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ABSTRACT

Korean American Identity in Chang-rae Lee’s Native

Speaker: Focusing on Male Characters

Seeun Jeon
Advisor: Prof. Jung-Hwa Lee, Ph.D.
Major in English Language Education

Graduate School of Education, Chosun University

The aim of this thesis is to analyze Korean American male characters in
Chang-rae Lee’'s debut novel Native Speaker, focusing on their complex
identities in the white-dominated American society. The Korean American
novelist Chang-rae Lee published Native Speaker based on his identity
confusion from his own immigrant experience. In Native Speaker, there are
Henry Park who is the main character and second generation Korean American,
Henry’'s father who is a first generation immigrant, and John Kwang who is a
successful Korean American politician. I first examine the ways in which
Henry's father uncritically subscribes to the ’‘model minority’ myth and
ultimately fails to provide his son with a positive model of a Korean American
man. And then, the thesis analyzes the significance of the political downfall of
John Kwang and argues that Kwang's downfall speaks to the limit of
American multiculturalism. Lastly, I discuss how Henry comes to re-conceive
his identity and redefine the concept of ’'native speaker.” Through the three

Korean American male characters, Native Speaker criticizes racial and cultural
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exclusivity, offering us the opportunity to think about what it means to live as
a hybrid.
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That same woman came in the store every day, once, I saw her take

a

small bite of an apple and then put it back with its copper mouthed wound

facing down. He nudged me back to my station. I had to wait until she left

to replace the ruined apple with a fresh one. Mostly, though, I threw all

my frustration into building those perfect, truncated pyramids of fruit. The

other two workers seemed to have even more bottled up inside them. (54)
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late and unnoticed into the gym where I was playing kiddie basketball and
&l

hand, tapping it nervously against his thigh as he watched the action,
craning to see me shoot the ball but never shouting of urging like the

stand by he far side of the bleachers with a rolled-up newspaper in his
other fathers and mothers did. (52)
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A= %R A8 row SolhA B3
Ei:r”/]'(led Wz vl 2ol redE AE W
7hA EEe] YEE o] AHFT(234). oA EFS oldehA B
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= Ag FEAdA BRAFIE At of A= ofE dEvF WA oR F Y
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Wt ol ekal "@7%}7]; Foldlvt’(57). dlg= oA o Al AHAle] 2 el
el 2k Aol lar ofp A w3k et & de steA =4 Fdh vt of
HA = obE dlert "Zr%gr% Atolell A A& st As IWstdlar 53 v= AR
= feiA ot TFdoldty vt wigbe E3HE ofs v s Aolgr &
22 24 2e X BT
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] Apolol & thwEol ® Aol AUJUTE L ot vl V= dEs Fopdrha A
Zhell? X7l w=?7(73) oA = wl= ofzpoto] 7l FARIFER] dlelE Fotbd g
it AP el s v doh =3 e gl A 1 oofol= o
Elo Eo17b7] fal delE ol &t AY ozt T ‘BRHE AFAF Y
7]l F-gkstz] el of22w A opAJobAl m=lel] tigh wele] AldS W
of A = W<lo]l FARIFET $Hsitts AFTAEFYIH A4 A W
thowjsEell, 1 el oAxprr Y E Fold ¢ Uve AS A F jle Ao

.

o deqr @

e Aee] deshi B2 ohMAE sk delobd] FES FHadch A9
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=g A Al

BE A% B& of/)E B3 Ao A B %v] gEe] 1= mAHel
olRIALe] olep| B EElE Alelw, A FeAA ARA, AHHo|w AL
o] R Atgo & AT Zelr} (97)

Knowing what every native loves to hear, he would have offered the
classic immigrant story, casting himself as the newcomer, self-sufficient,

resourceful. (49)

ob A7} EAA e AU A2 Ao v £ ddS HEoFL A
2 dFe] pHeEA Ay I AR AN a7t FRAA HS vk
e ANe Wk EA7F H7] AT s A AlFE v At
<o oA EEe ZAFRa, ofed A F2 deds E4% § v des
dttar Azhstan glow, Wil oS migle grojgroma ]l olrlx}
of ojopr"E A ATtar AT shARE Lo AFA= w2 obs dlg 9

ol Ml ol A= A3 TR A olal A ARl JleE b
of A= oWl 1AIHEZA F=ell A FRHE AE E7|stal ad dS sk
Atz A o] ALEA 9IAE ol = ol § FAlA Adgel He 7HA
oAM= 7R oM ASS sty dopsith I = =24 F2E olFHW
ol & stal ARl A i glo] Aold ats A v= ZEbel =i ofs
gelot Mz TFA ] AolE Holw 34, Alth he] Aes At opwA=
A aedE AstE HHs)

AFHAC] UF HBA AnE AUA T A, BEE L5
Sa FR7b vhebs bAoAl olMARAS #& HuA Pk AT, olwAE 1
G bslold ASdew Auel AAE FARA Belw, Wt $HA0R Bu

gt o Aol WF FA e AALE ANGA Fhvkn B 5 9l
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He didn’t know who was an "illegal” and who was not, for he would never

come to see that fact as something vital. If anything, the ggeh was his one

enduring vanity, a system paternal, how in the beginning people would

come right to the house and ask for some money and his blessing. He was

merely giving to them just the start, like other people get an inheritance, a

hope chest of what they would work hard for in the rest of their lives.
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Now another related report, an exclusive. There is hard evidence of a

The club is like a

private bank that pays revolving interest and principle to its members,

community money club that John Kwang oversees.

many of whom are Korean, Lending activities that aren’t registered with

other any banking commission and haven’t reported to tax authorities. The

information, oddly, originates from the regional director of the Immigration

(328-29)

and Naturalization Service.
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Now the people want him out. Yelling together for his ouster in the simple
rhyme of the picket: Hey, Ho, Kwang must go! Their literature asks how
many of John Kwang’ money club members have stolen their job. They
chant that they came from, kick every last one of them, let them drown in
the ocean with "Smuggler Kwang.” Next to them, in front of his driveway,
people stand behind two sewn-together sheets spray-printed with the
words: AMERICA FOR AMERICANS. "We want our fucking future back.”
(331-32)
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IV. gojRlo 2 X9 A

des Ea 27 vk owl LAYl Ryl s )
A5RE 24 W FAE, obE NMit)F ohl] Lo ohete]

g}o s %
dst=S 1903 AHoE Aeso. A=At e A9 AsS st 1o
el HiAE w50 oAl AlFsts LFpol At FA Al e T3
stelAl AdsbA] gkt dlg ol AAdL oW} A FAlolgh= 1o I
I suto]E A wlm ARS|o| Al S o] oI A=t T19] o Helolrt Al v
BE 73 olsE F St ol FolA ol WE £ YdE EES E3)
Ael7t T AR AR Aojrh ojwl 24Ul 'l el FAAd w A= g
el Azbe ®azp g
o= v A Hojuy ANES AFsor HA e A v=lo|t), 119
FREE vxd Ay H A9 7H Al gl AHC A oSS Al AR
zhare]l =g FZo olm gt EYS o] F wmoldl Agyilstel w3Ek olwl 1A
ojth, FEES WMl FRE o ow FatE A Holxw golE: Z Xste
7herell 1EHE AFARJ] wFTE A gle &9 S Aopxith v g &=
= Fuss o & fiths: 9L AYS L Wl A4S o2 Bt
= 5 =9 HWeh &, 19 FERYRYE £ 9 WHLeRE FR{ AR JhgA B
iy F3tE &Y EEs BEdv
Ao & AxsE: B HHg A v=mde dxH Btk sk R 19

@S Eoutry 17t 7 olEFHIF e v =mdEde HHEA vk 1o g
T2 o] F& WM I, oA AREShE o5& dle] ¥H(Henry Park)olth. 1o A
= T ARl v Aol A RE Parke 2 F7IET 19 &2 o]F Stell= g A
A gHe A n=o AN S g= o|Eo] &7 EA8 Ar}t. Henry Park, 19
o= E7] W% = Abo| A= 1) ofAlobAl E419E AA &+ Qv of
g Q&AM B F Adxol, dEE AS v F, dejols 19 olFE& A W
Holl gty HAEZS ot

Bhet o e REEA] gk Ao, Aok 2 o] e AY R i T

=AY FE ok AT Ho A8 AL oYtk Ut Az da e A

7t8.? (32)

A friend in middle school taught me about Korean names, how Park and

Kim were always Korean, the other names like Chung and Cho and Lee
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maybe Korean, maybe Chinese. Never Japanese. Am I getting this right?
(10)
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q9) opmARTHE he o2 ol B P AL AANA L Aol

At

ghH Wil of A "ol A ofF Hlol &% mH Y thdo] HalAjof H
T o]AA QAE AWt olFE BAER AFE et tlEs dste F
AL W Bte] zle Rl o) Esto] ths S1Alstar o] & H|dETh SHAIRE o]
AL deolrt oot w=<lgl et AEdo R FREG HE ojHdAHd =
Aot Aol A 259 olEFS B ¢ Aol LES ol T F = Aolth
el FRY AEA whego] vloAlE 24l FAbAH ol 1= Bk A
I BRLE AAHE JHAAL v = Ao A F A Aol RS bt Hlo] m= ofol&
2HE =95 @S W, dge= U o)A sk el <kt ofol& &4
stAY A et AR Fo] v Wolu’(104) ekl Hekt), o] of e sl g
ol A 53]t U]j? ARSl W] &GRSl s dste g Al vl EX2 Aol
v AL ofdr Wl FAe FR AHEAH A MoA Ao AFERE 7 floem 1
59 A3 F E3hF QA o] W& mper]ET JiQle] AiR ofFE
A f3keE el sl Aot

gl v dsturztA] & dez ol A7 FoF FuSS woka 17t
TAekE Fojeles & FA7F fIARE ghmo] WhEo le 1EiA gk ALEEClAl
= 2 o] HA kv e 7R A E sk ok ‘Ye AR T little
Al riddle o]tz @&, vent Al bentgtir L3} (234). 19 A= dojwl
52 oAeA @il AAAHA F5E e A oo i) Ao 5 AR
defol= Baoa on P ofust “AHAA FE7(234)] EA] wiol 3 A
J uUFoRE AUR on RuA HAAHY TEE

AY foulAge WA o

thar ok Hejobe] ol mEw e dh gof ojdlo]l Hyw AdojHel wiy ol
Mol zlol = m=re] w34l AAGES 7hACkt s d Aot Fie= v=dl
= ugE Es TEE R 9ol osde ¢ e AFHS EA4ldA o] A
= AR A A VEed Bt dolvs 2 Aer Fady

olg 3 Bl olAEe] v= F7Fo oo IS Lol oprt m=ile
2 Qs 7 v AAVE 28 du Aol wEd, wEA X3 S5
E 7H Yoiwle a5yl olF3 AeWISES AWMt FEdH = S
ZHAAL e a5s AEea 288 259 Edd FAA F3A7E R
@), vl= ARV RS SAEA Agsks = ARl ze] Ay A Ss
wio dde] AAe] Axols Wl sHdeEder vyg = Akl o §t
Ak gle] R olH Rk FRALE S o]FT A s XW;OH 2 Wl e-d oo o
gk oA Afal Qlo] agwlSe] Al el oA ela 5 EA R nlskst
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B ANE Y mEA "uiEEy] 918 WHOE FHFE wolEel: w7
2 way
A7k Gojol PHaE olfi Golst FHe cdojolm o]F Ax RIW FF
Sow Bolg 78E Ax %ely] WEolth AEge waw ‘el dod <
e welEe] S dlojsh Fahure] SUs T F9l) Aol v FHAS
of ARl Aot @2D). ol W AelelA HHoz e Fu TR A
AR Fashcd FARE ALY At 4 F AEY e LS uiy
Jolets EAE LA/A 19 A7 AwE oF & Agon vEHe o
T BFolst Jolo) Folg A ANsA B FoIE YA =7x Wkt
sAm 7k stae] destd oA gele] AL AnE FAA B
b 1shd W, g2 Q3 ddojhe AN FAe Wy Hzel A7l
Qolgleh. i Folsk $a wEole] @ wael wuelthn AZAT wiA
e ERe GFE 9 A5 2vin 4z g6l i doje olst
7o1g ousteA Bgrh EE o 7k A we ART UREH BF Fol
2, 297 MAAAD, Rl Al Fo] sk ASAY BRYA FE o
AojES o AS AW BA RF FE QAW Jolt FIF = 91 A
R wes)l A5G, BReldlAE L was R weo] PuEHA Evh
glgels Bk VE g3, Pk FE itk Ui & rasbl $u8 A897)
S84 19 w5 FYE Aol SAGIL A2 (387

It was my first year of school, my first days away from the private realm
of our house and tongue. I though English would be simply a version of
our Korean. Like another kind of coat you could were. I didn't know what
a difference in language meant then. Or how my tongue would tie in the
initial attempts, stiffen so, struggle like an animal booby-trapped and dying
inside my head. Native speakers may not fully know this, but English is a
scabrous mouthful. In Korean, there are no separate sounds for L and R,
the sound is singular and without a baroque Spanish trill of roll. There is
no B and V for us, no P and F. I always thought someone must have

invented certain words to torture us. (233-34)
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I never envisioned myself in that kind of white hat, though, astride some
fine horse, galloping into the main street of town. I mostly come by the
midnight coach. If I may say this, I have always only ventured where I
was invited of otherwise welcomed. When I was a boy, I wouldn’t join any
school club or organization before a member first approached me. I
wouldn’t eat of sleep at a friend’s house if it weren’t prearranged. I never
assumed anyone would be generous to me, or in any way helpful. I never
considered it my right to expect approval of sanction no matter what good
I had done. So call me what you will. An assimilist, a lackey. A duteous

foreign-faced boy. I have already been whatever you can say or imagine,
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every version of the newcomer who is always fearing and bitter and sad.
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o

Alice used to sneer at me when I left our class for my special daily period
upstairs. The class was Remedial Speech, and I accepted my own presence
there if only because of the very trouble I had pronouncing it. By
association, though, so was I. In truth, the fact that you were in the class
likely meant you came from a difficult background, homes where parents
fought of took drugs of beat their kids of maybe spoke a foreign language.
A few had genuine problems with their mouths of their ears, but the rest
of us, we were sent there by the grace of either too much institutional
frustration of goodwill. (234-35)
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You look like someone listening to himself. If I had to guess, youre not a
native speaker. See? You said Lee-ya so deliberately. You tried not to but

you were taking in the sound of the syllables. You're very careful. (12)

dels AN BEA e ARE g dol: B WY Aol weg A
2 Zon Selatt wEo A old AYE AAxA 1o AW AA
g Fejobs ol molWrh BE Agelw TS AU A FE Q= A
o H#e TUE Aol EAL gelE 74 AwEe] W& wAsL FAA
= 9g st dojRAleh: A4S A gl grel while] X Y Aol

go] fojulolx} ol x| mAlehs el ARAZA 2E ol Be YA
A7t Aol s %4 Lolgirh Aee 17 b o]AA Y BAE Holda
A eglojnlne] goj s

TAGOEA FF AR 2vEE AFAAL. A
e el ol A% A4 wolt ofuA 2AWEA &
o X @7]% vhg Wor}.
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Lo
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rl
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gefobs Fuelt @S] WAt 1S PHAW, he 39 obEol
R 9dolE A eA goeldt AL Ak 2 AZe Ad 27}
58 dolglth Att T olk Aalel AlAlel distel shitel e A
AAsE Aol W Agelsl® ek st Bauw olFeld . aelokn
obelo whe wm@AQl WAF ATEE A2 & Yt B AR AL
F 9 A 2Rk BE AL Fak FAgAel, b 443} o] W F
St W WEHQ 2wl U¥olE FHrh (439)

And despite Lelia’s insistence that he go to Korean school on the
weekends, I knew our son would never learn the old language, this was
never in question, and my hope was that he would grow up with a
singular sense of his world, a life univocal, which might have offered him
the authority and confidence that his broad half-yellow face could not. Of
course, this is assimilist sentiment, part of my own ugly and half-blind
romance with the land. (266-67)

delobz Mol @ FHE T 7] whebis vhge] FEL ol g3 @A A
FaolZ WSS QAT A olF s AR aE Wol 24 “shy
o 7" whe A Ak As AR e AdE @3 Ba A wel e o
3 walo] Aol £%E Sl gl ol0A sbdold BN A grol F 7}
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When Mitt played with my father their communication was somehow
wholly untroubled, perfect in its way, and if there were question between
them the boy would simply repeat what the old man said, try to echo his
pidgin, his story, learn that talk, too. I suppose they could build a bridge
because they needed one. He was mimic the finest gradations in our
English and Korean, those notes of who we were, and perhaps he could
imagine, if ever briefly, that this was our truest world, rich with disparate
melodies. (239-40)
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You are surreptitious
B+ students of life

first thing hummer of Wagner and Strauss

illegal alien
emotional alien
genre bug
Yellow peril : neo—American
great in bed

overrated

poppa’s boy

sentimentalist

anti-romantic

analyst (you fill in)

stranger

follower

traitor

spy (B)
delobe] Wm 3 Fol ‘YA w7]E A BoP
gigo] i Aeld] e WA goZi Aze
oz otk del Aol /b &7 8 oksti
2 U Al Aol A BAbe] Asfol e
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We do what we can. We spend the first half hour figuring out who is who
and what they speak. I wear a green rubber hood and act in my role as
the Speech Monster. I play it well. I gobble up kids but I cower when
anyone repeats the day’s secret phrase, which Lelia has them practice
earlier. Today the phrase is Gently down the stream. It's hare for some of
them to say, but it helps that they can remember the melody of the song
we've already taught them, and so they singsong it to me, to slay me,
subdue me. She wants them to know that there is nothing to fear, she
wants to offer up a pale white woman horsing with the language to show
them it’s fine to mess it all up. I take off my mask and we both hug and
kiss each one. Some wonder in their looks as they check again that my

voice moves in time with my mouth, truly belongs to my face. (348-49)
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2t 288 B (564-65)

At the end of the session we bid each kid goodbye. Lelia gives each one

a

sticker. She uses the class list to write their names inside the

sunburst-shaped badge. Everybody, she says, has been a good citizen. She

will say the name, quickly write on the sticker, and then have me press

ti each of their chests as they leave. It is a line of quiet face. I take the

it

m

down in my head. Now, she calls out each one as best as she can, taking

care of every last pitch and accent, and I hear her speaking a dozen lovely

and native languages, calling all the difficult names of who we are. (349)
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