A Korean Problem?

Structural Racism and the Virginia Tech Shooting 


The killing of 33 students and professors at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University has stirred a strong sense of alarm among Koreans on both sides of the Pacific. In the United States, Korean American community leaders have gone out of their way to mourn, apologize and even fundraise for the victims and their families. Ambassador Lee Tae Shik, in a strange confusion of his role as representative of South Korean national interests, proposed Korean Americans conduct a 32-day hunger strike in repentance for the massacre.

In South Korea, the President, Foreign Minister and other top officials have sent a flurry of apologetic condolence messages. These actions, coupled with the flood of media attention the event has received, make it appear beyond doubt that this incident is a ‘Korean issue,’ that is, that the murder of young people by a fellow student at a university in the U.S. is something that South Korean society should be especially concerned about and repent for because the killer, Cho Seung-hui, was of South Korean nationality. 

U.S. media coverage has not contradicted this portrayal. It has generally painted Cho as a foreigner, calling him a ‘Korean student,’ a ‘South Korean national’ and a ‘resident alien.’ This labeling is coupled with descriptions of Cho as ‘a loner,’ ‘the question mark kid’ and ‘senselessly violent,’ and images of an angry, weapon-wielding young man with Asian features. As these multiple signifiers repeat and reinforce each other, the images of Cho, ‘foreign to the U.S.’and Cho, ‘outsider to humanity at large’ blur together making the killer a creature comfortably strange and unexplainable to American society- comfortable, because if he were familiar that would mean he belonged, and if he belonged that would mean Americans would have to assume responsibility.      

Really Foreign?

But, is Cho really foreign to the United States? After all, he grew up most of his life in the U.S.; he was surrounded by American media and culture, educated in American schools. The anger he expressed in the package he sent to NBC was directed at the students in his immediate vicinity who teased him for his accent and broken English, were financially better off than he, and whom he clearly blamed for his sadness and isolation. What is more, Cho’s actions follow a pattern of mass school killings that is endemic to American, not Korean, society. Cho even paid tribute to the two teenagers who shot 12 students and a teacher at Columbine High School eight years ago. It has been said that Cho was always oddly shy and introverted, and it is tempting to explain his actions simply by recourse to mental illness. But mental illness and criminal tendencies are not the properties of individuals divorced from their surroundings. Rather, attitudes and behaviors like Cho’s must be seen as the result of a complex interaction between internal imbalances and imbalances in the surrounding world caused by unequal social relations. Thus, examining social context is fundamental to trying to understand a tragedy like Virginia Tech, although doing so cannot alone provide the complete and ultimate answer.  Cho’s social context was none other than the classed and racist United States in which he grew up.  Thus, to the extent that the massacre at Virginia Tech implicates Cho’s social context as well as his personality, we need to examine American society and culture, not Korean, to understand this tragic incident. 

While the actions of Korean politicians are in part defensive - meant to stave off negative impact on U.S.-Korea relations and backlash against Korean Americans - the image of national responsibility they have created only works to confirm the belief that Cho was a foreigner. In this sense, it works at cross purposes by reinforcing the idea that as a collective, Koreans (and Asians and all immigrants) are at fault, thus, helping the American mainstream avoid thinking about how closely this tragedy is in fact related to them.  

The killing at Virginia Tech is an ‘American problem’ because the context in which it occurred is the alienated, violent, and racially and economically stratified American society. The question remains, however, is Virginia Tech, in any respect, a ‘Korean problem?’ I have been pondering this question for the last several days. In the end, the answer I have come up with is ‘yes,’ but not for the reasons implied by Korean politicians and Korean community leaders - that is, it is not a Korean problem because Cho’s ‘Korean blood’ or Korean citizenship means that Koreans should somehow feel guilt or shame for his actions.

So, why then?  In my mind, the answer can come only after looking at the social setting in which Cho’s isolation and misery developed, culminating in violent rage.

American Racism and Korean Americans
The story of Cho’s background is not uncommon among young Korean Americans - this is not because of some innate Korean culture or personality, but because of history. Cho’s family followed a path of immigration made possible by the unequal military, political, economic and cultural relationship built between the United States and South Korea after WWII and by the reform of American immigration law in 1965 to favor family reunification. Like many other Korean immigrants, Cho’s parents’ hoped for economic success in the United States, but confronted a society laced with barriers against those who are not affluent, are not citizens, do not speak English and are not white. Beginning with less capital than some, but by no means all other Korean immigrants, they found employment in a laundromat- part of the service-sector niche available to Korean and other Asian immigrants who cannot find professional jobs due to language and other structural limitations. Cho’s parents struggled to see that Cho and his sister received good educations, as if to make meaning out of their sacrifices. Through this process, the Cho family became part of the United States’ system of structural racism - a complex interweaving of economic position, institutional and social barriers, individual prejudice and representations based on perceived biological difference that has become the basis for exploitation and inequality in the United States and structures everyday life.  

Race and class hierarchy shape the experiences of Korean American and Korean 유학생 who go to school in the U.S. Many Korean parents try hard to send their children to private or the best public schools. However, it is not uncommon for Korean (and other immigrant) young people to be mocked for their limited English abilities and lack of familiarity with their surroundings. Further, Asian American students must face a society which embraces the assumption that while Asians may be diligent they will always remain foreign (while black people are genetically inferior but can still be American) and which uses Asian women as objects of sexual fantasy while painting Asian men as weak and effeminate. These stigmas, coupled with being less-well off than their fellow students, can lead immigrant students to experience a profound sense of inferiority, isolation and anger, even those who are psychologically stable. 

A second, important aspect of the American social context is the fierce anti-immigrant sentiment and criminalization of migrants that is widespread today.  This climate condones exploitation of immigrants in the workplace, their exclusion from social services, and arbitrary crackdowns and deportations.  This is the context that breeds fear of backlash from the Virginia Tech massacre in the Korean American community. While there have only been a few cases of verbal abuse and other forms of harassment against Korean and other Asian Americans in the wake of the killings, fresh memories of wide spread state-led and individual violence against South Asian, Middle Eastern and other immigrants in the wake of 9-11 make this anxiety entirely reasonable. Anti-immigrant sentiment is also the very reason why Korean politicians’ apologies for Cho as one of their nationals are counterproductive.  

Alienated and often angry young people and anti-immigrant violence are two expressions of structural racism that are evident in the Virginia Tech killing and its aftermath. It is because I believe that Koreans must be aware of this structural racism, which goes unmentioned by mourning politicians, that I say this incident is a ‘Korean problem.’ 

In part, we/they must be aware of structural racism because Koreans in Korea are the ones who make the choice to send their children to the United States or to immigrate, usually without fully grasping the reality of the society they seek to join. While such awareness might make some parents simply push their children harder to overcome this challenge, others might think more about the types of support they could offer, or even rethink their decisions all together.  However, the racism Koreans confront in the United States is deeply woven into the fabric of the America economy and American society.  It cannot be overcome by the individual actions of Koreans who are contemplating sending their children or immigrating to the U.S. Instead, the Korean American community, together with other people of color communities, needs a collective strategy for protracted struggle against racism at its systemic level. 

Korea’s Confrontation with Racism 

The Virginia Tech killing provides a good entry point for Korean’s to think about structural racism because the killer’s experiences, not his actions, could easily be those of their own sons and daughters. However, structural racism is not unique to American society it exists in countries throughout the world. To say this is by no means to say that racism is universal or transhistorical. Quite the opposite; the construction of racism is historically specific and, as such, it varies in form through space and time. Yet, I believe if Koreans reflect on the experiences of Korean Americans, it may also shed light on the structural racism currently under construction in their own society.  

As I mentioned above, the process through which structural racism is codified in a given society involves the mutual reinforcement of institutional discrimination against groups of people (e.g. laws barring ‘heathens,’ then ‘slaves’ and later ‘blacks’ from owning property or marrying Christians/whites), individual prejudices (belief that colored skin is dirty), economic exploitation (the use of African men and women as slaves) and pseudoscientific representations (African Americans are by nature lazy). The elements of this system work together to shore up the privilege and economic power of the dominant class while at the same time resulting in and being reinforced by an ideology of superiority and inferiority based on differences assumed to be biologically innate. 

Korean society is not a stranger to racism. A Japanese version of racism was introduced to the peninsula during the colonial period and, later, an American variant beginning with U.S. occupation. The indiscriminate killing of ‘friend’ and ‘foe’ by U.S. soldiers during the Korean War can only be understood by recognizing the tendency of American racism to label all yellow people ‘other.’  Koreans have also learned about American racism by witnessing blatant discrimination toward blacks by whites on U.S. bases.  

Racism, however, has not simply been an import to Korea. In recent years, home-grown racism has been taking shape in the face of a significant presence of migrant workers.  Migrant workers began coming to Korea in large numbers in the late 1980s, after South Korea made its international debut by hosting the 1988 Olympics. Their experiences here are severely circumscribed by social and institutional inequalities: Typically they come from countries whose economies have been severely disadvantaged by the uneven effects of neoliberal globalization. They have been brought to Korea to fill a labor-shortage under either the Industrial Trainee or Employment Permit System, both of which place severe restrictions on their rights to work and live in Korea. Migrants are tied by law to their places of work, unable to freely move even if their employers are abusive or fail to pay wages, which is often the case. Migrants are prohibited from inviting their families to live with them and only granted a three-year term of residence. If they leave their factories in search of better work environments or higher-wages or overstay their visas they are designated ‘illegal residents’ under South Korean law, and subject to deportation. 

In addition to economic limitations in their home countries and the unjust system implemented by the South Korean government, migrants must deal with a society that for the most part prides itself on ethnic-homogeneity and has not accepted cultural difference as part of its present social reality. Economic exploitation, individual discrimination and legal injustice reinforce each other to render migrants a systemically oppressed group, which is largely invisible in the media and the public eye. Despite this fact, migrant workers, who come from some 100 different countries, are essential to the Korean economy and are making Korea a richly diverse and cosmopolitan society.  

Like immigrants in the U.S., migrant workers in Korea are the targets of sweeping crackdowns that have taken dozens of lives in the last three years. They face severe human rights abuses in detention centers, but their situation is largely unnoticed or even condoned because as ‘foreign’ and ‘illegal’ they are not considered to be the responsibility of society at large. Like immigrants and other people of color in the U.S., their criminalization makes them easy targets of the legal system and state violence. In January, the supposed search for a Chinese suspect in a homicide case was used to justify a massive, indiscriminant crackdown in and around Ansan station despite the fact that the suspect was assumed to be guilty even before he was caught or questioned. Similarly, the police and government found it convenient to blame a massive fire at Yeosu Foreigners Detention Center on February 11 on arson committed by one of the deceased who could not speak for himself. Individual cases such as these, in which the state acts out assumptions of the criminal ‘other’ have a double character. On the one hand, they stem from already existing prejudiced and unjust legal and social institutions; on the other hand, if unchallenged, they serve as public statements that rational and naturalize migrants’ unequal socio-economic status in Korean society by portraying them as inferior, foreign and criminal.  In addition, just as focusing on the sensational case of the shootings at Virginia Tech serves to obscure the more subtle violence of racism (and other structures of unequal power) that happen everyday in the United States, so does placing the blame for a fire on one individual migrant obscure the structural oppression that frames all migrants’ experiences in South Korea. It has only been through the persistent struggle of migrant workers, supported by some social justice organizations, but by no means the entire mainstream movement in Korea, that has made it been possible to begin to shift the focus back onto the systemic injustice at hand.  

In Conclusion
In conclusion, let me return briefly to the killings at Virginia Tech.

The other day a Korean comrade made a comment which struck me as quite astute. He said that in approaching Virginia Tech, we should not take a blaming attitude. That is, we should not be too quick to assign blame to any one thing, be it Cho as an individual, violence in popular culture or the alienation of American society. Instead, we (Koreans, Korean Americans, scholars, activists) need to approach the problem as complicated and multi-faceted, although not ‘senseless’ or inexplicable, and take time to fully understand it. This, he said, would be a way to ‘take responsibility.’ 


I think he is right- not in that we should continue to waste time reading sensational news reports- but that we should continue to interrogate the social and historical conditions that make horrific events like the killings at Virginia Tech possible. I also believe this interrogation should extend to the Korean context. South Koreas can use this tragic event as an opportunity to reflect on similar conditions in their own society.  While the situations of migrants and the conditions of race and racism in Korea and the United States are very different, they are not without parallels. It is my hope that even as we are shocked and confused by the actions of one 1.5 generation Korean American young man, we are able to look beyond the individual case and examine the social problems that Cho and other Korean American and Korean students encounter in the United States.  I also hope that this moment will direct our attention to the Korean context and the reality of its extreme marginalization of its own ‘outsiders.’  South Korea must come to terms with the fact that it is not made up of a homogeneous minjok, but rather constituted by people who are diverse in terms of race, nationality, language, (religion, gender, sexuality, etc.). In my mind, this ‘coming to terms’ involves not only learning to tolerate, butactually seeking to understand difference- especially the social structures that render those who are different radically unequal in terms of economic and social status and the meaning this inequality has for personal experience. It is for these reasons that I have decided Virginia Tech should be considered a ‘Korean problem.’
