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The Political Responsibility of “No. 1 Orphan Exporter”
and the Appearance of Compassionate Korean

Oh, Hye Min

Lecturer, Korea National University of Arts

This study examines the way Korea and Koreans were described in relation to
the major events surrounding international adoption from 1988, when the
country became internationally known as the “No. 1 orphan exporter’ just
before hosting the Olympics, and the late 1990s, when the story of Brian
Sungduk Bauman became widely spread by the media. This historical
examination of international adoptions reveals the past practice of stripping
away citizenship, the process through which domestic adoption was proposed
as the way to reduce international adoption after becoming known as the “No, 1
orphan exporter,” and how the popular narratives of returning international
adoptees in search for their “roots” reflect Korea’s struggle to gain status as a
“developed country.”

This flow of events became intertwined with the problem of defining
responsibilities, that is, who is responsible for which among the many issues and
in which way. The emphasis on abstract images of Korea as a “developed
country” with “compassionate Koreans” placed the international adoption issue
as a bygone problem that is no longer a part of the current nation, shifting the
responsibility for 'abandoned babies’ to their biological single mothers.
Admiration and praises over the narratives of Korean adoptees overcoming
difficulties and reconciliation with their past placed the burden to resolve the

international adoption issue on individuals, again emphasizing the responsibility
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of individuals, The problem-solving pattern of relegating responsibility to
individuals did not change. When the economic crisis narrative emerged in the
IMF era, abortion became described immediately as an indispensable choice,
The prioritization of individual responsibilities repeated once again in the name

of becoming a “developed nation.”

B Keywords: International Adoption, Domestic Adoption, Abortion, Korean
Adoptees, Orphan Exporter
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