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The search for a Korean identity

Story by Jenny Na / Artwork by Mihce-Nathalie Lemoine
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Cercles I, 2000 (collection privée Washington DC)

| came to Korea because | also felt that there were pieces of myseif that |
could only reclaim by coming here, fo see where in the landscape of Korean-
ness | might belong. | didn't have many illusions about it, but in the back of
my mind | desperalely wanted it to fit.

Still, | avoided it for a long time. It was like a box | didn't want to open and
my upbringing had shown me that sadness, frustration and less were all part
of the package

Body of identity

People often ask how or when | knew | was different and if | knew |
was adopted. To me, the answer is obvious, because the majority of people
around me had always been white, including my family. | had two Caucasian
parents and a Caucasian brother who was my parents’ biological child and |
spent my childhood and adolescence in majority Caucasian communities of
less than 3,000 where Asians were scarce o nonexistent.

The defining feature of the town were | lived the longest was the decay
ing main stieel that stretched for a sleepy block down a cement road past
buildings thal were either crumbling remnants of the town's 19th century
past or cinder black constructions that look like they were built in the “70s.
The town was populated by proud immigrant families of Polish, German and
Scandinavian origin, and by others of ambiguous descent.

| tried for a long time to play *white,” but it seemed that no matter where
| went — and until | could diive, the boundaries were defined by where my
bike would take me — there was no escaping my difference, whether |
chose to acknawledge it or not, Bul | knew. | knew something was off be-
cause of how everyone always looked at me. The color of my skin, the slant
of my eyes, the impossible straightness of my har betrayed me every time.

| grew up vith this definition of my physical identity encasing my being
like a straightjacket, even if it didn't match my own growing recognition of
my racial identity.

| also grew up in an era where parents, including mine, were taught fo as-
similate their adopted children, which meant that you ignored race, wdentity
and adoption and pretended that your child was just like you. As long as no
one talked abaut it, you were somehow shielding your new arrival from the
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knowledge that she was different.

In junior high and high scheol, difference of any kind equals social death,
So | as | got older, | did the only thing | could think of: | tried like hell to
erase it

| had my mom, who had once been a beautician, perm my hair. It took
two botlies of permanent solution and two hours in plastic curlers for it to

stick. | also had her thin my hair with thinning shears so | could be like a girl
in my class who had the thinnest, blondest hair I'd ever seen. On the rare
occasions when | went lo the beauty parlor for a *real” haircut, the ladies
would comment on how long and thick and lustrous my hair was, How exotic.

| tried to make my eyes look bigger with makeup, though | never could
seem to get the beauty tips in the magazines (which were for white girls) to
waork for me. Neither could | make whiteness come out any of the tubes of
mascara that my aunts gave me for an endless number of Christmases and
birthdays.

No matter what | did | wasn't comfortable with who | was trying to be. But
| kept trying.

Just when | thought I'd tocled everyone, especially myself, into seeing me
as white, there was always something else reminding me of the deception.

At church, my dad would introduce me to new arrivals as his daughter and
| instantly felt fike a fraud. | could see the look of surprise before they could
conceal it with a belated bit of “Minnesota nice.”

For a couple of years, my mom sent me and my non-adopled brother to a
culture day camp, where for one day of the year we took classes in Korean
language and fan dancing, dressed in hanbok and ate Korean foud. | tried
pretending | was Korean, to see what it felt like, but it was a costume that
never fit and ane thal | shed as soon as we got home. My mam evenlually
took me to Korea and later taught me how to make bulgogi so | could com
pete, in full hanbok, at the state fair, But things like these only increased my
desire to be recognized as white and | wanted to avoid the questions that |
was leaming were safer lo suppress.

It wasn't like there weren't Korean adoptees in our schoal. Minnesota has
the highest concentration of adaptees in the United States and our school
had at least five that | can remember. | avoided them all, because | wanted
to be white, and being with them reminded me that | wasn't. Although | did



have a shorl-lived friendship with ane of the adoptees in my grade, we never
talked about being Korean and especially not about adoption, Eventually we
drifled aparl, as all kids do at that age, But | also believe it was easier for
me lo let the friendship go because as long as we were together | was part
of an Asian *we." On my own, | could keep up the pretense that | was not.

Instead, | hid in the safety of the theater, where no one questions the
act of trying on different identities, even if it was that of a Jewish woman
named Blanche or a German gl named Liesl, and that's where | stayed
until college.

All of that was okay for a while, because | was a model minority — easily
forgotien as brown because | was quiet, obedient — and | played the role
really well. | got away vath it too, or thought | did, until the taunts of *chink,”

*Jap” and "gook” brought me crashing back to earth.

Race relations

In college | mel my first real Koreans. They wore their black hair straight,
had Korean names and Korean parents, and they seemed to know some-
thing about Kaorea. In my mind, they knew what it meant to be Korean,

I mel other people of color there, too, and through them, | saw that pnde in
race and culture was cool, not something to be hidden, and that |, too, could
embrace it as they had: without shame. With them, | could stop pretending
to be a different person. For the first time, | could feel that other girl in the
mirror start to fade

Yet it wasn't like | discovered myself and it stuck. The awakening | was
expenencing couldn’t fully protect me from the rollercoaster ride of living
between my new seff and the one | had lived with for sa lang.

Back home, family and friends were eager to reassure me that | was one
of them, "You're not different, you're Jenny.” It was a sentiment that at firsl
made me feel good, happy to be accepted, but laler made me feel alienaled,
like an outsider in my own home. In the end, it was a skww and nsidious kind
of invasion that chipped away al my newly discovered sense of sell, erasing
me unlil | was no langer a person but an amalgam of everyone else's view
of me.

How could people not see the difference that separated us, and therefore,
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not see me? How could my family love me, and not some superficial version
of myself, if they couldn't see that we were difterent? It they couldn't see
the people staring at us, at me, wherever we went? In many ways, then, |
think | decided to make myself as absent as possible so that the questions
might stop and | could once again hear the voice in my head telling them
they were wrong.

After school | moved o New York and was happy to discover | could
blend in whenever | walked out the door. For the first ime, | finally felt free.
Even the guestions aboul where | “really” came from didn't bother me as
much, but | do remember getting really angry when a black man asked it
on the subway. Il sounded like a line, and a really unimaginative one at that,
50 | threw up my hands and threw the question back, adding just encugh
sarcasm so he'd walk away with the message that our mutual brownness
made us subject to the same question. Maybe it wasn't enough. In any case,
his surprised look of confusion showed me that to him, Asians were ahvays
foreign

lo my surprise, that line was a common catcall from men with precon-
cewved notions of the exotic Oriental and what she'd be like. Their sheepish
stares and sly aftitudes told me the stary of their ignorance, but somehow
forced another identity upon me. Each incursion erased whatever positive
association | was creating for myself as a newly aware person of color, and
taught me to see myseif as an object capable of littie else than the fulfillment
of someone else's idea of who they thought 1 should be.

My response was to try defining "Asianness” for myself and for a time |
tried being hyper-Asian. | used chopsticks for everylhing and trekked across
the river to the Korean grocery up on 32nd Streel and bought kimchi and
strange things in packages with writing that | couldn’t read. When | got home,
| tried to cook the things with varying degrees of success and when it didn't
work | chucked il all and ate the kimchi.

Yet | slill avoided the girl from the Korean family who ran the deli down the
streel. Every lime | went into the store for a newspaper or a cake of tofu,
she would try to teach me Korean phrases because she thought she'd found
a kindred spirit, Her efforts left me feeling uncomtortable and embarrassed
because now | was a different kind of fraud, a Korean who couldn't speak a
lick ot Korean, and | would speed out of the store as fast as | could.
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Tirez la Languette-Paulette (2002)

At this point, | was still ignoring my adoptee identity, choosing instead
to identify as a person of color and then as Asian-American and Karean-
American, But none of those labels really fit. | also tried other Asian identities

Japanese-American, Chinese-American, Filipino-American — encountering
each through the lens of literature, | came of race on a sleady diet of Tani-
zaki, Oe, Hagedom and Yamanaka, and later, lris Chang, Haruki Murakami,
Amnndhati Roy and Jhumpa Lahin, But when | read my first book of adoptee
essays, | was floored. Here were stories of people like me who knew what it
was to feel like a white person in Asian clothing and knew what it was to be
found out. They had dreams of Korea and | realzed that | did, tco.

The long road back

Korea wasn't a choice so much as a necessity for me. Deep down, | knew
there was something | had to get hese that | couldn't get anywhere else. |
had long wanted to fill in for myself the blanks that | had let other people fill
in for me. | also felt a kind of despair at not knowing my history; it hung like
a weight around my shoulders and pressed against my chest undil | couldn't
breathe. What | wanted was ta recapture something of what was left behind
when | was sent away and construct a histary for mysell, if such a thing can
be done, to replace the ane | lost, or rather, never had.

By the time | got on the plane to come here, | had heard encugh adoptees
talk about their experiences to know that Korea wasn't a fasylale vath a
happy ending. | knew some adoptees had experienced the sting of not being
recognized as Korean by “Korean” Koreans, but | thought | was prepared for
the experience because | had developed another identity as a person of color.
| thought it would give me a cushion. Il didn’t.

In the carly days, | bristied at the cabbies who thought | was Japanese or
Chinese because of my stunted Korean and | was shocked at how angry and
offended some ajumma seemed when | couldn't understand their rapid-fire
speech. One Korean ajumma [ met while traveling on one of my first trips into
the countryside gave me a kok like I'd done something really horrible to her
wihen | couldn't follow her terse nstructions.

In the States | had felt my physical appearance was deceming because
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people thought 1 was Korean when | felt white inside. Once | started to see
myself as a person of color, maybe even a Korean, | thought people would
be able to see it, too. Ariving here, | realized that they couldn't. The same
set of conbradictions that the promise of my physical appearance seemed to
present in the States had followed me here. So | slipped back into old habits
only this time, instead of playing white, | was playing Korean.

When | entered language class | could no longer pretend.

The Korean language was difficut, but not only because it shares nothing
with English. The Korean teachers | encountered seemed Lo expect, whether
subconsciously or nol, that | either be Korean or that | be kyopo, people who
grew up with one or lwo Korean parents. Each new word | leamed revealed
that | wasn't and il was like peeling skin from an onion, each layer sharper,
stronger, more bidler than the nexl. Sometimes the bitterness became ke a
weapon tumed inward o places | dxdn’t know had been wounded.

I've been told that | anived 1o the Uniled States with words — my mom
once told me that one of them was “omma.” In dass, it was hard not to
think about the loss of that word and the person it represented. When we
did exercises where we talked about our families and our birthdays, saying
my American birthday, talking about my Caucasian family — in Korean - feil
wrang.

The third space

After my arrival, | met two groups of people who changed my experience
ol Korea completely.

The first was a group of dancers who became my suragate Korean family.
They allowed me to immerse myself in Korean culture and | leamed much of
whal | know aboul Koreanness from them.

| spent hours in rehearsal, basking in the sounds of a language that was
once again, for a short time, my own. With them, | only wanted to speak
Korean because it allowed me fo reconnect with a parl of mysedf that |
previously hadn't been able to access and | feft | was reclaiming something
from my past

They taught me what to eat and they taught me what breathing in Korean
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