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Show sheds light

Ey.ins:Moon

Throughout her work, Korean-
American artist Min Yong-soon
has explored the 1ssue of foreign
identity in America. Yet, working
on a project on foreign laborers in
Korea was both a familiar and
strange expenience for her.

“I gravitated toward this project
because it has personal resonance,
as an immugrant in a specific con-
text. My position as an ‘other’ in
the United States context made me
curious. What is the experience of
the other in the Korean context that
makes it so different than the
US.”" said Min in an interview
with The Korea Herald.

Min, 51, is an art professor at the
University of California Irvine and
is well known for creating works
that stir dialogue about race, mem-
ory and the politics of representa-
tion in the U.S. She was also a cu-
rator of the exhibition, “There:
Sites of Korean Diaspora” at the
2002 Gwangju Biennale.

For her project “Xen: Migration,
Labor and Identity," she spent two
months in Korea last summer inter-
viewing and meeting with Korea's
migrant labor population. She trav-
cled to factories, workers' dormito-
ries and migrant centers near
Seoul, meeting with workers and
activists. The results of her re-
search are on display at Ssamzie
Space

While her central focus was ex-
amining Korea's foreign work pop-
ulation, she said that the project

Korean-American artist Min
Yong-soon. At right is her art-
work, “3D Exit: Desperate,
Disposable, Deported.” Samar
Thapa was a Nepali laborer and
activist In Korea whom the
artist interviewed,

also dealt with exploring the
changing Korean identity.

“The whole issue of identity is
not something that Koreans care
about that much because in their
point of view, they know who they
are. But | would say, well, maybe
not. With all the fast, accelerated
pace of change and all of the influ-
ences, 1o me, even for Koreans
themselves it's a pertinent ques-
tion. What is Korean anymore?"
Min asked, in a clear, articulate
voice,
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Min interviewed Samar Thapa,

a Nepall migrant labor activist for her project on the foreign work popula-
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tion in Korea. As part of a government roundup of lllegal laborers, Thapa was deported this February.

Judging from her work, Korean
society is no longer a completely
homogenous entity. Laborers from
Bangladesh, Myanmar,  the
Philippines and other countries
who are displayed on camcorders
scattered throughout the first floor
gallery form a collage of personal-
ties and individual experiences.

Min conducted individual as well
as group nterviews, visiting facto-
ries during late night shifts, when
Korean managers were out of
sight.

A chief concemn of her intervie-
wees was the 1ssue of the revised
employment permit system, which
went into effect Aug. 17. In theory,

the rewnitten system would de-
crease the number of undocument-
ed laborers and guarantee migrant
laborers rights and protection for
three years. When Min ammived last
summer, however, the Equality
Trade Union Migrant's Branch
(ETU-MB), the country's only
union for foreign workers, was or-
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gamzing rallies to protest the gov-
emment's decision 1o activate the
new permit system

After a massive roundup and de
pontation of illegal migrant work-
ers beginning last year, the govern-
ment invited 25,000 workers from
SIX countnies 10 reenter the country
with the new permits

More than the revised system i1-
self, Min found the continued exis-
tence of the industnal trainee pro-
gram problematic. The program
gives year-long permits to foreign
employees but does not provide
proper workers’ rights and protec-
tion. Small and medium-sized
companies lobbied heavily in fa-
vor of maintaining the trainee sys-
tem

“I'm very skeptical that this is
going 1o work because the industri-
al trainee system is always going 1o
produce undocumented workers
who flee the system. Because in
that system, you import all of these
workers but you don't call them
workers, you call them ‘trainees.’
And in the guise of offering them
‘training,” it’s really exploitation,
giving them substandard wages
and no rights,” Min said.

Yet despite the problems faced
by Korean society, Min was
amazed by Korea's rapid political
and social change. Present-day
Korea, she said, is a far cry from
the country she visited in the past
In 1979, on her first visit back to
Korea since moving to the United
States in 1960 as a child, she was
suspected of being a North
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Korean spy and was arrested
After an investigation, she was
soon released

“There are a lot of postive
things about Korea. | don't want
the show 1o suggest that I'm eni-
cal about everything in Korea,”
Min said

“I'm cunous about whether I'll
get the kind of criticism from
Koreans about what right | have as
an outsider 1o be critical. But |
think anybody has the nght 1o be
cnncal.”

Min hopes that her work will be
both educational and informatve
to viewers. Her project also man-
ages to highlight the paradoxical
nature of xenophobia in Korea, a
country with a long history of its
own of citizens immigrating

Min wonders whether Koreans'
view of immugrants is affected by
the fact that so many Koreans who
immigrated have experience as
outsiders themselves.

“Would that help Koreans in
gaining a better perspective on
those foreigners who come here for
similar purposes, for gaining a bet-
ter future for their families? You
would think it might,” she says
Nonetheless, “It's just my cursory
sense that it doesn't.”

“XEN: Migration, Labor and
Identity™ is on display until Sept
18 at the Ssamzic Space gallery
(Near Sinchon Station, Subway
Line No. 2, exit 8, across from the
Sanulim Theater). For more infor
mation, call (02) 3142-1693

(imoon@ heraldm.com)

Three books offer tips on learning English

By Yang Sung-jin

Leamning English is one of the
key tasks for Korean students. The
trouble is that the process is usual
ly demanding and time-consum-

TR (Tt L
N

“

—

TR

The passion

| of Koreans

By Kim Seong-kon

There are some fundamental
differences between Amencan
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