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[Abstract]

In the past, Korean women (especially, Korean military brides or KMBs) who 

associated with foreigners, especially American servicemen, were at once a target of 

loathing and yet that of envy for many Koreans. More importantly, they have been 

invisible in the collective psyche of Korean American society and Korean diaspora in 

the United States. In Kansas, for example, KMBs have been such shadowy figures 

that only elderly KMBs and elderly Korean immigrants whose migration to America 

involved with the KMB route were willing to share their stories about shame and 

familiar desire to pursue their American Dreams. This paper is designed to reveal 

that in the constructed silence in Korean diaspora, KMBs have been, in fact, the 

backbone of the Korean migration to Kansas, while examining the official history of 

Koreans in the Greater Kansas area. KMBs have offered so many of their families 

and relatives a chance to migrate to the United States. They have also passed on 
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many Korean cultural values to their children to be good Korean/Americans. This 

paper hopes to unearth the ways in which KMBs have been hidden in the history of 

Korean immigration to Kansas and, in so doing, it attempts to illuminate their 

presence because they have been active in the formation and maintenance of the 

Kansas City Korean community. These women are in fact the agents who have 

defied odds, hurdles, and a shameful stigma of yanggongju to make Kansas a home 

for many Korean immigrants. 

Key Words: Korean immigration, Korean military brides, gender, Korean Americans, 

Koreans in the Midwest

Ⅰ. Introduction: 

Korean American Community in Kansas City 

According to the 2000 Census, there are approximately 6,000 Koreans residing in the 

state of Kansas. Most of them live in the Greater Kansas City (GKC) area, 

Leavenworth, and Junction City. Without its ethnic enclave, the Kansas City Korean 

community appears to be what Huping Ling (2004) calls “a cultural community.” A 

cultural community is a social space or boundary where an ethnic community is not 

defined by its shared physical boundaries but by the people’s common practices of 

their culture and beliefs such as their ethnic language schools, religious institutions, 

and community organizations, cultural agencies, and political organizations. Ling 

(2004) argues that this cultural community approach is useful when it comes to 

examining those immigrant groups that have not formed the ethnic enclaves but still 

maintain a sense of community through various cultural practices and religious beliefs 
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such as annual ethnic festivities, various ethnic organizations, and ethnic churches. 

Similarly, the Korean community in GKC area is supported by three hundred twenty 

Korean-owned small businesses, eighteen ethnic Korean churches, and three major 

institutions such as KAS-GKC, Korean Institute of Greater Kansas City, and Korean 

Senior Society (KSS). 

Despite their shared identity as Koreans, however, members within the community 

are heterogeneous in terms of race, class, and gender. For example, there are many 

Korean military brides (KMBs) and their biracial children. Many elderly Koreans live 

in housing projects, while their children live in suburban areas such as Overland Park 

and Olathe, Kansas (KS). Korean women outnumber men in the GKC area. 

Moreover, Kansas City has a sizable population of Korean adoptees.1) 

Moreover, there is a hierarchy within the Korean diaspora in Kansas. The 

hierarchy has been constructed and supported by the reconstruction of Korean 

patriarchy through cultural institutions and psychological boundary of 

inclusion/exclusion. Many Koreans put KMBs on the bottom of the hierarchy because 

of these women’s “suspicious character” and their outmarriage to other ethnic or 

racial members. These women have had to endure racism, sexism, and discrimination 

not just from American society but also from their fellow ethnic members whose 

immigration to America through chain migration was in many cases made possible 

by a KMB.



300  영미연구 제39집

II. Boundary of Inclusion and Exclusion

Crossing a sexual/ethnic boundary stirs disagreement and anxiety among the in-group 

ethnic members- and, because ethnic ideologies tend to involve strong negative 

construction of outsiders, pushes these members to a “stick to your own kind” 

position. A new ethnic group’s boundary is maintained through ethnic institutions 

such as churches, associations and ethnic-owned stores. Uma A. Segal (2002) 

contends that ethnicity can serve as a mechanism of inclusion and exclusion. An 

ethnic group may hold more closely to its cultural traits if it is insecure about its 

position in the large society, if the larger society ridicule or rejects it, or if it feels 

a sense of pride in retaining its ethnic identity. On the other hand, people may seek 

to emulate the majority for the very reasons described above if retaining cultural 

traits makes the immigrant group appear too different from the dominant group (182).

To be included within the boundary of an ethnic community, one is supposed to 

possess common cultural qualities. For example, Segal (2002) discusses a list of 

common behavioral norms that are embedded among Asian immigrants such as “filial 

piety, direction of parent- child communications, self-control and restraint in 

emotional expression, respect for authority, well-defined social roles and expectations, 

shame as a behavioral influence, inconspicuousness and middle position virtue, 

awareness of social milieu, fatalism, communal responsibility, high regard for the 

elderly, centrality of family relationships and responsibilities.” Among the norms, 

“well-defined social roles and expectations and shame as a behavioral influence” are 

critical to examine the exclusion of the internationally-married Korean women from 

the Korean American community (5-8).

Furthermore, Segal (2002) argues that the norm of “well-defined social roles and 

expectations” within Asian American communities reflects gender roles and 
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responsibilities. While men in general are assumed to play a dominant role inside and 

outside the family, women’s roles are restricted to the nurturing roles for 

maintenance of family relationships and functioning of family. In other words, roles 

and expectations within the family are designated according to gender and age. In 

particular, the status of males and elders garner more importance and power in 

decision-making process in community, businesses and society in general. In this 

traditional sense of gender roles and expectations, if a male-dominated community or 

society deems that its female member violates the generally accepted line of gender 

hierarchy, especially through interracial marriage, she risks being excluded from the 

community (188).

The norm of “shame as a behavioral influence” appears to be a reason for the 

exclusion of the internationally married Korean women.2) If an individual violates 

socially-defined norms, it is regarded as a disgrace not only for the individual but 

also a trauma for the entire family. Segal (2002) contends that “shame” is “a strong 

mechanism of control,” and it shapes an individual Asian’s sense of who he/she is as 

a member of the family and society. Therefore, violations of the norms mean the loss 

of the status of the family in the community that might further prevent the family 

from participating in social activities (188). In the process, ethnic members in the 

Korean community could reaffirm their pure and positive Koreanness and their new 

identity as “desirable” Americans.

At the same time, the Korean community’s construction of KMBs as victims at 

the hands of the American men works to send a strong message to Korean women 

that racial and sexual venturing into the non-ethnic territory leads only to catastrophe. 

The image of a KMB as the target of American men’s conquest serves, in the 

community, to alienate her from other Korean women, who are positioned as 

“virtuous women” (Segal 184). Therefore, many Koreans regard the group of KMBs 
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as a challenge to Koreans’ definitions of self, and thereby a challenge to Korean 

nationalism.

My interviews with numerous Korean immigrants suggest a very different aspect 

of Korean immigration history to Kansas as opposed to the official history that has 

been recognized by most Korean Americans in Kansas. That is Korean military 

brides were the primary source of the Koreans migration to Kansas. For example, 

more than half of fifteen Korean elderly people I interviewed said that their 

daughters married American soldiers. The elderly who came through this immigration 

route were somehow resentful about the prejudice and stereotype that they have 

received from other fellow Koreans. One of my interviewees, 87, who now lives in 

Junction City, Kansas with her two children living in Kansas City, suggests that it 

was not Americans who have given her hard time, but Koreans, especially those who 

migrated to America through the immigration sponsorship by their 

internationally-married sibling as she said:

The funny thing was, I can tell you, that more than 90 percent of those 

immigrants in Junction City and many in Kansas City came to the United 

States through the sister-sponsored immigration program, directly and 

indirectly. In other words, those people have one of their  family members 

married to American GI. But they tend to look down on the military brides. 

I am not telling a lie. I can really sense their attitude toward people like me. 

But this is America, not Korea. If in Korea, they can discriminate against us, 

but they should not do that to us in this country. All of us immigrants are 

in the same boat, and we should stand together to cope with hardship we 

face here. But we tend not to. I can say that the relationship between them 

and military brides is like oil on water. 

In fact, although a vast number of Koreans in the church in KC, where I spent 
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four years doing volunteer work, immigrated through their daughter or sister married 

to American servicemen, a deacon in my church told me that they have “inferiority 

complex or shame of telling others about the “secret.” And they want to “carry the 

secret to their grave.” The “secrete” implies that those who migrated through 

internationally married daughters or siblings consider the fact of the marriage 

between Korean women and American GIs a family shame. They prefer not to tell 

others about it. For example, one of my interviewees whose eight family members all 

migrated to the United States because of the sponsorship of one of her daughters 

who married an American GI said that the reason she came to America in the late 

time of her life was to escape from “all the negative looks and ridicules” from 

people of her town. 

She related: “As you know, if you have one of your family members married to 

an American GI, it is considered very dirty family shame. How could you put up 

with all the negative looks and thoughts from your neighbors? That is why I 

persuaded all of my children to come to America. Everyone!” Moreover, when I 

asked one of the prominent members of KSS in Kansas City about how the members 

of the organization came to the Kansas City area, he replied, “a number of the 

Korean elderly are from yanggongju or western princess families. Or the families that 

have their daughter or siblings who were comforts women of American GIs.” These 

negative views by many Koreans on KMBs have drawn not only a physical boundary 

but also psychological boundary between Koreans in Junction City and Leavenworth 

and those in the Greater Kansas City area.
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III. KMBs, a Model Minority, and the Construction 

of Korean Community in GKC

In Korean diaspora in Kansas, KMBs have been invisible because their presence 

within the Korean ethnic boundary haunts a number of Korean immigrants as a 

shame to the family and a shameful history. In particular, the Korean American 

community’s historical marginalization of the KMBs took place in the context in 

which Korean immigrants’ pursuit of becoming “respectable Americans” and 

exemplary members of the so-called “Model Minority.” Korean immigrants’ notion of 

racial uplift and assimilation into the mainstream is associated with citizenship with 

an emphasis on positive representations of educated and economically advanced 

Korean immigrants, while they have distanced themselves from the less educated, 

economically unsuccessful, and those internationally-married Korean women. Thus, 

Koreans’ struggle with uplifting themselves and asserting themselves as a positively 

assimilated group of immigrants resulted in excluding certain group within its ethnic 

boundary.

For many new immigrants, becoming exemplary citizens of their new country has 

been one of their primary concerns. Likewise, the ethnic uplift ideology of “fitting 

into the American mainstream” has been one of the Kansas City Korean ethnic 

institutions’ agendas in order to have the Korean immigrants “recognized” by the 

mainstream society. For example, I have witnessed Korean ministers tell their 

churches members to “behave themselves as the positive elements of the mainstream 

society,” and the presidents of Korean ethnic organizations remarked on their 

organization members’ living up to the standards of the “mainstream.”

Kevin Gaines (1996), in his book, Uplifting Race, gives a clue to the question of 

what it means to live in America as a minority and how the notion of otherness 
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encourages a minority group to dispel the negative connotation associated with the 

group and to promote the positives of it through the ideology of “uplift.” In his study 

on the black middle-class struggle with representing themselves as fitting into the 

white society, in the late 19th century, Gaines argues that the uplift ideology of the 

African middle-class was not simply a matter of educated African Americans’ 

wanting to be white, but “uplift” represented the struggle for a positive black identity 

in a deeply racist society, turning the pejorative designation of race into a source of 

dignity and self-affirmation through an ideology of class differentiation, self- help, 

and interdependence. Additionally, he asserts that while black intelligentsia spoke 

universally of the race’s advancement, there was vigorous disagreement on precisely 

how this was to be achieved. In fact, there were bitter debates among black elites 

over issues of education, citizenship, equal rights, gender relations, and cultural 

identity.

In fact, Gaines starts from the belief that the notion of racial uplift changed from 

one based on inalienable rights and legal protection associated with citizenship to one 

associated with an emphasis on positive representations of educated, assimilated 

blacks of sterling character contrasted against “the morally deficient classes” within 

the black community. Similarly, when Koreans entered the United States, they 

perceived themselves as “marginal,” as they struggled to adapt to the host culture 

while simultaneously ensuring a sense of personal worth and group identity.

Given that most of the ethnic Korean institutions are run by the first generation 

Korean immigrants, it is important for them to uplift themselves in the host culture 

in a positive way. An example of Korean immigrants’ struggle to be accepted into 

the host society is the fact that most of the Koreans are church affiliated though 

many of them believed in a different religion or were non-religious before coming to 

the United States. According to Jeong Ha Kim (1997), “Immigrants are religious--by 
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all accounts more religious then they were before they left home--because religion is 

one of the important identity markers that help them preserve individual 

self-awareness and cohesion in a group...In the United States, religion is a social 

category with clearest meaning, and acceptance in the host society, so the emphasis 

on religious affiliation and identity is one of the strategies that allow the immigrant 

to maintain self-identity while simultaneously acquire community acceptance” (27).

IV. History Told and History Untold

However, the first generation Korean Americans’ emphasis on the positive 

representations of those who “made it” from scratch renders some problems of race, 

class, gender, division of age groups and religious affiliation in their pursuit of 

Americanization, ethnic uplift, solidarity, and citizenship in America. Thus, the 

process of pursuing and uplifting the Korean American community leaves a number 

of groups within the community voiceless and invisible, especially KMBs who were 

considered not desirable enough to represent the Korean American community. For 

example, many KMBs complained, “They don’t help us, they only work for the sake 

of their own pride.” “They only associate with rich Korean couples, they talk 

negatively about Americans using foul language and the only people from 

Leavenworth that they choose to talk to are the Korean officers, whom they are more 

than happy to treat to dinner” (qtd in Jeong 58). Leavenworth is considered a part of 

the GKC area, and the KAS-GKC has several of its KMB members from this city. 

According to Jeong, many KMBs in Leavenworth did not appreciate that they are not 

represented as part of ethnic Korean immigrants in the GKC area. Rather, the women 

believe that the organization has prided itself on its exemplary figures such as 
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successful businessmen, professors, and foreign exchange officers as the type of 

Koreans who best represent the GKC Korean community, though a large percentage 

of Koreans are KMBs and their relatives who came through chain migration.3) 

Indeed, KMBs have been invisible in GKC Korean community’s pursuit of being 

recognized by the mainstream American society. For example, the year 2004 marked 

the fifty-fifth anniversary of the beginning of the Korean immigration to the Greater 

Kansas City area. In the fall 2004 issue of KAS-GKC newsletter, Ed Eilert, a mayor 

of Overland Park, proudly proclaimed the month of August 2004 as “Korean 

American Month.” He stated in his letter of Proclamation, “approximately, 3,500 

Koreans live in the [Greater Kansas City] area, of which over sixty percent are proud 

residents of the city of Overland Park, and an increasing number of younger 

generation return to Overland Park after completing their higher education and 

become valuable members of the workforce.” In the newsletter, there is a brief 

history of the Korea immigration to Kansas. The history claims that Korean 

immigration to Kansas began when a student came to pursue his Ph.D. at the 

University of Missouri at Kansas City in 1949. However, the role that KMBs played 

in the construction of Korean communities in Kansas was not recognized in the 

mayor’s speech.

Additionally, on September 27, 2005, for the first time in Korean American 

history in Kansas, the Korean American Society of Greater Kansas City held its first 

Korean Cultural Festival in Heritage Park in Kansas City. About two thousand 

Korean Americans and locals attended the festival. During the three day festival, it 

was the female Korean volunteers who represented each of the thirteen Korean 

churches in the Greater Kansas City area and worked to serve ethnic Korean foods 

and took charge of the traditional Korean amusement games such as Moonwalk and 

tug-of-war.
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While the Korean women’ roles in organizing and promoting most of the events 

were mostly invisible or not well recognized, it was the Korean men who publicly 

represented the Korean American community as Dokko, Youngsik, the president of 

KAS-GKC and Kim, Wook, the consulate general of the Republic of Korea, made a 

speech on how the event would move Korean Americans forward to “the mainstream 

America” and how the mainstream would accept the Koreans as proud elements of 

American society. Korean consulate general added at the time of his speech that 

“Koreans in Kansas City are the exemplary of bridging Korean Americans to the 

mainstream American society.”4)

V. KMBs and Korean Church

Thus, it is important to look into the role of Korean ethnic institutions such as 

Korean churches and KSS in the dynamics of gender hierarchy and unearthng the 

role that KMBs have played in the construction of the Kansas City Korean 

community. For example, the first Korean church founded in Kansas is the Korean 

United Presbyterian Church of Kansas with twenty Korean immigrants in 1969.5) Ten 

years later, the Korean Presbyterian Church of Kansas was founded on S. 51st Street, 

Kansas City, KS in 1979, which has been known to have the most number of elderly 

Korean immigrants. I worked for this church and its members, especially elderly 

Koreans. Members of the church not only include Koreans, but also include KMBs, 

their American husbands, and biracial children of KMBs. Most of American 

husbands of KMBs were former servicemen who met their Korean wives when they 

were stationed in Korea. For example, Mr. K met his wife in Daegu about 28 years 

ago. He has been involved with the Korean church for about 15 years because he 
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believed it would be good for his wife and children to spend more time with other 

fellow Koreans. Mr. J, a deacon, also met his wife in Korea. Since he works for the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, he said that he had helped many Koreans to 

be informed of the American immigration laws and social security benefits that they 

were qualified for. He has two teenage daughters who are also members of the 

Korean church youth music group. Mr. Brown, an African American, also met his 

wife when he was stationed in South Korea. Always working in the back office of 

the church, he helps with the church youth band and media equipment. Only Mr. C 

was a civilian when he met his wife in Korea when he worked as member of Peace 

Corps forty years ago. His entire family along with his Korean parents-in-laws whose 

immigration he and his wife sponsored goes to the Korean church.

The American husbands of KMBs encourage their biracial children to participate 

in church activities. When asked about challenges in adapting to going to Korean 

church, they replied that despite a language barrier they felt comfortable with being 

in the Korean church because they understood many aspects of Korean culture such 

as filial piety and jeong. For example, the wife of Mr. C said that she was, 

sometimes, guilty of not having spent more time with her husband because she had 

always been busy with taking care of her aging parents. It was Mr. C who 

encouraged her to do so because he knew the importance of the role of a daughter 

for her parents in a Korean culture.

Every Sunday, the worship service of the Korean Presbyterian Church of Kansas 

starts at 11am. At around 9:30am, the basement of the church is filled with elderly 

Koreans. Some of them come with the church’s minivan driven by Ms. Kim, a 

KMB. She volunteered to help the seniors because it is her dori or a morally right 

thing to help them. She picks them up at housing projects in the GKC area and in 

Leavenworth. Many of them are parents of KMBs. Mr. Kim, the president of KCC 
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always sits on a chair in front of the basement entrance greeting his fellow elderly 

Koreans. Mr. Kim, 88, is from Pyongyang, North Korea. Considered as the most 

educated Korean elder, he graduated from Waseda University in Japan during the 

Japanese colonial period. He came back to Pyongyang and became a teacher. Among 

his students was Kim, Jong-il, a former North Korean leader, in an elementary school 

before the Korean War broke in 1950. Since the communist North purged many of 

the intellectuals in the name of eradicating the bourgeois elements, he and his family 

fled south to Seoul, then to Busan in the southeastern part of Korea. There, he 

continued to teach in high school in makeshift class rooms. After the war, his family 

moved to Seoul. His younger brother who studied in the United States in the 1950s 

sponsored his immigration to America.

According to him, KSS was founded in 1981. He and other founding members of 

the organization felt an urgent need to form an organization that would specifically 

address the issues of elderly Korean immigrants. Mr. Kim said that in 1981, there 

was no information on how many Korean elders lived in the GKC area. To catch 

hold of the exact number of those Korean immigrants over the age of 60, he and 

other like-minded elders started gathering information and visited each of the elders’ 

houses. Since, in the early 80s, most of the people scattered around the GKC area 

and Leavenworth, it was especially hard for him and his friends to look for exact 

information on the Korean seniors. KSS could finally publish the association’s first 

address book and hold an official meeting in 1981.

Every Sunday, at around 10:30am, right before the service, the basement is full of 

joy and laughter, while the elderly are grouped by gender, age groups, and places of 

their residence. When the worship service is over, the elderly come down to 

basement to have a free lunch that is made up of rice, kimchi, traditional Korean 

soup, and a side dish. Each month, an owner of a Korean grocery store donates 
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boxes of kimchi and rice to the church. Elderly women always sit around at the 

same table, while elderly men take their own separate place in the basement to enjoy 

their lunch served by young people like me fulfilling our filial piety. After lunch, a 

KMB volunteer drives them back home to the housing projects and Leavenworth.

Occasionally, there are ethnic events for the Korean elderly held mostly by Korean 

churches and KAS-GKC, which many KMBs make contributions to. For example, on 

May 1, 2005, there was a Mother’s Day event for the members of KSS at the 

Korean United Presbyterian Church of Kansas City. More than forty Korean seniors 

attended the event. Several KMB volunteers  pinned a piece of carnation on the 

jacket or blouse of each of the Korean elderly. Before the dinner was served, old 

Korean movie was played for the elderly to appease their loneliness and sorrow of 

living in the United States. Some wept, while some laughed. Suddenly, a female 

elderly, Ms. Chung, left the place full of emotions and anger. I escorted her down to 

the church dining hall where about fifteen female members of the church were busy 

preparing the Mother’s Day dinner for the elderly people. 

I asked her why she burst into emotional explosion. She said that she did not like 

the theme of sadness in the movie: 

Why do they want to play that kind of movie for the elderly? Throughout 

our entire life, that's what we have been through. Those Japanese bastards 

during the Japanese colonial period.... I lost my Korean husband during the 

turbulent era of the Korean War. Being from the very affluent family, I 

couldn't bear the complete loss of my family and wealth. How could I 

survive through all the ordeals? I married an American soldier and moved to 

Fort Braggs in North Carolina in 1963. I moved to Leavenworth, Kansas 

where my husband worked on the base as a First Sergeant. You know what 

happened? One day, he went fishing and was found later to be drown to 

death. I have no children, and no husband to take care of and love. I have 
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been alone all through my life. If they show this kind of movie again, I will 

never come to this kind of event ever again. Tell them to play something 

more constructive and future oriented if it is possible.

Ms. Chung, then, sipped a cup of traditional Korean tea to compose herself. Ms. 

Chung came to the United States about forty five years ago. She is one of the most 

“Americanized” Korean elderly in the GKC area. Just like many KMBs who married 

American servicemen to escape poverty and a chance for a better life in America, 

Ms. Chung married an American soldier for a second chance in her life, but she had 

been through a tragedy and deep sorrow. She has han or a lifelong sorrow and 

resentment in her heart. She still seemed to be in the process of healing her wounds. 

She is “resentful” to Korea, and she said that she did not wish to go back. That is 

why she felt uncomfortable with being exposed to the old Korean movie that was 

reminiscent of the poverty and sorrow of Koreans in the 50s and 60s.

Nonetheless, many of those who watched the movie seemed to be happy with it. 

The overall response were “a good movie to remind me of my childhood,” “funny 

from the perspective of the 2005 eyes,” and “ok to spend some time to watch that 

kind of movie.” After the movie was over, we distributed a gift box containing two 

Korean CDs and a digital clock. One CD contains traditional folk and popular songs 

from the 60s and 70s, the other contains gospel songs.

In addition to the ethnic events for the Korean elderly immigrants, KSS has held 

a flu shot event to improve the health condition of the Korean elders every October. 

The event is held in one of the Korean churches in Kansas City. The event was first 

organized by a Korean social worker, a KMB. She lived in Kansas City with her 

American husband before her family moved to Baltimore in 1999. However, she flies 

back to Kansas City every year to make sure that the flu shot event goes well. 

According to her, she decided to promote the event for the elderly because she found 
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that not many Korean elders knew about the Medicaid, Medicare, and social security 

benefits that were available for them. It was surprising to her to know those Korean 

elders who resided in a place like the housing projects had not even taken the basic 

healthcare measure for themselves. Out of her understanding for the plights of 

Korean elders with her knowledge and experience as a social worker, she contacted 

several local pharmacies for sponsoring the event and gathered a number of volunteer 

nurses to help get the flu shot event going.

When the flu shot event was held in one of the Korean churches in October, 

2005, there were two American volunteer nurses and one Korean nurse to help the 

elders receive the shot. I volunteered to help the seniors write their name and address 

in English in the application form, and I worked to check whether the elders brought 

their Medicaid card with them. More than half of those who got the shot had hard 

time writing their name in English. Many of them would not have been able to 

attend the event without the transportation provided by their children or their 

churches.

Later I was invited by several Korean elders who live in two housing projects in 

the GKC area because many of them are members of my church and they embraced 

me as their son or grandson. My interviews with Korean elders suggest a unique 

aspect of chain migration of Koreans to Kansas.

VI. South Mill and Santa Fe Apartments 

(Korean Elders and Chain Migration)

The three-story apartment building of South Mill is located in the vicinity of 

downtown Kansas City area. Most of the residents in the building are welfare 
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recipients. According to the Korean elderly in the South Mill apartment, there was a 

time when about twenty-five Korean elderly packed the apartment complex. An 

affordable housing cost, welfare assistance from government, and a better chance for 

them to have more companionship with other elderly Koreans, many Korean elders 

voluntarily moved out of their children’s house and moved into the senior apartment.

Currently, nine Korean female elderly live with their own apartment unit to live 

in. They said that each of them pays $112 for their rent every month. The city 

government assisted them with subsidy for the rent. We gathered together in one of 

the elders’ apartments. Some of them cooked Korean curry and banchan or side 

dishes for me and the pastor. Unlike the South Mill apartment, Santa Fe apartment 

complex is a ten-story housing project where senior citizens of different racial and 

ethnic background live next to one another. Currently, eight Korean elders live there; 

two are males and five Koreans are females. The building is well maintained, and 

the staffs of the building seem to provide adequate support such as cleaning and 

assistance for the disabled elderly. 

In this apartment building, most Korean elderly immigrants grappled with 

overcoming a sense of loneliness and growing personal health problems. For 

example, all of them cannot drive, and their children and the Korean churches are 

the main source for transportation. More importantly, the apartment management does 

not allow the Korean elderly to install the satellite dish to have access to Korean 

channels though most of the Korean immigrant families now enjoy Korean channels 

through satellite service. The management does not allow the satellite dish for fear 

that it could potentially become a safety issue since the dish had to be installed 

outside the apartment windows.” It also “does not look good from outside.”

I visited the apartments and conducted interviews. All of them are over the age of 

70, born in Korea, and currently living in the United States. The mean period of 



The Constructed Silence in the Construction of Korean Diaspora in Kansas  315

their residence was 11 years. They have lived in the U.S. from eight to twenty eight 

years. Eight interviewees depended mainly on Social Security pensions. Out of fifteen 

people I interviewed, two are KMBs who married American servicemen back in 

Korea and moved to settle in Kansas City. Six people came to America because of 

the immigration sponsorship from their KMB daughter or relative. Korean elderly 

immigrants whose immigration involves with intermarriage between a Korean woman 

and an American soldier have been subject to a stereotype or prejudice among 

Koreans in the GKC area. Other seven interviewees came through chain migration by 

their children or siblings who have professional jobs such as a nurse, a doctor, or an 

engineer.

Therefore, some of my interviewees preferred not to tell me about their children’s 

marriages to American servicemen. The stigma of yanggongju is there. For example, 

although a vast number of Koreans in my church in KC immigrated through their 

daughter or sister married to American servicemen, a deacon in my church told me 

that they have “inferiority complex or shame of telling others about the secret.” And 

they want to “carry the secret to their grave.” The “secret” implies that those who 

migrated through internationally married daughters or siblings consider the fact of the 

marriage between Korean women and American GIs is a family shame. They prefer 

not to tell others about it. 

My interviewee with Ms. Lee reflects the sentiment that many Koreans have 

toward international marriages and KMBs. Ms. Lee, 92, is from Daegu. She came to 

the United States in the 80s. Ms. Lee has eight children. One of them died of 

pneumonia at an early age. Later, she and all of her children moved to America. One 

of her children who married an American serviceman sponsored their immigration. 

When I asked her who sponsored her family’s immigration to the United States, Ms. 

Lee’s voice trembled. She, then, shouted, “kukjekyolhon [international marriage] is 
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such a shameful thing as you know. I DID NOT want to lose my face to other 

villagers and feel ashamed of our dirty secrete! That’s why I asked all of my 

children to move to America so that wouldn’t live with such a family shame.”

Ms. Lee has seven daughters and one son. She had been under immense pressure 

from her family because she could not produce a son for the family. She tried again 

and again until she finally got one in her eighth trial. She moved to America in 1989 

through her oldest daughter who married an American serviceman. Then, she 

sponsored the immigration of the rest of her children. She decided to do so because 

the news of her daughter’s marriage to an American soldier got spread to all the 

people in her village. Rumors and gossips about her “family shame” surfaced, and 

they hurt her family. Ms. Lee did not want her children to live with the shame that 

they did not have to carry on their back.

However, the family shame was another opportunity for her family to move to 

America. Despite the stigma and shame, Ms. Lee acknowledged her American 

son-in-law who made their immigration possible:

Thanks to my American son-in-law, my entire family could come to 

America. Unfortunately, he died several years ago. After his death, my 

daughter worked at a factory in Kansas City. Because of the overwork and 

bad treatment from her company, my daughter suffered a lot from piles. She 

filed a lawsuit against her company and finally won it. 

Similarly, Ms. Chung, 84, moved to American in 1989 when her only son 

sponsored her for immigration. According to her, her son and his family came 

through chain migration through his sister-in-law who married an American 

serviceman:
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I came to America in 1985. My eldest son came to this country twenty-eight 

years ago. I am from a rural area in Korea cultivating rice paddies. However, 

I spent 14 years in Japan helping my brother who then studied for his 

degree. Because of my childhood experience in Japan, I can speak Japanese, 

and my way of thinking is somehow similar to that of the Japanese. 

My daughter-in-law’s younger sister sponsored my son’s family’s 

immigration to the United States. She married an American soldier in Korea 

and came to America. My son ran a good business in Korea, but after losing 

all of his money, he decided to immigrate to America to give a second shot 

for his life. After he came to America, he opened a Korean grocery in 

Lawrence, KS that eventually earned him nothing. During the time of his 

business, I had tried to help his business stay afloat. My husband and I used 

to grow vegetables and gave them to my son’ grocery store until my husband 

died ten years ago.

Mr. Chung’s case is the typical case of chain migration to Kansas, through which 

her son’s entire family, his wife’s entire family, and other immediate family members 

and relatives moved to the United States. Ms. Chung’s grandchildren later became a 

chiropractor and real estate agent who married a white American.

Ms. Choi case reflects the similar migration pattern that Korean parents play for 

speeding up the migration process of their children. Ms. Choi and her husband were 

the second group in her family to immigrate to facilitate the immigration of their five 

children. Ms. Choi’s eldest daughter got married to a US citizen. After she 

established her residence in America, She sponsored the immigration of her parents. 

However, the decision to help with their children’s immigration took a toll on their 

life as Ms. Choi and her husband live in a place of isolation:

I am resigned to this solitude life. No friends, not many people to hang out 

with, I just managed to live alone. As for my groceries, my daughter buys 
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most of the things that I need. My daughter-in-law visits me every week. I 

spend my day watching American TV. I just watch TV because I have no 

other hobbies or any desire to live my life. For almost twenty-three years, I 

have left the TV on every morning because I wanted to make sure that my 

neighbors knew that my husband and I were alive. I wish to let the time fly 

more than anything else and die peacefully.

Likewise, Mr. Choi, 87, and his five children move to the United State through 

her eldest daughter who married an American soldier. First, his daughter came to 

American, and Mr. Choi came. Mr. Choi, then, sponsored the immigration of the rest 

of his children. According to the Immigration Act of 1965, married children of the 

U.S. citizens or permanent residents belong to the second preferential category next 

to that of “spouses of the U.S. citizens or permanent resident.” My interviews with 

the Korean elders suggest that they moved to the United States when their first child 

established a permanent residence. Therefore, the elderly became a vehicle to 

expedite the process of the rest of the family members to immigrate to the United 

States:

My (KMB) daughter kept asking me to immigrate to the United States. 

Before I came, I thought America was no better than Korea. I had no idea 

what to prepare and what to expect when I got here. However, I do not wish 

to go back to Korea because I have become American holding the U.S. 

citizenship. I have already purchased a burial site here in Kansas City. My 

two sons immigrated three years after I came to America. My eldest son had 

lived close to me before he moved to Los Angeles. He is doing carpet 

cleaning business there and just bought a five-bedroom house. He is rich, but 

that does not mean that I have to rely on his family for economic assistance. 

I do not want to be a burden for them.
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The story of Mr. Kim, 80, is similar to that of Mr. Choi. Mr. Kim moved to the 

United States in 1989 through chain migration by one of his daughters-in-law who 

had a sister marrying an American serviceman. She and his son first immigrated to 

America, and Mr. Kim and his wife followed them because their sons asked their 

mother to babysit their children. Korea is still in his heart. That is why he has 

refused to apply for American citizenship:

I moved to America because my wife and I wanted to help our children with 

their immigration and babysit our grandchildren. I always think about going 

back to Korea. I want to die in Korea. Memories of Korea never disappear 

from my heart. That is why I bought my burial site in Korea. I do want to 

go back, but I am afraid of being a burden on my two sons’ families who 

live in Korea. That is the only reason that I still live in this housing project 

here. I never applied for American citizenship because I want to go back to 

Korea. I just hold a green card.

Similarly, Ms. Roh, 86, moved to the United States through her daughter who 

married an American serviceman. Being widowed at the age of 20, Ms. Roh has 

remained single in her entire life. Her daughter is the only reason for her to live her 

life. Ms. Roh has lived around the world because her daughter took her wherever she 

and her American husband moved:

After she married her first American husband, a soldier who was stationed in 

Korea, she always took me wherever she had to move. Therefore, I have 

traveled all around the world. I stayed in Okinawa, Japan for three years, 

three more years in the Philippines, several years in Omaha, Nebraska, and 

three years in South Dakota. Then, I finally got settled in Kansas City. Her 

current husband is a military doctor, and they live in Junction City, Kansas. 

They got married when my daughter was 39. When my daughter got 
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diagnosed with cancer, he is the one who cured her illness. Her first husband 

was a rich man, but he did not treat my daughter quite well and got 

divorced.

Since she still suffered from neuralgia, Ms. Roh’s American son-in-law always 

gave her prescription drugs, which made her feel much better now. He spent some 

time in Korea, so the American son-in-law can understand a little bit of Korean. Ms. 

Roh likes him, but she did not want to live with her daughter’s family because she 

did not want to be a burden on them. Min and Kim (2002) suggest that Korean 

wives of American GIs sponsored their immediate family members and relatives for 

immigration to the United States under the Immigration Act of 1965, but “crediting 

them as the very backbone of contemporary Korean America is yet to be 

accomplished” (2). At least in the GKC area, many of Korean immigrants’ route 

trace back to chain migration initiated by KMBs. Facilitating the chain migration 

process were elderly Koreans who are the parents of KMBs and their brothers and 

sisters. Elderly Koreans decided to come to help their children to come to America. 

Due to this involuntary reason to immigrate to the United States, the Korean elderly 

were not being fully prepared to speak English, and their cultural dependence on 

their immigrant children tend to increase when they arrived in America. To make a 

matter worse, when they came to settle in the GKC area, there was no ethnic enclave 

or buffer zone where these people have access to ethnic cultural resources to use in 

their acculturation process in America. For example, in the major U.S. cities such as 

Los Angeles, New York City, and Chicago, ethnic institutions such as Korean 

Culture Center, noindang (a place for the elderly to rest and exchange information), 

or elderly university have supported elderly Koreans. In the GKC area, however, 

there is very limited ethnic institutional support for these people.

Rather, many of them chose to live on welfare, while living in housing projects 
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such as South Mill and Santa Fe apartments. They did so not just out of economic 

desperation, but also because they did not want to be a burden on their children and 

would like a companionship with other Korean elderly. The life conditions of the 

elderly raised many concerns for Korean immigrants in the GKC area as one 

prominent KMB member of KAS-GKC stood and suggested in the general meeting 

of the organization on February 16, 2005:

You have all the nice pledges on building a cultural center, holding a big 

cultural festival, and laying a foundation on where the first, second, and third 

generation Koreans could interact with one another. But, here I can’t find 

any word from you that is specific as to how to address the plight of the 

elderly. We should not ignore the lives of our fathers and mothers. We are 

obligated to listen to and help our parents.

VII. Conclusion

This research on ethnic Korean institutions and interviews with Korean elders in 

Kansas City reveals the dynamics in the maintenance of the Korean American 

community and in the chain migration process of Korean immigrants to Kansas. 

Many of Korean immigrants immigration to the Unites States has been made possible 

by KMBs and sacrifice of their parents, their role has rarely been told by the 

recipients or in the existing scholarship on Korean immigration to the United States. 

Their contribution to their family and the GKC Korean community has been 

unrecognized in a social stigma of yanggongju. Despite their invisibility, their 

presence is deeply embedded in the hearts and minds of many Korean immigrants 

and the history of GKC Korean community.
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Notes

1) According to Yang, the secretary of Korean American Society of Greater Kansas City, 
Kansas City has the second most number of Korean adoptees, next to Minneapolis, 
Minnesota.

2) The stigma on internationally married Korean women is often centered on Korean women 
who married American GIs. The status of those who married officers or civilians usually 
depends on that of their American husbands. For example, the current vice president of 
KAS-GKC is a Korean woman who arried an American civilian who came to Korea as 
the member of the Peace Corps in the early 70s. She is widely regarded as one of the 
most successful Korean immigrants and recognized for her contribution to the Korean 
community in the GKC area. 

3) Korean Army has its liaison officer, a lieutenant colonel, on Fort Leavenworth base. The 
officer is often invited by ethnic Korean institutions in Kansas City as a dignitary for their 
ethnic events. 

4) Kim, Sang Jo. Fieldnote. (2/11/2005).

5) Late Reverend Chung founded the church. Then he founded a Korean church in Lawrence, 
Topeka, and Junction City, KS in the 80s. The Korean church in Lawrence is currently 
occupied by Islamic Center. Ms. Park, his wife, said that it was sad to see so many KMBs 
struggle in Junction City, KS, which was close to Fort Riley military base. Many of these 
women turned to the Korean church for consolation and prayers for a better life. 
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국문초록

캔자스 주 캔자스 시티 한인디아스포라의 구성 속에 만들어진 
침묵: 한인여성들과 국제결혼여성들의 존재와 역할을 중심으로

김 상 조 (서울과학기술대학교)

캔자스 주 한인 디아스포라는 여러 측면에서 독특한 점을 시사한다. 무엇보다도 미군

과 결혼하여 이주한 군인아내들이 이민의 주축이었으며, 그들이 주체적인 행위자로서 

한인사회와 지역공동체와의 관계 속에서 큰 역할을 했다는 것이다. 본 논문은 미군과

의 국제결혼을 통하여 미국 캔자스 주 캔자스시티에 정착한 한인이민자들과 그들의 

정착을 가능하게 해주었던 한인여성들의 삶을 조명하고자 한다. 한국과 미주한인사회

에서 과거 국제결혼 여성들을 바라보는 시각은 부정적이었고 냉소적이었다. 이런 편

견들은 한인이주여성들이 캔자스시티 한인사회를 만들어가는 과정에서 기여했던 역할

과 공헌을 묻어버리는 결과를 가져왔다. 본 논문은 캔자스시티 한인사회의 주축 역할

을 하고 있는 이민단체들과 한인교회 그리고 연쇄 이주이민에 큰 역할을 했던 한인 

노인들과의 인터뷰를 통해 보임에도 보이지 않고, 보이지 않지만 느껴지는 국제결혼

여성들의 역할과 존재를 조명한다.

주제어: 한인이민, 국제결혼 여성, 젠더, 미주 한인들, 미중서부 한인들
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