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Abstract

Encounters with ‘Ugly Koreans’ and the Construction
of the ‘Other’

OH, Hye Min
Ewha Womans University, Ph.D. candidate

This paper focuses on the usage of the expression ‘ugly Koreans’
in the period from 1965 to the early 1970s and in the late 1980s.
‘Ugly Koreans” was an expression which appeared and spread in the
course of historical events involving ‘encounters, such as the
dispatch of Korean troops to Vietnam, the migration of Korean labor
to Germany and Saudi Arabia, the Seoul Olympic Games, and the
liberalization of overseas travel in Korea, and was used as the excuse
for failed foreign affair policies or to justify state control. Moreover,
the memory of this popular expression shaped the norms of everyday
life and, at the same time, contributed to creating illusions of a ‘new
Korea’ under the post-Cold War system. Although this expression
was used with different intentions depending on the context, the
usages of ‘ugly Koreans had the common effect of defining the
boundary between Koreans and ‘Korea.” This study reveals how the
use of ‘ugly Koreans was a process of ‘distinction’ which defined the
boundary of ‘Koreans by explaining three aspects of this process.
First, criticism of ‘ugly behaviors, seen as such from the imagined
perspective of the ‘other’ strengthened the norms tied to national and
capitalist interests. Second, the categorization of ‘Koreans pervaded

the society as a whole, making the process of ‘distinction’ a part of
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daily life. Lastly, through this process, what is ‘ugly,” and thus, outside

the norm, became considered as ‘strange’ to be subsumed under the

category of the ‘other.

W Keywords: Ugly Korean, Liberalization of Overseas Travel, Otherization,
National Identity
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