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      Notes on Methodology, Translation, and Transliteration

      
      
       I came to this research out of an interest in the contemporary ramifications of Korean
         division, particularly its impact on the everyday lives of ordinary people. I was
         formally trained as a cultural anthropologist, and my current research and teaching
         take an interdisciplinary approach toward contemporary history. I carried out the
         initial fieldwork in South Korea for a total of eighteen months from September 1999
         until December 2000 and again in February–March 2001. The fieldwork during the first
         three rounds of re-
unions in Seoul (August 15–18, 2000; November 30–December 2, 2000; February 26–28,
         2001) was particularly significant, given that those rounds of family meetings were
         the only ones held in both Seoul and Pyongyang. Such circumstances contrasted with
         the subsequent iterations of inter-Korean reunions, which were held only in North
         Korea under more restricted circumstances, as I explain in chapter 4. My fieldwork
         in South Korea was largely conducted in the Seoul metropolitan region—including at
         the Korean Red Cross headquarters and at the venues where the inter-Korean family
         meetings were held. I also traveled to several other locations throughout South Korea
         during 1999–2001, and I returned to South Korea for brief follow-up visits in 2009,
         2010, and 2011, as well as a longer stay in Seoul for several months during 2014.
      

      
       My fieldwork was comprised of formal and informal interviews, archival research,
         conversations in various social settings, observations of daily life and organized
         events, and participation in study groups, conferences, and organizational meetings.
         My sources would eventually include interviews with reunion participants and their
         families; analyses of political speeches, briefing materials, news articles, and commentaries;
         video footage of live and recorded media coverage, film, and television programs;
         and conversations with relatives, personal friends, and professional colleagues. I
         also spoke with representatives from organizations of separated families, government
         officials, NGO workers, academics, activists, writers, and journalists. At some events
         and interviews, I also conducted research in tandem with my colleague Soo-Jung Lee,
         a Korean anthropologist then pursuing her PhD at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
         who shared invaluable insights into the history and implications of Korean family
         separation. While undertaking fieldwork in 2000, I also received research assistance
         from Sungmi Cho, then a master’s student in sociology at Ewha Women’s University,
         who accompanied me on a number of formal interviews and transcribed several of my
         interviews with research participants which I had audio-
recorded in Korean. Most of the interviews and conversations were carried out in Korean,
         but among bilingual research participants the language often alternated between Korean
         and English. 
      

      
      Idioms of Identification

      
      Regarding a key term in this study, isan’gajok, I choose to translate it as “separated families,” in contrast to alternative terms,
         “divided,” “dispersed,” or “sundered” families.[1]   The salient modifer, “isan” is derived from the Korean verb meaning “to scatter,” so “dispersed families” or
         “scattered families” would be the most literal translation. However, such an interpretation
         tends to place more weight on a kin group’s physical dispersion and arguably lacks
         the key emphasis on the experience of separation undergone by those displaced by the
         upheaval of war. “Sundered families” suggests that the family members were forcibly
         rent apart, when in most cases the family separation was only realized after the fact,
         when it became apparent that national division would endure well beyond 1953. “Divided
         families” is more neutral, but it carries the nuance that a separation occurred among
         a relatively comparable number of members on either side of the border. In reality,
         as discussed in chapters 2 and 6, separated families were affected and rendered vulnerable
         by the condition of separation even when it involved the loss of contact with a single
         family member. 
      

      
      Beyond its literal meaning, the “family,” or “gajok,” is a ubiquitous metaphor in Korea, one that anchors a normalizing discourse with
         overriding patriarchal and heteronormative presumptions. In an essay published in
         2000, anthropologist Cho Han Hae-Joang analyzes how, during South Korea’s decades
         of compressed growth, human beings were regarded as highly instrumentalized, which
         left little space for individual subjectivities or an engaged civil society. Instead,
         the exigencies of mass mobilization meant individuals were to be subsumed within patriarch-led
         families, and the subject-position otherwise accorded to the citizen was instead designated
         as 
“kukmin,” or “member of the nation.” As Cho writes, “The period of compressed growth produced
         a society with only grand state power and patriarchal families, but no citizens or
         autonomous individuals.”[2]   South Korea’s democratization would later give rise to the proliferation of civic
         organizations in the late 1980s and 1990s, but Cho observes how the circumstances
         of the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis belied public attitudes that too easily reverted
         to an enduring regressive bias toward the patriarchal family and the default identity
         of “kukmin” in the face of recurring national emergencies.
      

      
      Truly, the family remains a predominant organizing concept of social life in South
         Korea, but it is one that can also represent a double-edged sword. That is, its moral
         politics are available for appropriation by both conservative multinational corporations and progressive social activists. For example,
         the conglomerates that dominate the South Korean economy, the chaebol, are family-controlled businesses. In 2006, the largest of these conglomerates, Samsung,
         adopted the slogan, “Another Family,” in an attempt to highlight its corporate responsibility
         and community relations programs.[3]   The firm’s products are so omnipresent in South Korean everyday life that the slogan
         has been more commonly perceived to imply that its consumers are encouraged to rely
         upon the company as if it were a second family beyond their own consanguineous kin.
         Taking the well-known Samsung slogan as its original title in 2014, the independent
         feature film Another Family dramatized the real-life legal battles of leukemia patients who had worked at Samsung’s
         factory in Suwon, located just south of Seoul. The film was based on the true story
         of a working-class father who set out to prove his daughter’s leukemia death resulted
         from her exposure to hazardous chemicals while employed at the plant. As the first
         South Korean film to have been produced entirely with private donations and crowdfunding,
         it became a sleeper box-office success despite having a limited release.[4]   Then, in May 2014, three months after the film premiered at the Busan International
         Film Festival, Samsung unexpectedly issued an official apology for the first time
         and offered to compensate the families of factory workers who suffered from leukemia
         and other illnesses that may have resulted from working conditions at the company’s
         plant. Although the film’s producers had decided to change the title to Another Promise after the Busan premiere in order to avoid possible legal action, among South Koreans
         the impact of this documentary would still go on to resonate with the irony of how
         the potent invocation of familial ties as “Another Family” could be used as both a
         shill for, and an effective bludgeon against, the nation’s most powerful company.
         
      

      
      Reinforcing the pervasiveness of the family as an idiom of belonging, fictive-kin
         relationships are constantly invoked and reinforced by colloquial language, as the
         terminology of kinship is used to address relatives, friends, and strangers alike.
         For example, rather than calling someone “mister” to catch the attention of a passerby,
         one would instead say “ajŏshi,” or “uncle.” Similarly, the word “ŏnni,” or “big sister,” is used among both girls and grown women, and a younger woman
         might refer to an older one as “ŏnni” in a wide range of contexts from intimate to superficial, whether the latter is
         an actual sister, a female cousin, a close friend, a new acquaintance, or a favorite
         K-pop star. 
      

      
      In this study, I refer to my research participants with the Korean honorifics that
         are considered appropriate to my respective relationship with each of them, which
         takes into account aspects such as age, gender, and degree of formality or closeness.
         For those who were educators or intellectuals, regardless of gender, I refer to them
         by Sŏnsengnim, which means “teacher,” but that can also be used more loosely as a polite term of
         respect for addressing someone older. In using the Korean vernacular, I still struggle
         with the fact that, to an extent far greater than among men, older women are generally
         not referred to by their given names, but rather indirectly through their relationships;
         for example, a polite form of referring to a woman who has children would be identifying
         her as the mother of her first-born. I still feel chagrined by this gendered discrepancy
         in naming and, at the risk of sounding rude in Korean, sometimes eschew these linguistic
         conventions, out of a reflexive resistance to the patriarchal implications of relying
         more heavily upon such role-centric forms of address for women.[5]   However, during my fieldwork and interviews, I generally followed Korean convention
         since I had asked research participants what they would feel comfortable being called,
         and I did my best to comply. In the book, in order to distinguish research participants
         from each other, I combine the pseudonym for a woman’s family name and the fictive-kin
         term that I would have used in person, such as “Halmŏni” or “Ajumŏni,” meaning “grandmother” or “aunt,” respectively. In cases regarding a woman with
         whom I had a closer personal relationship, I may refer to her by teknonym, (e.g.,
         “Su-yeon’s Mother”), which would carry the nuance in colloquial Korean of conveying
         greater intimacy as well as courtesy through indirection. In some cases, research
         participants asked me to follow the American convention, using the generic honorific
         “Mr.” (misŭt’a) or “Mrs.” (misŏsŭ) combined with their family name. This partly reflects how South Koreans have readily
         appropriated English loan words into the contemporary Korean vernacular, and they
         may have also anticipated that it would be more comfortable or familiar for me to
         do so as someone from the United States. But I also took it as another reminder that
         some had likely agreed to speak with me because they knew I was from abroad and therefore
         at more of a distance from their own social world.
      

      
      Indeed, at various points while working on this project, I had to come to terms with
         my own liminality both as a foreign researcher and a Korean American in South Korea.
         When I did my initial field research as a graduate student, I initially went about
         my interviews identifying myself as a PhD candidate from the United States doing my
         dissertation research. I later realized how tone-deaf such a self-description must
         have sounded when a Korean graduate student suggested that I instead describe myself
         as “gongbu hanŭn haksaeng”—that is, as “a student who studies.” The phrase initially struck me as child-like
         and disarming, as this phrase could just as easily be used to describe a grade-schooler.
         Yet that versatility later proved helpful, given that an overseas graduate-student
         identity would potentially be alienating or intimidating to many of my potential informants.
         This was particularly true for the Korean War generation, as many were unable to pursue
         their educations beyond middle school and only the elites of that age-cohort had the
         opportunity to enter university. In contrast, the benign familiarity of a generic
         student identification might have served to allay some anxieties for these families
         about the fact that my research was delving into subjects that until recently had
         been regarded as taboo. 
      

      
      At the same time, as I describe in chapter 3, a new atmosphere of openness beginning
         in mid-July 2000 broke the silence around certain Koreans for whom speaking of their
         family backgrounds had once been verboten. Although I am not myself a member of a
         North–South separated family, most Korean Americans and other overseas Koreans can
         identify with the diasporic condition of family separation and the haunting tension
         of having unknown or unaccounted-for relatives.[6]   Many of my research participants were surprisingly forthcoming, and a few were
         genuinely enthusiastic to talk about their lives, explaining that they welcomed the
         opportunity given the fact that their children or grandchildren were uninterested
         in their old stories. I too can relate to this communication gap among generations,
         as I rarely have the occasion to talk about war memories with my own extended family
         members. Subsequently, it has struck me as ironic that it was often far easier to
         interview these strangers in my role as an ethnographer who at the time was dutifully
         completing my fieldwork as part of my studies than it would have been to pose the
         same questions to my own relatives or family members.
      

      
      By informally volunteering at the Red Cross headquarters to help applicants fill out
         forms, I came into contact with scores of separated family members. I would speak
         briefly with those who visited the Red Cross offices, helping them with their applications
         or sharing information that I had gleaned about the process. If they seemed open to
         conversing further, I would request to speak with them at greater length either at
         their homes or another place of their choosing. In that way, I conducted follow-up
         interviews with nearly two dozen families, and I carried out multiple, in-depth interviews
         with ten individuals whose families participated in the reunions. In general, among
         those I approached at the Red Cross headquarters in Seoul, most said they were puzzled
         as to whether they could say anything about their families that would be of value
         to an academic study, but offered to meet anyway in case there was something they
         could do to help. I received half a dozen interviews from people who said that they
         were avoiding the press at all costs, but they were willing to speak with a student.
         Over and over during my fieldstay, I benefited from such personal generosity as well
         as from the special regard that education holds in Korean society. 
      

      
      After receiving contact information, generally I was the one to follow through by
         phone in order to set up an interview. So I was surprised when I received a call one
         day from a woman who had actually declined to share her own contact details but had
         nevertheless taken my business card. She said that she decided to contact me only
         after seeing a small article about my research in Kyunghyang Shinmun, one of the daily South Korean newspapers. She explained that, though she did not
         wish to speak with any reporters, what moved her to reach out was the fact that I
         was a student from the United States, where she has relatives. As it happened, when
         we went through the initial interview-formalities of exchanging information about
         our respective families, we fairly quickly discovered that not only did her brother’s
         family live in the same area as my childhood home in the New Jersey, but my parents
         and her relatives knew each other as part of the same large Korean American community
         in that area. Her nephews were around my own age, and though it had been many years,
         I remembered them by name. One cannot always so readily collapse the degrees of separation
         between given members of the Korean diaspora, as in this case of remarkable serendipity,
         but the possibility of such connections was another aspect of being an insider-outsider
         during this field research.
      

      
      Among those families with whom I was able to secure a follow-up interview, I met them
         either at their home, an office, or at a café or restaurant. At the start of an interview,
         often the first fifteen to twenty minutes or more were taken up by questions about
         my own background and family, often including several questions about my parents.
         Research participants would inquire into their line of work, which schools they had
         attended, and their respective hometowns. Among older Koreans especially, making such
         inquiries into one’s family background, not to mention one’s age and marital status,
         is not only socially acceptable but is considered polite. When I mentioned to Korean
         friends that Westerners might find such questions nosy or intrusive, they explained
         that it was a way of showing interest in another person and also was important to
         establishing a relationship. Because of the sensitive nature of my research, being
         able to participate in this common Korean ritual of making each other’s acquaintance
         was crucial for establishing rapport and afforded a measure of balance when it came
         my turn to pose questions. 
      

      
      Yet, as a non-native speaker of Korean, I worried that my research part-
icipants would assume I knew more than I actually did, and I invariably missed much.
         But several Korean colleagues also reassured me that those I encounter would likely
         feel less self-conscious to speak with someone like myself—someone with whom they
         could identify as a person of Korean descent but who was raised abroad—because that
         meant I had not grown up heavily exposed to anticommunist education and therefore
         may not have the prejudices that might have made them wary to speak about their families
         among other South Koreans. On the other hand, I also encountered suspicion for doing
         this study as a researcher from the United States. In the course of my field research,
         a few people flatly challenged me, asking whether I was working for the U.S. government
         or the South Korean government. I took such suspicion as one of the particular constraints
         of doing research in a context still very much shaped by the global Cold War.[7]   I also recognized that the wariness of these individuals was understandable and
         warranted, given the past experiences of surveillance and harassment that they had
         once had to endure. 
      

      
      Nevertheless, in the few cases where the question arose, I still felt terribly awkward
         trying to explain that I was not a spy or government agent. One research participant
         started our interview by gently but doggedly grilling me with a set of pointed questions
         about my graduate program and the sources of my research funding. When I explained
         that I was being supported at the time by a Fulbright grant, he pressed further to
         find out the program’s sponsor. I mentioned that it was administered through an international
         educational agency in New York and sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education.
         At the mention of a government connection, he sat back and seemed satisfied. He made
         a point of saying that, although I may not be aware of it, I would be naïve to deny
         that my research would someday be used by the U.S. government. He confidently predicted
         that, once I finished my study, “They’re going to send one copy straight to the headquarters
         of the CIA.” He punctuated that sentence by stabbing his finger into the air, pointing
         over my shoulder, as if to gesture in the direction of McLean, Virginia. By then,
         I had become accustomed to suspicions about my research, but his resolute certainty
         about how my work would eventually be used for intelligence purposes was sobering.
         As much as I might protest such use of my work, how could I say whether this was untrue?
         It was yet another reminder, among many during the course of my field research, about
         the risks and sensitivities—as well as the attendant ethical obligations—surrounding
         ethnographic research about a place like divided Korea, even if my book’s focus was
         on South Korea rather than North Korea. 
      

      
      Ethnographic Contingency

      
      When I first undertook field research in the fall of 1999, inter-Korean family reunions
         seemed at best an unlikely prospect. At the time, the separated-families issue had
         long been at an impasse, and it was hard to imagine how, and if ever, the problem
         of separated families could be resolved, short of eventual Korean reunification. One
         separated family member, a university administrator in her mid-fifties, told me in
         November 1999, “Our hands are tied until the leaders of the two Koreas are able to
         negotiate, but that gives me little hope.” Another woman, a community health worker
         in her late twenties whom I had met through friends, offered the explanation of compassion
         fatigue. She believed that Koreans genuinely feel sympathy for the separated families
         but also feel helpless, and after so many decades without real progress on the issue,
         such frustration eventually turns into indifference.
      

      
      During the first part of my field-stay in South Korea, I encountered a pattern of
         refusal regarding the topic of separated families. When I would mention my research
         interest to friends, relatives and acquaintances, I heard the appraisal, time and
         again, that not many Koreans were interested in separated families, and that the separated
         families themselves represented a very small minority. A colleague leveled with me,
         saying that Korean Americans were more interested in separated families than South Koreans were; she recommended
         that I turn around and do fieldwork in Los Angeles instead of Seoul. This professed
         lack of interest toward separated families baffled me, especially in light of polls
         at the time that showed an overwhelming majority of South Koreans favored prioritizing
         separated-family reunions as a pressing task for their government and the primary
         reason to improve inter-Korean relations.[8]

      
      Yet, even among intellectuals who had written about the social aspects of Korean division,
         I encountered an uneasiness about the subject of separated families. I had assumed
         that they would have a strong opinion about this issue, but instead often the first
         response I received was that they actually knew little about separated families or,
         frankly, were not terribly interested in the topic. A Korean sociologist colleague
         explained to me that he was hardly surprised by this wariness among his fellow political
         progressives. He took it as a reflection of how deeply coded the term “isan’gajok” was as a cipher of Cold War anticommunist ideology in South Korea. It was indicative,
         he explained, of the way that the issue of wartime family separation had been so opportunistically
         appropriated by past military-authoritarian governments that it left a strong sense
         of cynicism among those who would otherwise be sympathetic toward those victimized
         by local manifestations of the Cold War.
      

      
      As I continued to search for research leads, I kept running into this question of
         what happened to the “other” group of separated families, those with a family member
         who went missing in wartime and who likely ended up on the northern side of the border
         after the war. Early on during my field stay, I spoke with a family friend, Yang Sǒnsaengnim, who wrote down the Sino-Korean characters for the term, yǒnjwaje, noting that the word shares the first character with yǒn’gyǒl, or “connection.” Yǒnjwa means “implication, involvement, or complicity.” Yǒnjwaje signifies a system of laws and surveillance by which the government had investigated
         and discriminated against those related to communists and leftist sympathizers. She
         confided a story about a relative in her family who reportedly went to the North during
         the war. She said, “He left because of ideology and because he had a very strong will,”
         describing him as idealistic and very patriotic. It was the son of her father’s elder
         brother, and when he disappeared during the war, the family assumed he had left voluntarily
         because he had mentioned his desire to go to the North. “The time was really unsettled,
         and we were all uncertain about what the future would be. There was much debate among
         intellectuals about what was best for Korea, capitalism or communism,” she said. Many
         years later, a relatively distant cousin applied for a government position and was
         denied. She said: “Up to second cousins!” In other words, not just immediate family
         members but also one’s extended kin group encountered discrimination. Yet Yang Sǒnsaengnim said her immediate family was “lucky” given that so far none of them seemed to have
         been affected by having a relative who “crossed over” to the North during the war.
         I was intrigued by the contrast of fates she had described within the same extended
         kin group, which suggested the existence of a far-reaching network of surveillance,
         but one that was hidden and inconsistently enforced.
      

      
      All the same, several well-meaning colleagues advised me that I would be wise to reconsider
         my research topic altogether. They explained that this area was still too sensitive
         to handle. One colleague in sociology brought up the ethical dilemma of approaching
         people who may have been affected by this taboo. She cautioned that in the process
         of seeking research participants, even the very act of identifying and attempting
         to contact these family members could be perceived as potentially threatening to them
         if they had long strived to escape a persecuted past. A seasoned expert on North Korean
         politics told me that he felt that the topic certainly warranted study but that securing
         enough interviews to write a dissertation would be all but impossible. He leveled
         with me in English: “You can try to find these people, but trust me, you will run
         into a stone wall.”
      

      
      I agonized over these ethical roadblocks and bleak prospects, and I prepared to abandon
         the project if I failed to find any promising research leads by winter’s end. In retrospect,
         the difficulties I encountered in fieldwork during that time, as discouraging as they
         were, would prove to afford an important diagnostic. They offered a gauge to the severity
         of taboo surrounding these families and suggested the depth of silence enshrouding
         their personal and family histories. It was a silence that would soon be broken when,
         only months later, scores of such families would essentially become national media
         celebrities as iconic symbols at the time representing the promise of Korean reconciliation.
         At the start of my field research, however, it would have been impossible to predict
         the dramatic transformations in inter-Korean relations that would arise on the Korean
         peninsula in the months and years to come. 
      

      
      Korean words in this book are transliterated using the McCune-
Reischauer system, except in cases of place names (e.g., Seoul) and well-known proper
         names (e.g., Syngman Rhee). Also, where I refer to a published author, I follow the
         transliteration used by that individual. Throughout the text, I have followed the
         Korean convention in which the family name precedes the given or personal name. However,
         this rule is reversed in cases where doing so is consistent with the format chosen
         by authors for their publications in English. In case of confusion, all names in the
         bibliography and index appear in alphabetical order by family name. 
      

      
       Because of the sensitivity of some topics addressed, it was necessary to handle matters
         of confidentiality carefully. I use actual proper names when relaying accounts that
         appeared on television, in newspaper articles, or elsewhere in the public domain.
         Otherwise, the names of research participants included in this book are pseudonyms,
         and I altered identifying details to protect their privacy. However, in changing the
         details about some individuals, they may have inadvertently come to resemble that
         of others in comparable circumstances; to borrow the disclaimer that appears in movie
         credits: Regarding research participants identified by pseudonyms, any such resemblance
         is purely coincidental.
      

      
      Notes
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