovna, (b.1925 ). Their individual accounts converge into a collective memory and historical
events. Some were born in Korea ( Segil ) while others were born in the Russian Far East. Some were
successful ( Shura) , others just had plenty to eat and some were poor (Kuma , Hyeok) . All of thera
remembered the extended Korean family with a more traditional way of life. Some always spoke
Korean; others gradually shed it in favour of Russian. Many had to overcome uneasiness with Russians
who bullied them in the Far East but nobody could escape the deportation and its aftermath in their
lives.
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Section One: From Choson to Tsarist Russia and Central Asia

“In 1916 the three Han brothers were driven by starvation from colonised Korea, hoping to make
money in Russian factories and forests and return home. By the time they managed to save some
money, too many years had passed and already the border was set. The son of the émigré, Sergei grew
up watching how his father was consumed by intensifying nostalgia till his death at the age of 79. The
son remembers his father repeating “If only I can see my homeland once more, I can die even now in
content” (S.Han & V.Han 1999: 22).

In spite of the ravages of the Soviet regime that decimated the intelligentsia, burned Korean language
books, and closed Korean schools, “Old Korea” is still implicitly at work among the Soviet Koreans
who will still introduce themselves to each other by referring to the village in Korea where their
ancestors came from. Old Korea specifically refers to the late period of Chosdn, the ruling kingdom
from 1392-1910. Confucianism was the state ideology of the Chos6n dynasty that structured the whole
society in a very fine hierarchy. Confucianism idealised learning and the “refined man of letters” and
with an exception of farming, other activities such as trade and manufacturing were suppressed and

held in contempt.

More than anything, dire hunger was a chief motivation that drove early Koreans of the Chosén
Kingdom to migrate from the northern part of Korea to the uninhabited Russian Far East region over
the 19™ century. This migration caused immense pain for the emigrants, not least because it went
contrary to the local ideal of remaining on family land, close to the ancestors. Migration continued over
the 20™ century, following colonisation of Korea by Japan, leading to a renewed sense of connection
with the Old Korea for communities in the Russian Far East. Koreans were considered very “useful” by
the Russians, but were regarded with suspicion. Some consciously became “Russified” in an uneasy
attempt to gain social and economic advantage. A brief period of remembered stability and plenty
followed for the Korean community, referred to by many contemporary Soviet Koreans as “The good

old days”.

Following the 1917 revolution, changes gradually came to the Russian Far East fokos or those who
allegedly made money from the labour of others were dispossessed, including many Koreans. Many
were sent to collective farms, and forced to live in collective houses. Some died trying to flee Russia
fearing that their children would be taken by the state. Before the order for the forced deportation to
Kazakhstan, 2500 of the intelligentsia and elites were taken from the Korean community, never to be
seen again. This decimation of the learned ones is a blow keenly felt even today. This partly fostered an

acute sense of loss and self-deprecation among the remaining Soviet Koreans who often repeated , “It
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is only the brainless left to survive”. Many Soviet Koreans provide harrowing accounts of the forced

deportations and the following journey to Kazakhstan, where many died en route and after.

Upon arriving in Kazakhstan, the Koreans encountered the Kazakhs for the first time. The first
impression was not faVourable, as the Kazakhs were disease-ridden, illiterate, and seemed
“unenlightened” to the Koreans who have had such reverence to literacy and learning. On arrival in
Kazakhstan, times were very hard and many lived in underground holes for the first winter. Many died,
especially the children and the elderly. However, the Koreans set to work to establish rice-growing and
schooling for their children, as an act of symbolic continuity and rehabilitation. They prided
themselves on being able to work hard, and their collective farms became outstandingly successful
throughout the Soviet Union. In the process, they contrasted themselves with the “rough” Russians and
the “ignorant” Kazakhs. The Korean ancestors, however, did not travel so well and it was found that

the various rituals to honour the dead were attenuated in the new Soviet Korean context.

Mapping The Old Korea In The Present Of The Community

Most of the time, the fatherland Korea remains deep underneath the visible aspects of peoples’ lives.
And yet, it also survives as a part of narratives, memories and their own reconstructed history,
remaining as an important point of reference to their identity. The little “ritual” of self-introduction
between two Soviet Koreans still often involves an exchange of halting renditions of some Korean
province names in a thick Russian accent. As the geographical origin of their surname, these exotic
Korean village names become like a secret code of intimacy. Often people add a brief history of their

parents as a part of this self-introduction.

To the locals whose roots took place in the Russian Far East, the last kingdom their ancestors came
from, takes on a certain mythic, albeit rather tawdry quality as a distant past. Certain themes such as
filial sorrow for the forefathers emerge repeatedly against an incoherent background and are shared as
an integral part of a common identity as Koreans in Central Asia. Koryod, originally a medieval Korean
kingdom (918-1392), is used interchangeably with its successor, Choson (1392-1910), or was simply
“there” to signify Korea, both ancient and modern. Beyond its name, the country remains a fragmented
abstraction to the locals who suffered from a cultural memory blighted by the Soviet regime that once

decimated the intelligentsia, burned Korean language books and closed Korean schools.
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Confucian Choson: Knowledge, Power And Social Order

In order to understand the social structure and cultural meanings of the Korean past that the émigré
were immersed in, it is imperative to look into the legacy of Confucianism in Korean histdry. Looking
towards the idealised ancient China and its sages, a particular branch of dogmatic neo-Confucianism
took a strong hold in the Korean mind, establishing itself as a state ideology of the Chosdn dynasty.
This dogmatic branch of Confucianism was strictly enforced as a socio-political norm, and this in turn
, fostered moral discipline, hierarchy, asceticism and introspection. Meanwhile, other scholarly

discourses were almost forbidden by the state.

The kingdom, content with sobriquets such as a “Little China” or a “Lawful nation of the East”,
certainly outdid even the Chinese in its vigorous application of Confucianism. The Chosdn dynasty had
an ideal of self-isolation, and its xenophobic policy attracted the name of “Hermit Kingdom” from
resentful international spectators. One of them was Japan, a perpetual player of the role of “amoral

barbarians” in Korean history.

While the Chosdn kingdom idolised scholarship of a “refined man of letters and leisure” and severely
looked down on virtually anything else, except agricultural production, Japan certainly had no such
inhibitions to cripple its manufacturing, commerce, craft and military expansion. In the static world of
the Choson Dynasty where the ideal was a close reproduction of the old, immutable Confucian order,
there was no room for respect towards the innovation that benefited Japan. To an indignant Korean
collective memory, the militant neighbour remained ungrateful “midgets™ and “pirates” who bit the
hands of the old benefactor through whom “enlightenment” of Buddhism and Confucianism came.
Yet Neo-Confucian Korea persisted in the notion of an immutable “righteous way”, the raison d’étre of
a “proper being”, be it an individual or a nation. This historical discourse on morality and knowledge,
so powerfully embedded in Korean interaction with “others”, also finds resonance in the context of

the Korean émigré in Russia/ Soviet Union later.

True to its ideological principles, Korean social order was ruled by Confucius precepts and norms,
which ordered relationships between sovereign and subjects, fathers and sons, the elders and the
younger, husbands and wives. An elaborate system of hierarchy pervaded all aspects of life to keep
the boundaries intact and to penalise its transgressions. A distinction in professions, housing, clothes
and diets were clear between literati yangban, commoners and the enslaved. Transgression of the
hierarchy at any level was regarded as a threat to all other layers of the fabric of the society in this

fusion of politics, ethics, kinship and social order.
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Meanwhile agriculture was a traditional backbone of the national subsistence, and rice cultivation was
well established in the Korean peninsula of monsoon climate dating back to the 3™ century. Land
commanded intensive and continuous human engagement that fostered collective co-operation.
Manufacturing, craft and commerce, in contrast, were held in contempt as a potential threat to the
status quo of agrarian self-sufficiency. Commercial surplus and profit- making were denounced as
causes of material extravagance and concupiscence which went against the zeitgeist of restraint and
frugality. The fear of the unknown and nostalgia for the idealised past asserted itself in a government’s
tight grip on the artisans and technicians who could only work for the government’s need. Markets and
commerce was also very controlled and kept to the minimum level of need. The exclusive agrarian
empbhasis of a static worldview resisted change and much energy was spent on reproducing the old in

its exactness and keeping boundaries.

In terms of social organisation, lineage-based village community was an intimate social and economic
unit where an individual was placed according to his lineage and clan affiliation. Ideally, they held a
plot of land and worked collectively to tend the paddy fields. With an ideal of patriarchal, patrilineal
and patrimonial principle, they also commemorated common agnatic ancestors for whom regular
offerings were made in rituals. The result was a highly collective, but also competitive ethos among
members of lineages and clans who competed within and without for power and prestige. Scholarship
in Chinese literary, philosophical, and historical classics was not only the international intellectual

currency of those days but also the qualification to the coveted officialdom.

The coveted scholarly accomplishment demanded many years of rigorous learning, and land meant not
only crops for survival, but also the resources to pay for education that leads to moral and temporal
power. Thus, a specific link between learning, status, and temporal benefits was firmly established and
ingrained in Korean culture and society. As an individual’s advancement was to grace the whole
family, and Confucian learning and officialdom could provide a collective access to power and glory,
it was seen to be all the more alluring to the sons with filial obligations to fulfil. Moreover, as Koreans
believed that a person was made through learning, and that learning imparted moral superiority, a
template of an ideal person was also an embodiment of moral attainment. Though education was
almost monopolised and reproduced by elites, the ideology of the triad concerning learning, morality
and personhood trickled down the centuries and was indelibly etched into even the lowest strata of the

people.
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Leaving Old Korea. Departure From The “Land Of The Ancestors”

Chosdn, the last Korean kingdom circa 1860 was not a kind place for its people as unmistakable
signs of decay were felt everywhere. A Russian traveller at the turn of the 19™ century had an
extensive list in his travelogue that plagued its people ; child slavery, marauding Chinese bandits,
corruption in officialdom and a repressive and arbitrary regime (S. Han & V. Han 1999: 15). It is
against this background that the story of early Korean migration to the Russian Far East took place.
Even though an extant Russian record repeatedly quoted by researchers of the field dates the first
Korean immigrants to the Russian Far East to the year 1860, there is a good possibility that economic
desperation propelled people off the arid tip of North Korea as early as 1810 ( Chong 1995 , Personal
Communication with 1. Park.). In the local Korean narrative poem, the agonising departure of a
famished family is thus reconstructed (T. Kim in Y. Shin 1988: 232-236 ):

“What more fear for poor me leaving my own home, village, and scenery of motherland behind,
indeed? Never was the old place of sighs dear to me where my bones were bent in endless toil on an
empty stomach. And yet, on this moment of farewell, my crumbling hut, its broken stonewall, a chestnut
tree inside, my own aching heart, and a little stream ahead, all seems so new. Oh God. Please look
after us, take care of us little ones. Please do not be angry over us miserable wretches who are
deserting our homeland in the search for rice...”

While the wife shows reluctance in departure even though she may starve to death, the disillusioned
husband retorts wryly; “O, what god? If he exists, how is it that simple honest folk like us go starving

all the time? ",

The two contrasting voices reveal the sentiment of a people who are torn between survival and an

agonising separation from the ancestral land.

The prescriptive norm of the Korean society was the cohabitation and cooperation of descendants of
the same agnatic ancestors in the ancestral plot. Though vulnerable to chronic poverty, the kinship
affiliation guaranteed a certain level of certitude as the worst scenario was a dispersion of family land,
property and people . Under the emphasis of kinship reciprocity and generational continuity , only
absolute desperation could drive people out of the community. The separation was seen as
abandonment of morality , coded by genealogy and land, in favour of the naked need of physicality.
Those who dared to leave suffered a moral peril of “betrayal” and loss of one’s identity. In the
€migré’s songs and poems, “Home” continues to haunt Korean émigré as an ambivalent source of

intense grief and glad riddance:
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“A guest to an alien soil and river, a distant place of strangers, my heart goes home...Alas, how I
miss my homeland, village and the chance to return. Painful miles of continent and creeping borders
were already set in stealth. Against luminous, flirtatious moonlight, thy voice resounds ever sharply.
Separated from parents and brothers, man that I am, my heart breaks. O, how much more wounded
heart of my beloved parents’ ! Lunar lustre touching eastward window, I wake to a restless search,
For a vision that is lost, my homeland of my dream” ( compiled by C. Chin ).

-anonymous poem

Twenty years ago, my homeland Choson was a land of masters and slaves. From there in search of
modest happiness I was led with a hope to a new terrain of China. Alas, it also remained possessed by
the rich. We the poor become eternal labourers. For long the mystery of vast Russian soil had been
waving at me, a pauper. ( S. Kim 1989: 144-145)

- a 1920’s propaganda song for Korean peasants

To the state authority, the loss of people meant a grave challenge to its paternalistic power as well as a
loss of labourers and potential tax collections. To Korea, these desperate peasants were “traitors” who
dared to “abandon” one’s own, and their territorial transgressions or commercial activities deserved
brutal punishment and unconditional shooting. Already as early as 1864, two Russian “spies” were
beheaded and many who hoped to escape poverty met cruel death, sometimes reduced to thousands of
bodies piled along the frontier. Behind the Dynasty’s draconic measures towards emigration lay moral
xenophobia and panic (K. Yi & K.Chon 1993: 51).

Where did these desperate people stand in their society? Many of the earliest emigrants were already
stigmatised by social and actual “deprivation”. The far northern end of the Korean peninsula where
many of the émigrés came from was a wild frontier, a byword for deprivation of many nuances. It was
a barren place of constant foreign invasions, state exploitation of limited resources, and chronic
poverty. It was also a place of humiliation as a land of political exile, marginality, and strategic human
plantation. As the continuous historical documents testified, “hunger”, both physical and metaphorical,

was proved to be stronger than fear of the unknown and death .

Already in 1863, twenty households who secretly crossed a border submitted their petition for
residency to a Russian authority. The following year saw the establishment of the first Korean village,
and soon waves of hungry immigrants came in small groups. The brief period towards the end of
November and early December of the lean year 1869 alone saw 4,500 emigrants who risked their lives,
crossing the border at night (Wada1989:41).



Tellingly, these émigrés preferred banishment and starvation on Russian soil rather than return which
meant punishment in Korea (Stinghwa Kim 1989:21-23). To them, the Old Kingdom was a source of
contradiction. It was a mother whose breast was dry and yet who would jealously keep an emaciated
child. It was only as late as 1888, following the signing of the Russo-Korean Treaty of Commerce anJd
Amity of 1884, that Russia finally managed to secure a reluctant Korean involvement on the
immigration issue. Entirely relying on their bodies, the émigré , likened to “a wandering cart horse”
by a Russian observer, led a very harsh life in the new land, experiencing extreme exploitation on farms
and down in the mines. Their diligence was even blamed as a potential cause of Russian denigration

into sloth and indulgence ( Wada 1989: 45).

And yet, the old land was still found to exert its influence, “ Korean traits” of “obedience, politeness
and industry” to its runaway sons whose meekness to the new Russian authority surprised observers,
including spying Japanese officials (Shin 1989:87). The same resignation and pragmatic conformity
were seen to surface again in their attitudes towards authorities, whether it be imperial Russia who
exploited their labour, The Soviet who stigmatised them, or Kazakhs who now insist on their birthright

in their new republic.

Exile : A Helpless Motherland

In spite of Chosdn’s desperation to remain an isolated civilisation amidst “barbarians”, the political
situation of the late 19" and 20" centuries decided otherwise. Japan, quick to reinvent itself as a
moderniser of Asia, managed to establish itself as the sole master of Korea by 1905, after its victory
against both China (1894) and Russia (1904-1905) in war. The annexation of Korea in 1910 was
followed by exploitative Land reform in 1912, causing much Korean suffering and resistance. A song

from the 1920°s mentions “claws” of a “hawk-like Japan” who makes Korea moan:

“Whatever little household goods we had , Its merchants, banks, and grain companies swallowed all
up. Home and field have gone to them, leaving , crying children starving and grown-ups frozen in the
mid winter cold. How can we stay if we are to survive, and how are we to survive if we leave?”’
( Anon, compiled by Chin ).

— Football ballad

There is no doubt that the political vortex has now definitely added another dimension to the Koreaa
immigration with nearby Manchuria and the Russian Far East as natural destinations to new waves of
the immigrants. The existing émigré in the Russian Far East were already divided between those who

had acquired land, Russian passport and knowledge of Russian language and those who had not. Now
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the community flooded with diverse newcomers who injected a new flush of Korean solidarity,

independence and anti-Japanese feelings.

New Korean Village was set up in the Far Eastern port of Vladivostok and became a location for many
Korean political, military, educational and cultural institutions and associations. To the local youth,
some of the latest Korean defectors were the conveyers of the Korean identity via knowledge of its
history and literature. Like the motherland, the latest political exiles evoked ambivalent feelings among
the émigré; they were marginal men in this new Russian territory, with no knowledge of Russian or
affiliation. Yet, as conveyors of the Korean national zeitgeist, their political charisma commanded
reverence from the local Russian Far East Koreans. Representing fierce and other- worldly idealism,
and often as teachers in ill-equipped local Korean schools, they inspired awe to many locals as men of
letters and resistance. Ch’oi Yekaterina, born in 1918 in a Korean village in the Russian Far East,

proudly remembers having a famous writer, Cho Myiinghee as a Korean teacher.

“...Master Cho ... used to wander around the hill and composed poems, lost in thoughts of liberation
of Choson from the Japs. We children often wondered where on earth this exemplary person came
Jrom. We felt respect and familiarity towards him. He had come across the Choson border in Korean
clothes... Because of Master Cho’s account of Japanese cruelty and assault, many of his older students
went out to join Soviet fighting against Japan in 1945”( Kho 1989: 23).

In her memories, both “Master Cho” and his beloved Korea takes on poignant but romantic colouring.
The suffering hero was arrested one night in 1937 never to return, like many other “best” of Koreans

who disappeared under Stalin’s regime (ibid. 176-7).

Section Two: The Russian Far East: “Good Old days”

Place And Political Policy —“Use” of Koreans

The early migrants’ history unfolds mainly in the Maritime Province that touches Korea and the
Russo-Chinese border along the Pacific Ocean (Kho1990:7). Originally Chinese territory, this vast
virgin land was taken over by Imperial Russia as late as 1860 through the Beijing Treaty between China
and Russia ( P.Kim & Pang, 1993: 187). Eager to claim its power, the expansionist Russia introduced
some initiatives to colonise the land which was home to only two or three thousand original inhabitants
and some Chinese and Russian pioneers (Wada 1989:40). In spite of the government’s promise of land
and tax exemption, the Russians were slow to come to the no man’s land and were outnumbered by

desperate Korean immigrants throughout the 1870’s and early 1880°s. With a count of the Korean
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population at more than 170,000 in the Maritime Province by 1927, it was a long way from the modest
start of 13 households in 1863 ( Kho 1990:13).

Meanwhile, the increasing Korean presence provoked incongruous Russian official responses. On the
one hand , they were described as hard working, docile and obedient as in an 1896 official report on the

earliest Russified Korean community:

“For the past 15 years that I have been acquainted with Christened Koreans who settled down in the
Southern Ussuri region, I came to the conclusion on their moral characteristics, way of life, and
usefulness for colonising the Amur region......They are meticulous, paying the local tax and fulfilling
military duties. In their main industry in agriculture, their respect for an arduous working order and
precision is evident”.

Another Russian report in 1910 also agrees on their “usefulness”:

“Koreans are useful elements to Russia... They tend to settle down and their deforrestry ability is in
the Russian interest. Some say that Koreans do not integrate with Russians but it is not true...I was
much surprised by their eagerness...” ( Wada 1989: 43-44)

On the other hand, Koreans remained as suspicious aliens whose differences were too unsettling. In his
reports of 1908, Governor General Unterberger was not only sceptical but xenophobic, echoing
latter-day persecution of the minority:

“...1t is extremely important to plant Russians in the region as having Koreans in considerable part of
the area means exacerbating our situation”(Kho 1990: 14).

“On the occasions of war with either China or Japan, it is impossible to depend on these peoples’
[Koreans] loyalty. On the other hand, these people offer a fertile ground for organising extensive spy
rings” ( Wada 1989:46).

“Because most Koreans do not know Russian language, even though some adopted Russian orthodox
belief, it is skin- deep. It is basically detrimental to see Koreans’ establishing their own society in
Russia as they try to settle down in the land permanently, while not wanting assimilation” ( Shin 1989
:87).

While voices disagree on the depth of Korean assimilation, there is a consensus that Koreans are an
expedient docile workforce available in the wilderness of virgin land. The majority of Koreans without
Russian citizenship suffered most as an easy prey to political arbitrariness and fluctuating economic

need. Not even the change of regime into the Soviet Union revolutionised the exploitative perspective

towards the minority. They still remained as disposable and exploitable (Wada 1989: 54).
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Naturalisation, Russification and Land

In response to the conciliatory Russian government who wanted to tame the inscrutable foreigners,
some Koreans responded by Russifying their names, donning Russian outfits and embracing
Orthodoxy, thus paving the way of heterogeneity among the diaspora (Wada 1989) . Based on his own
family history, a celebrated Soviet Korean writer Anatoly Kim paints a picture of two worlds of the

Koreans.

“At that time (circa. 1910’s) Korean villages were divided by two situations. One was the “settled”
farmers who came earlier in the Tsarist time in the 19" century, and they had possession and influence.
Having land of their own and being christened, they were well Russified, so they could integrated with
Russian settlers. The others were poor and landless, those who rushed into Russia in 1910s, around
Japanese invasion. These people were deprived peasants who were daily hirelings and tenants” ( A.
Kim 1987: 29).

As Russian attitudes fluctuated towards the minority, several changes were made concerning
naturalisation. According to an 1891 scheme, naturalisation and some land were granted to those who
came before 1891, while late-comers were to leave within two years. This restrictive law was later to
be replaced by more flexible ones that favoured the “use” of Korean labour, allowing easier
naturalisation. The relaxation was reflected in the increase of the Korean population in the Far East. In
1902, the Koreans numbered 32,410, an increase from the 1889’s figure of 23,000 ( Wada 1989:44).
However, those who were not naturalised could not own land and had to find other ways of gaining

access to the land.

Considering the patriotic zeal of the latter-day Korean émigré, it was not surprising that many remained
reluctant to develop a fast and full immersion into a Russian identity in spite of the obvious advantages.
They also looked askance at the Russified and more established early settlers with certain resentment
and envy. The latter, consisting 20-30% of the émigré population already started to produce people
who lived comfortably and even as grandly as early Korean merchants in 1910 ( S. Kim 1989:32).

There is still much pain re-lived by the children of the early settlers whose identities and memories

blurred into those of their “poor” fathers:

“We knew more than anybody else that we could do nothing without land. With one desire for some
plot, my father changed his nationality just like that. Overnight, a Korean has thus become a Russian.
Then indeed some plot was allocated. My father stared at his allotment as if in disbelief. I was told that
he sobbed while walking to and fro and grabbing and letting go of soil...It was like a miracle to my
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Jather, hard to believe. It was not meant to last. They told him the allotment was not free, needed to be
paid for. You needed money and where was it? Father again despaired”’ ( Chdng1995:20).

In the end, the narrator’s father ended up resorting to a Russian moneylender. But unable to manage the

increasing interest and debt, he finally lost everything,

The station of the majority of Koreans was virtually the bottom of the social hierarchy of the Russian
Far East, and theirs was a hard lot. A 1910’s Japanese report on the issues of agriculture and
colonisation in the Russian Far East describes Koreans as “gold miners, farmers, especially renters of
vegetable and agricultural plot” (ibid. 63). Their greatest achievement was a pioneering rice plantation
which was established as early as 1905 in the area. In a severe climate where land defied taming, the
painstaking agricultural endeavour carries both real and symbolic importance in the Korean mind even
today. As an elderly local historian sees it, the survival and present success of the Soviet Koreans are
seen as coming directly from an agrarian background, and from the parental and ancestral
transmission of skills. To him, this technique of survival in hard times is termed as “grace from

ancestors”, and is indelibly linked with his Korean identity and past (P.Kim & S.Pang 1993:55).

Korean Settlement: “The Good Old Days”

Already within a year of 1874, a Korean village called Shinhanchon, literally “New Korea Town”, was
established at the eastern edge of Vladivostok (Chong 1995:169), and soon the compact produced a
Korean school, a theatre, and several newspapers harbouring anti-Japanese associations and Korean
independence movement activists. The place was a focal point for Korean identity for all those who
longed for Korean liberation. There was an unmistakable sense of pride when Segil , a present day

Soviet Korean elder remembers it :

“I came to Haesam to study. It was a long journey of ten hours on a big boat. It is a city, better than
Alma-Ata, and it was a world-famous place, booming with Russians and Chinese”.

However, this political and cultural space for Korean self —sufficiency and way of life was destroyed
by the 1937 deportation, existing now only as a fragmented memory of the elderly. Korean
communities, whether big or small, were irreparably broken, and gone was their modest security, one
elderly Soviet Korean informant remembers:

“I lived in a little place of 10 households in the country... We had little money but plenty to eat as land
and water was good. Potatoes, corns, and pumpkins grew well and we had plenty of salmon... having
5 brothers who worked, we lived well. We had a 43 hectare paddy field, so I grew up eating white rice”
(Kiima ).
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“There were 100 households in a village, all, Korean. We lived in an old fashioned Korean village
house, but it had many rooms, eight”  (Ellena).

For some like Shura’s family, it was a land of promise through hard work and enterprising épirit:

“In Suchan, my grandfather bought some land from a landlord, a Finn. We worked on our land and the
harvest became money as we took it to a big city by ship and sold it. We became rich. We built our own
house, kept livestock, grew vegetables, oats, and cabbages, and shipped them to Viadivostok. In the
end we had money to buy our own boats. We had 30 farm hands, all from Choson; a lot of them had to
escape after getting into trouble with the Japanese. They were fed, clad and received salary. Nothing
much left for them after labour and they always lived poorly. Mother had to look after 75 hands as we
had 19 boats. She and my elder sister were busy making their clothes day and night. You have to slave
that hard if you wanted to stay rich”,

Even though the elderly acknowledge the bitter climate , terror of wild beasts and pillaging Russian and
Chinese gangs, these facts remained rather as asides. Neither the memory of isolation and racism, nor
the fears of Russians overshadowed the deceptively idyllic picture of “abundant fish and good
weather”. Many elderly chose to remember the “good old days” in the Far East.

“We used to have very small Korean melons there, and they just melted in your mouth. Having all
sorts of things and them being so common, we didn’t think much of them. Mackerel, anchovies, cod,
sole, dace, and abalone... Even seaweed” (Segil ).

The list of bounty goes on , linked with an implicit sense of deprivation and discontent of the presert
“Here” . Central Asia not only comes across as a place of poor provisions but also of fatality whose

heat claimed many Korean hearts, unlike the “temperate” and achingly beautiful Far East.

The memory of the Russian Far East, “there in the long time ago”, thus conveys a place of liberality and
primordial freedom expressed in terms of material and physical well-being, regardless of the harsh
reality suggested otherwise. This air-brushed portrait is also deeply connected to the Korean sense of

pain, loss, and an impotence in reproducing Koreanness in a new terrain of paucity.

Meanwhile, a Russified “model village” called Vlagoslovennoe in 1872 was also a sign of stratification
among the Korean Diaspora. Initiated by the Russian authority as examples of assimilation, 103
families (431 adults) converted to the Russian Orthodox faith and names. In return, they were favoured
with an equal amount of land as their Russian counterparts ( Wadal1989:75 ). They were to become a
prototype of “pseudo-Russians™ and became an object of both envy and mockery by the majority of
recent immigrants. Again, oral histories collected in Alma-Ata demonstrate these points:
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“One joins the army, gets land and permission to live certain places, but you need to change
everything like your name and you got to believe in the Russian Jesus. Only then, you become a
Russian. Some first settlers did that. Then it got too much for Russians to take all those who came later.
My great grandfather also had a Russian name. ..My papa and his cousin knew no Korean letters, but
of course could speak Korean. One day when I visited the uncle’s house, I met his son who knew not
a Korean word while, I, coming from a village knew no Russian. And yet we looked so much alike!”

(Ellena).

“My father was an able man and worked for the Russian imperial army. There were many houses,
good brick houses, when we served in the army. In the town, people worked in offices, and in the
village, Koreans worked in the fields. In Poset, it was like a town and there were more Russians. Then
the people started to gossip about, especially, women who spoke Russian like Russian women ...,
Shura, Galya, Anya, and Manya, ... The way they dressed, the way they looked were just like Russian
women, only except the way that these Korean women had a firm control over their sons. There werz
many who did not know how to speak Korean. They received passports, studied in Russian,
worshipped in Russian church, went to their army and had Russian names. There were many Korean
army officers in the big army in Nikolskii Vladivostok” (Segil ).

There was even an emergence of rich merchants who lived like grand Russians. Anna Lie, known as
the “belle of the Far East’, whose father was one of the earliest grand merchants, enjoyed a charmed
life, a rare privilege even among such assimilated Koreans ( pictures 7, 8,9 ). Remembering elegant
soirees and balls of the Imperial Far East, the erstwhile beauty used to lament about Alma-Ata , the

lacklustre land of exile in her old age.

Even Christians were different in this growing divergence between town and country, more assimilated

and newcomer’s and recent arrivals:

“Some of our in-laws were work-shy Christians. Christians were said to do nothing but pray to Jesus
in church, prostrated with their bottoms up, leaving their field full of weeds even when it needed care.
Yes, there was a Korean church and a Korean pastor from Korea. Mother used to disapprove, calling
them the good for nothing poor. As we were rich and took pity on our sister who married into such a

Sfamily, we used to send them rice. They were in rags and bare-footed. Meanwhile my husband’s
ancestors from Poset went to Russian church and were baptised there.” (Shura).

Gradually, Russia asserted and established itself as a superior purveyor of kultura to the Koreans,
ranging from language, manners, hygiene and education. It was considered self evident that the “bad”
habits of a backward place like Korea needed to be wiped out and its people enlightened in the light of

new kultura.

“I studied Korean till the 6th grade at the Korean farmers’ primary school. Then I must have thought
that there was no prospect in staying in a village feeding cows. I and my mates decided to drop it for
Russian education and went to Viadivostok. We entered a free secondary school, but all the Koreans
had to repeat a year. Why? To enlighten ourselves. They had to help us with assignments and so on”
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(Segil ).

“We lived in the Far Eastern house made of straw, sleeping on a mat, without bed, on traditional
Korean heated floor... We also had a chamber pot. Well, so what kuitura are you on about ? When we
look back now, that’s how we lived but we thought it was quite good.” (Shura).

While the Koreans made up 30% of the Russian Far East population, their land ownership was less
than 0.1% and the majority lived a life of exploitation and marginality ( Chdng 1995: 262) . Already,
signs of stratification among Korean settlers and the deprived labourers’ plight loomed over the

forthcoming event of the October Revolution and following Collectivisation.

Revolution and Collectivisation: Chaos And New Order Of “Soviet”

The new turn of the 1917 Russian Revolution came belatedly to the Russian Far East affecting Koreans
most of whom still lived in villages and quarters in Vladivostok. Battles were fought between the
White and the Red, the Bolsheviks and foreign allied forces. Though weary of exploitation under the
Tsarist regime, the Korean community also experienced division both within and without during the
chaos. The majority of Koreans’ allegiance lay more with Korean nationalism rather than communism,
but there was certain overlapping political interests between the Bolsheviks and the anti-Japanese
Korean leaders. Finally, Sovietisation started to penetrate, establishing Korean socialist and communist
parties even in the Far East. Aleksandra Petrovna Kim, one of the revolutionaries of the time, is an
embodiment of Korean political activism of the early 1920’s when Koreans accounted for 20 % of the
maritime Russian Communist party organisation ( Suh 1989:33). The following poem could be more

than propaganda , but prevailing sentiment of those days.

“I am a Korean and yet, Soviet citizen. The Far East is my birth place and my fatherland is Soviet
Union. Under the imperial Russia, we were nameless... but the firing of October broke the rule and the
sacred Soviet regime endowed lowly Koreans with equal citizenship. Since then, we offered our body to
our fatherland...” (Kho 1990: 282).

-Tuch’il Kim’s poem

That political engagement was soon to be blighted in the history of the minority within a decade, never
to return. Unlike the optimistic tone of the poem, the new regime showed little change in their

perspectives on the Korean situation. According to a late 1920’s Soviet report:

“Under the Soviet regime, the people still remain cold-shouldered. Unfortunately the age-old
prejudice against Koreans since the Tsarist time still has not changed everywhere; ... The old idea dies
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hard. Even now many people see Koreans as easy prey to exploitation and a profitable labour force.”

Collective farms were introduced in the process of collectivisation from 1929 till 1932, bringing much
suffering and injustice to those who were deemed “rich” tohos. Land and possessions were confiscated

and people denounced. It was far from a promised vision of plenty and progress.

“From Moscow 1917 the war spilled over to the Far East by 1922, and they “did” tohos. I was too
young to know what was happening, I just heard from parents. In 1929 there was a purge of tohos who
were many in the Far East.. Toho means that you are exploiting other’s labour. Those who had their
own land, house, and big storage barn, lots of livestock, food and farm hand. Below toho are the
tenants of the rich Russian landlords. And then there were the lowly and labourers. But if it wer<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>