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Shan: Can we start with your family background?

Kim: OK, I was born in New York City in 1942. My father was a graduate
student at Columbia University in economics, and my mother was a ghost writer
of master’s theses for Chinese students. She helped them in MBA for all the
research, writing, and typing. She did that work because she was unable to have
work commensurate to her education, as people ineligible for U.S. citizenship
(Asians) were barred from most occupations from teaching, medicine, and den-
tistry to undertaking. My mother had a degree from Mount Holyoke College and
was admitted to Cornell Graduate School. We lived in New York until 1946,
when we moved to Washington D.C. because my father was offered a job in the
U.S. State Department along with other Korean-speaking people who also were
fluent in Japanese. My father majored in engineering at Waseda University in
Tokyo. He also went to middle school and high school in Japan, so he was very
fluent in Japanese. By helping the U.S. government read maps and translate
documents during World War II, Korean people who were otherwise ineligible for
U.S. citizenship got a green card. My dad was one of them. After 1952, people
born in Japan or Korea could apply for naturalization, but my father never
became a U.S. citizen. When he died in 1989, he had lived in the U.S. for sixty-
three years. He wanted to be buried in Korea. My parents’ grave is in Ch’'onan
Kyunggi Province.

I have one brother who is a neuropathologist and a professor of medicine
at UC, Irvine. Besides my brother’s family, I have no relative in the U.S. But I
have six cousins in South Korea, five cousins in North Korea, and five cousins in
mainland China. That’s because after the Japanese colonization of Korea, Korean
families were often scattered by the political circumstances. Sadly they couldn’t
really contact each other. People in North and South Korea were not even
allowed to communicate by mail for almost half a century. Even now, only a few
separated families have been able to re-connect, just as everyone is dying of old
age. Even the relatives in North Korea had no contact with the relatives in South
Korea or China. China and South Korea began to have a relationship in 1992,
and this year I was able to visit a cousin in Tianjin and to meet her children and
grandson. She is a retired doctor who volunteered during the SARS scare and
who has been volunteering during the avian flu scare. I think that her spirit of
volunteerism and her openness to internationalism has probably been encouraged
by the Chinese communist revolution. My relatives in South Korea tend to focus
more on the extended family than on the society, and they have never been very
open to fraternization with people from other nationalities. To them, I think, my
brother and his U.S.-born daughters and me and my son are foreign enough,
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maybe too foreign already.

Shan: You also mentioned in several places that your grandmother on the mater-
nal side went to Hawaii sometime between 1903 and 1905.

Kim: Oh, you really did a lot of homework. My grandmother supposedly went
to the sugar plantation in Hawaii by herself with a baby or pregnant—she didn’t
go with her husband or her father or anyone, and she was not an educated woman.
I wonder that she was like the aunt in Maxine Hong Kingston’s 7/he Woman Warrior.
She told my mother the story that her husband was gambling and she ran away.
I don't think any Korean woman in 1903 would run away to Hawaii because her
husband was gambling—very unlikely. But my mother believed it, and we don't
really know what my grandmother’s background was.

Shan: So you aren't sure whether your mother was born in Hawaii or not?

Kim: We don’t know whether she was born in Hawaii or she was born in Korea
and brought to Hawaii, either one, but she lived her life in the U.S. anyway, from
infancy.

Shan: About your name in kanji. You mentioned that your Korean name
“Haikyung” is “not like flowers, precious stones,” as a female name is supposed to
be. And your name in kanji “%&%&” is not feminine. Can you trace that to your
father’s expectation of you?

Kim: Oh, no, “42” is the marker of everybody of my generation in our extended
family, so my cousins’ names are Chungyung, Joonkyung, Inkyung, Euikyung,
Hongkyung, etc. I mean this one “&” is feminine.

Shan: But even this one is not so feminine in Chinese.

Kim: Well, it’s interesting. I haven't felt free to use my Korean name because my
father’s younger brother’s daughter has exactly the same name that I have, because
during World War II these two brothers were separated—his brother was in Korea,
my father was in the U.S.—so my father didn’t know his brother had a daughter
named “Haikyung” and gave me the same name. She is four years older than I
am, so the name really belongs to her. It’s all wrong. We're not supposed to have
the same name as our cousin’s. So I never used that name. I should have changed
my name to something else, like Hyunkyung (too hard for Americans to
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pronounce), or Heekyung (sounds like a dancing girl’s name), or Hwakyung (which
also means binoculars or telescope or something), but I never did.

[ think our family is kind of progressive, because usually only boys get this
one “42”. Boys of my generation used to get names that mean “fortitude,”
“intelligence,” and “courage,” while girls got names that mean things like “orchid
blossom,” “jade child,” “silver thread,” or “pure and innocent.” Many men of my
father’s generation didn’t believe that daughters should be educated, but my father
always encouraged me to be more than “just a woman.” If I said I was interested
in nursing or becoming an airline “stewardess,” which is what an airline attendant
was called back then, he would say that these jobs involve serving and cleaning
up after people like a housemaid. It’s not that he thought I should become a
doctor or an airline pilot; he just didn't want me to be in what he thought of as a
serving position. In those days (the 1950s and 1960s), even American women
didn’t often dream of becoming doctors or airline pilots. Maybe the highest posi-
tion we thought possible was teaching in a two-year junior college.

Shan: About your educational background. You went to University of Pennsyl-
vania for your B.A., Columbia University for your M.A., and UC, Berkeley for
your Ph.D.

Kim: That’s true.
Shan: So you went all over the country.

Kim: Yes, I did. I came to Berkeley because Berkeley was famous for student
activism.

Shan: When was that?

Kim: 1968. At that time Berkeley was always in the news. After I finished my
M.A., I was in Korea between 1966 and 1967 to teach and do some research.
When I was in Korea, the Newsweek had a photograph of a naked marijuana party
at Berkeley and everybody said, “Ah, UC, Berkeley.” But I've never seen any naked
marijuana party at Berkeley. Probably there were some, but they were the excep-
tion rather than the rule. It’s just another example of sensationalism selling news.

Shan: Can you say something about the writing of your dissertation (1976) and
the book Asian American Literature: An Introduction to the Writings and Their
Social Context (Temple UD, 1982)?
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Kim: Yes, the book’s just a write-up of my dissertation. I don't know why I ended
up teaching. [ actually was a graduate student and the Asian American Studies
Program needed us to finish our dissertations so that the department could keep
our positions. And they needed my publication. So I just wrote that from the
dissertation. Really, it’s not very original, because Frank Chin was the one who
really started our thinking about Asian American literature. So we were sort
of copying Frank Chin’s thinking, I think. The book tried to look at Asian
American literature from social perspectives. There’s a similar perspective to Frank
Chin in my assessment of literature.

Shan: At that time, you submitted your dissertation for a Ph.D. degree in
education.

Kim: That’s because [ was a graduate student at the English Department, but the
English Department did not recognize Asian American literature as a legitimate
topic in the 1970s. So I didn’t know what to do. I quit school actually, and the
Asian American Studies Program told me that I needed to finish my Ph.D. in
order to keep my teaching position. So I asked, “What can I do?” I went to the
Department of East Asian Languages and Literature, then called Department
of Oriental Languages—it’s relatively easy to transfer from one department
to another at Berkeley—but they studied literature only up to 1911 in China. In
other words, they didn’t really study contemporary literature. The professors
seemed to be white men from the U.S. military. They learned Chinese, Korean,
or some other Asian languages and were invited to teach. The professor of Korean
literature could not even speak Korean. Of course no one was interested in Asian
American literature. So I went to the Department of Comparative Literature,
thinking they might accept my dissertation topic. And they said, “You already
passed the required examinations in Latin, German, and French, but we need you
to also take examinations in Spanish or Portuguese, and Greek.” And I thought
that was totally irrelevant to my dissertation topic, and I didn’t want to spend
another two years doing Spanish or Portuguese, and I never had Greek. So I
didn’t know what to do.

Prof. Paul Takagi, who is Dana Takagfi’s father, had helped us with the Third
World Strike. He was in the School of Criminology. Criminology was a very
radical department that studied crimes of the state. But due to pressure from law
enforcement institutions, the School of Criminology was disbanded. Paul Takagi
was tenured, so they had to keep him somewhere, and they thought it OK to put
him in the School of Education. So Takagi was in the School of Education. He
agreed to serve on my dissertation committee. I would not have to take more
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courses or examinations. Since my dissertation topic, Asian America literature,
could be relevant to education, it would be acceptable.

Shan: That’s why you ended your dissertation by emphasizing the importance
of including Asian American literature in college curricula.

Kim: Yes, I did it so fast. Iactually worked on that dissertation in one semester,
and handed it in time so that I could get my tenure. I was an acting assistant
professor, which means that I had to finish my dissertation really fast in order to
keep that position. So I was under a lot of pressure, for I was the single mother
of a little boy teaching full-time at the department.

Shan: So you got into the department before you got your Ph.D. degree.

Kim: Well, I was already in the English Department when I was a graduate
student. There was a strike, a student strike, because the students wanted one of
the Black Panthers to teach a class at UC, Berkeley, and the university said no.
Students of color wanted the kind of education that would equip them to serve
their communities, whether this was an Indian reservation, an African American
ghetto, a Latino barrio, or a Chinatown. They did not want to be “educated
away” from the communities they came from. So students from African American,
Native American, Latino, and Asian communities united to strike. Most of the
strikers were undergraduates. I was a graduate student and was kind of attracted
to them. As I was walking into my class one day, somebody said, “Are you a
Chinese or a Japanese?” White Americans always said that to me. As a Korean,
I hated it. So I turned around to say some angry words and looked into the face
of a Filipino student who said, “Why don’t you join the strike?” I was interested
and wanted to find out more about it, just to see what they were doing! So I went
to a meeting, and Ling-chi Wang was there.

I was from the East Coast and I was not considered whitewashed, or not very
“Asian American” at all. On the East Coast in those days, there were not many
Asian Americans. They’re mostly foreign students, restaurant workers, but not
U.S.-born Asians going to college. But the people at the meeting were very nice
and their ideas were so great, so I liked them very much and started hanging
around with them. Then I felt more and more alienated from the English
Department. So I started asking professors, “You know, Matthew Arnold and
Samuel Taylor Coleridge said these things about Chinese people as being ignorant,
stupid and Edmund Spenser, who wrote Faerie Queene, actually advocated massa-
cring the Irish people. How can we study them as if they were all-knowing
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superior intellectual heroes?” Those professors had no answers at all. 1 decided
to write a dissertation on Asian American writers, but I couldn’t find any professor
who accepted that topic. So I thought, “I'm gonna quit the department.” [laughter]
A very hotheaded thing I was doing then. That was it. I have never regretted
leaving English Department, and I have never used in my teaching or writing
anything I read as an English major at U Penn, as an M.A. student at Columbia,
or as a Ph.D. student at Berkeley.

Shan: So you were kind of self-taught.

Kim: We were all self-taught. The other thing we wanted was to establish the
reading and composition class, the basic English 1A, 1B class, that would be teach-
ing Asian American, African American, Chicano, Native American, African, Asian,
and Latin American literature. So, we thought instead of the stupid things they
were teaching, we wanted to have our things. That’s when the university commit-
tee overseeing reading and composition classes shook their fingers in our faces
and said we could not teach writings that were not originally written in English.
They were assuming that American minorities weren't American and didnt write
in English (remember how Maxine Hong Kingston had to remind reviewers that
she is an American, not a Chinese writing in Chinese and being translated into
English?). They were also assuming that students could not learn to write well
if they read works that were translated from another language. Also, they were
so ignorant about world literature that they did not know that Nigerian writers
like Chinua Achebe wrote in English.

The committee also insisted that the literature assigned in our classes had
to be published before the twentieth century because they believed in “classical
education.” I notice that these days in the Berkeley English Department there are
several professors teaching Asian American and African American literature
and that some of the classes with the lowest enrollment are those dealing with
literature written before the twentieth century. In fact, I have heard old English
professors lament that these days it’s possible for students to get Ph.D.s in English
without having read Paradise Lost.

Anyway, when I was a graduate student, remedial English classes were forced
upon most of the minority students, who were popularly considered handicapped
by their exposure to languages other than English or lacking in abstract thinking
skills because of their parents and communities. If you have a SAT English score
below 550 points, then you had to take the remedial English class even if you were
admitted to Berkeley. The students had to pay a fee for the remedial English
class and yet got zero credit. So especially Asian students who were not natives,
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who were Chinese-speaking or Korean-speaking, they might be brilliant, but they
wouldn’t get a high SAT score, you know. And also Mexican students whose
native language was Spanish and black students—so most of the people who had
to take the remedial English were minority students. So I tried to raise the issue
that this was just racist. We needed to offer a class where you could get your credit
and it didn’t cost you anything. And we were able to do that—it’s amazing. As
a result, they ultimately got rid of that remedial class. We did very fun things
then.

Shan: Do you think it’s because the administration somehow supported your
ideas?

Kim: The only reason they supported them would be because the students
acted very militant. We're working with them in a large group. They made us do
things, you know, like writing a report or doing evaluation in the beginning,
the middle, and the end of the semester. We did them very conscientiously. So
we were able to get what we wanted. It was not that they supported it. They gave
in. It was great. You know, one time we had a meeting with the Chancellor. He
had that long wooden conference table, and all the minority students were sitting
atit. The administrators seemed quite afraid of the black students, for though the
black students were from the middle-class, very sweet and soft-spoken, they wore
black glasses and army jackets and didn't smile, they were deploying the stereotype
of the dangerous black man that racists all over the country, including our
administrators, were susceptible to. Everyone sat down. When the Chancellor
came in, there was no chair for him and nobody got up. It’s so funny. The ad-
ministrators, all old, white, and male, became very nervous, because there were so
many minority students in the room like never before.

Shan: In your paper on Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, you mentioned that people
pretend to be objective, yet we are actually “writing about ourselves in our critiques.”
Can you say something about scholarship and critique as autobiography, or auto-
biography as scholarship and critique? What's the connection between them?

Kim: Well, Ling-chi Wang used to call comparative literature “European Studies”
and history “White Studies.” It is true in the way that up until recently people
call themselves critics from nowhere, from above somewhere. But everybody
comes from his/her perspective—his/her gender, racial and also class perspective.
You can't help it. It’s false to say that we have no personal perspective. Everybody
knows that now, thank God!
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Shan: Can we go on to your “visual turn,” namely, your turn to artworks by
Asian American female artists and your turn to producing videos or films?

Kim: That turn is because now students are not very literate in literary and an-
cient texts anymore, though they are extremely bright. They are instead highly
able to read and analyze visual culture. It happened one time when I was having
a Thanksgiving dinner with my friend. My friend’s teenager children and my
son were sitting at the table and talking about something in an extremely intelli-
gent way. But I had no idea what they were talking about. And then I realized
they were talking about some television programs they were all familiar with. It
was early 1990s, actually, and they were very literate about television and movies,
that kind of things. And they knew all these characters and all these situations
and were making interesting and analytical comments.

I have noticed that my students don’t read as much as people of our genera-
tion did. They don’t even watch documentary films very much, except in class.
They watch TV, play video games, go to the movies, rent DVDs, spend hours on
the Internet. Most of them are much more visual image-oriented than text-oriented.

Last year, I cleaned my office. I took a huge amount of books—Chaucer,
John Donne, nineteenth century literature, plus some books that were pretty new,
Edward Said, etc.—to the used book seller. The guys at the bookstore said, “If
you have any detective stories, mysteries, some of the readings that are light-weight,
we'll buy them. The rest you put under the steps and we will give them to the
homeless people.” There were high piles of books under the steps—the room was
completely full to the ceiling. When my father was young, he thought books were
precious. Things have really changed.

Shan: But I think your visual turn was before the early 1990s, because the
video Slaying the Dragon: Asian Women in U.S. Ielevision and Film was done
in 1987/88.

Kim: That was kind of about representation. It’s the beginning about visual
representation for adult Asian Americans, but obviously not for everybody. So
I started thinking about visual art and things like that.

Shan: Can you also say something about your “social or sociological turn,” that is
to say, you've also devoted yourself to a lot of social work in Asian American
community. For example, you are a co-founder of Asian Women United of
California, Oakland Korean Community Center, and Asian Immigrant Women
Advocates. You co-founded all of these.
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Kim: That was not related. The way I thought about my job at university from
1974 untl 1991 was that it was the place where I got my paycheck. But actually
my work was somewhere else, outside the university. After 1990, when Chang-
lin Tien was the Chancellor here, I got appointed to a position to look at the
gender equity of the faculty. At that time I began to think of the university as my
space.

Shan: So you think Chancellor Tien really made a difference here. Can you
say something more about that?

Kim: He was someone I loved and admired a lot. To me, Tien was 200% quali-
fied to be the Chancellor. He should have been the Chancellor long before that.
As an Asian, he had to be twice as good as white people to qualify. His main job
was to raise money for the university. He raised more money than any chancellor
had ever raised for UC, Berkeley. After he finished being that, he should have
received a very prestigious position in the U.S. government or somewhere else,
like other chancellors. But because of the scandal of the Democratic National
Committee with Bill Clinton, the Republican Party raised the question of fund-
raising contribution and somehow Tien was implicated as a Chinese. He should
have been in charge of the Department of Energy, but it never materialized. Also
he should have been the President of the whole UC system. But because he took
a very brave and unnecessary stance for the Affirmative Action as a Chancellor
here, the other UC people opposed him to be the President of the UC system . . .
Tien was a symbol of achievement, but also a symbol of injustice. Yet he couldn
do much for Asian Americans. He himself said that when there was a school
holiday for President’s Day, which is Washington’s and Lincoln’s birthday, people
accused him of observing the Chinese New Year! He said, “If I do anything for
Asian Americans, people would accuse me, so I have to be careful.” So he felt
he couldn’t do much. But he was a great fund-raiser, a great leader, a great
example, a great supporter of community issues, a great advocate for racial justice
and gender equity, and a great person. During his administration, half or more
than half of the professors hired were women. That was amazing. What a great
man! So I got enthusiastic after he became the Chancellor, because he was really
worthy of supporting.

Shan: At the same time, you still do social work. Why and how do you bring
together the academy and the society?

Kim: My philosophy used to be like this: this place is very seductive and in order
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to make sure you are not seduced, you need to keep contact with the world
outside of campus.

Shan: So you have engaged in the above-mentioned activities with your pioneer-
ing spirit and, to borrow your words, you have been “making waves,” “making
more waves,” and “breathing fire.” How do these activities relate to what you
named as “female transgressors” or “bad women”? To me, the way you used these
two terms is actually very positive, namely, these women defy set rules, they dont
toe the line, and they always try to expand their vision and their territory.

Kim: But you know, now at the end of my life and the end of my career, I don
think that way anymore. But I would like to add how people should be: they
should be very creative in their career. I'm not sure what it should be at the end
of my career. I really don’t know. It’s so nice of you to think that way, but

I’m not sure how “bad” I have been. I think I ended up wondering about it.
I wish I had been more “bad.”

Shan: What I mean is that without your work on Asian American literature,
without your making waves and more waves, without your work on Asian Ameri-
can visual art, without your paving the way for the people to come, not only in
the academy but also in society, the situation would be quite different. To a lot
of people, you've really made a difference.

Kim: I don’t think I've made much difference, though I might have made some.
But I do think that it would have happened anyway because of the demographics.
The more I think about it, the less I think I did actually. It’s nice of you to say
that. I think I was just another product of my time.

Shan: I mean, from my position as a literature scholar in Asia, we know about
you mainly through your intellectual work, for instance, you are the author
of Asian American Literature, you are the contributor of the chapter on Asian
American literature in Columbia Literary History of the United States, which
is the first mainstream American history which includes a chapter on Asian
American literature. The latter puts you in the context of American literary
historiography and shows that you are breaking new grounds and making more

waves.

Kim: But I think that if you look at the generation as I do, if you take Sau-ling
Wong and what she did, and if you look at Lisa Lowe and what she did, you will
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find that these literary and cultural critics really took everything to a higher level.
If you take Lisa Lowe for instance, I think she would be responsible for a com-
pletely new way of thinking about Asian American Studies that would at the
same time accommodate those old views and accumulate something on it. So I
think that I'm at the beginning. I don't think this particularly a very big deal.

Shan: If what your book Asian American Literature did is to put these works into
their contexts, then what I'm trying to do here is to put your works into your
context.

Kim: It is true that I started to think about feminism later. Now that 'm doing
Korean American Studies, I think that in a way I am obliged to do Korean Ameri-
can stuff.

Shan: Since you mention Korean American stuff, can you say something more
about your relationship with Korea, because you lived in Korea twice for a whole
year. And from what I have read, you seem to have an ambivalent feeling toward
Korea.

Kim: Idid. Again, Lisa Lowe addresses this issue. Frank Chin and other Asian
American cultural nationalists carved out a space for women in a way that we
could have ourselves as subjectivity. But at the same time, they were somewhat
exclusive. And Korea is the same. Korean nationalists think that if you can
adhere to what they want, you could be accepted as part of the Korean nation.
But if you don't quite fit that, can you still be included in the nation? Can you be
a Korean feminist who criticizes the nationalists’ use of the comfort women issue?
A Korean prostitute who doesn’t care about “earning foreign exchange for the
fatherland?” A gay Korean? A Korean with African heritage? So the way Korean
Americans try to shuttle between two poles, continually moving back and forth.
Actually, in the interstice you can have both or neither.

Shan: Do you mean that nationalism on the one hand and feminism on the
other?

Kim: Yes, nationalism and feminism, but also Korean patriarchal nationalism
and American racist nationalism.

Shan: That’s why you put so much emphasis on interstitial spaces and interstitial
subjects.
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Kim: You really did a lot of homework! [laughter] You make me sound better
than [ am. Yes, it does seem to be a great place to occupy.

Shan: Can we pin it down to something more concrete? That is to say, you
co-edited a collection of essays on Theresa Hak Kyung Cha and wrote a paper on
her. Can we take Cha as an example of Korean American female writer to
support your idea of interstitial subjects?

Kim: I think that we created that book when we did because at that moment
post-structuralist critics were claiming that book as an example of postmodern
indeterminacy and fragmentation. It was not significant to them that Cha
is a Korean American writer. Some critics even said that Trinh Minh-ha and
Theresa Hak Kyung Cha could be thought of as interchangeable examples. For
me, Dictée made it possible to look beyond realist literature, which is what
most Asian American work was up to that time. Also, Cha is kind of a feminist
nationalist. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, feminism and nationalism
seemed to be exclusionary opposites, which seemed to place Asian American
women between white racism and Asian patriarchy. Cha’s feminism seemed
to be a kind of feminist nationalism against the patriarchal state. Her think-
ing suggested that Korean American women could be anti-racist Americans
and feminist Koreans at the same time. We could dwell in the interstice of
feminism and nationalism. Dictée is itself an interstitial text, neither and both
feminist and nationalist, poetry and prose, visual and textual, ethnic and
postmodern.

Shan: Did you know Cha personally at UC, Berkeley?

Kim: She never took any Asian American Studies classes. We never met. In fact,
as I wrote in the beginning of my article, I didn’t even like Dictée when I first saw
it. [laughter] So I don’t think we would have even gotten along if we had met at
that time. [ told you what I was doing, and I'm sure she wasn’t doing that.

Shan: [ used Dictée as a text in my class in Taiwan, but I found it very difficult.
I don't know the situation here. Did you ever teach that in your class?

Kim: As a student of English and American literature, I was taught that we have
to master texts that we teach. But no one can really master Dictée. Each time I
read it, there are elements I don’t understand, and each time I read it, I find
something else that I hadnt found before. Dictée raises the question of whether or
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not mastery is possible or even desirable. At the same time, I have found that
every student could learn something from the book. I don’t care if they don't
master it. [ use it often in my classes.

Shan: Do you think that it is exactly in texts like this that Korean scholars can
have their unique contributions?

Kim: I think so. Actually, the person who translated Cha into Korean teaches
the Korean language here. She studied French in the Linguistics Department
at Berkeley. She also happens to be a Roman Catholic. So she’s a perfect person
to translate that book.

Shan: Does she do visual arts?

Kim: No, she doesn’t do that, but she is a poet.

Shan: When I went to Korea about three years ago to attend an international
conference on American Studies, I found that Korean scholars are very keen

about Dictée.

Kim: I think this is one of the most admired texts. Recently, Cody’s Bookstore
told me that Dictée has been an “underground best-seller” for years.

Shan: Did they mention to you who the buyers are?

Kim: They didn’t say, but I can imagine that students of literature, art, Korean
Studies, and Asian and Korean American Studies buy it.

Shan: So it’s hard to know if they are students from Asian American background,
or general readers, or people who are interested in surrealism or avant-garde.

Kim: Is it difficult to teach Dictée in Taiwan?

Shan: Yes, very difficult, and one of the main reasons is that we’re not very famil-
iar with Korean history and culture. I've been thinking that there should be an
annotated edition of Dictée through the collaboration of American scholars here

and Korean scholars in Korea.

Kim: ... because there are so many references.
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Shan: Yes, because there are so many cultural and historical references and be-
cause it is presented in a multilingual and multicultural way. I think that would
be very helpful and educational to general readers and students of literature alike.
Let’s talk about one of the videos you produced. Sa-I-Gu [literally, “April 29th”]
is a documentary about the 1992 L. A. Riots from the perspective of Korean
American women. We all saw the riots on TV, mainly through the mediation
of mainstream American media. That’s the impression people usually get. But
the documentary you co-produced is from the perspective of Korean American
female shopkeepers as a response to something which was represented by the main-
stream media as a conflict between African Americans and Korean Americans.
I¢’s really heart-breaking. You published a paper on “Blackness and American
Identity in Korean American Literature” in 2002. And you also mentioned earlier
during lunch that a black man in jail has been in correspondence with you over
the years. Can you say something about the interracial relations between African
Americans and Korean Americans?

Kim: Personally it’s a crisis, because before the L.A. Riots broke out, I always
assumed that black people and Asian people are on the similar side. That’s one
of the shortcomings of ethnic studies. Sometimes we ignore the differences
among or within our groups in order to achieve strategic oneness. I was so dis-
appointed when the media said that it was a black-Korean conflict. But I don't
think it was a black-Korean conflict. Many Korean people thought they had been
scapegoated, and I think that racism against the black people is at the root of the
riots and everything, good or bad, also happens to the Korean people. Korean
people were only thought of in terms of their distance from, say, black or white
relationships; they don't have any significance by themselves. For instance, com-
pared with the black people, the Koreans are more studious, they take the heat
as the buffer zone for white people against black people. That’s what “Model
Minority” means. They themselves have no voice or visibility at all. But at the
same time, | realize that the media have been demonizing black people all along,
and Korean Americans have also been under their influence. For instance, when
we were working on the documentary, I was standing in the ruins of a store with
the owners. A Datsun 240Z drove by, loud rap music blaring. Two giant black
guys got out of the car. At first I thought, “Oh, no, they are angry at Asians.” But
they rushed over and hugged the storeowner, saying, “We're so sorry that your
store’s burned down.” They talked about their families and about the photos of
their children the owner had taped onto the cash register. She asked about their
relatives. Then those guys got into the car and drove away. I thought about how
the media made it sound like all the black people hate the Korean people, to the
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extent that I assumed that any black man would want to harm me for just being
Asian!

In L.A., every African American we talked to knew about the Korean woman
who shot Latasha Harlins, a young black girl, in her store. The TV station played
the videotape for that story every fifteen minutes after the Rodney King verdict.
Pretty soon, people began associating the Rodney King beating directly with
the murder of Latasha Harlins. It takes only one more mental step to think of
Koreans as somehow responsible for racism and police violence. That’s one of
the reasons why we thought we had to make a video to make an intervention.

Shan: Do you get any responses?

Kim: We got some really angry Korean responses. They said that we should have
included the black perspective. We didnt get that from black people, but we got
it from a lot of Korean American people. They said that we made the shopkeepers
sound like all they care about is their money and that we did not allow black
people to say what they think about anything in themselves.

Shan: If you were to redo that documentary, how would you represent it?

Kim: I would include not only black people’s opinions, but also the views of
Latinos. I would not put so much emphasis on the death of Edward Lee, because
among other things it sentimentalizes traditional Korean son preferences and
emphasizes the one Korean who died. But you know, the video was shot only
three months after the incident and it was done quickly. Whatever its short-
comings, it did catch a particular moment well.

Shan: At that time you even had to borrow the equipment.

Kim: Right, we also had some voluntary labor. So the expenses were very

cheap.

Shan: In addition to the relationship between African and Korean Americans,
can you say something more about the inter-Asian ethnic relationships?

Kim: During the riots?

Shan: Not necessarily during the riots, but also in general. I mean, “Asian
Americans” is itself an umbrella term and people have also been advocating for
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“Pan-Asian ethnicity” as a strategic construct to foster some kind of solidarity.

Kim: With the new immigrants, we have less Pan-Asian unity than we used to.
People usually unite around certain instances when there’s mainstream racism
against Asians. But during the L.A. Riots, it really ended up Chinese and Japa-
nese running away from Koreans. And they said, “Well, the Koreans are pretty
bad. The Korean shopkeepers are racists. We wouldn’t be like them. We don't

want to associate with them.”

Shan: [ have some instances here. For example, in the case of Vincent Chin, all
Asians look the same and are treated accordingly, no matter you are Chinese
Americans, Japanese Americans, Korean Americans, etc. Chin is a scapegoat

of that kind of thinking.

Kim: Yes, it’s true. At those moments people do get together. But honestly, even
with the case of Wen Ho Lee, I think a lot of Koreans would think, “Oh, that’s
too bad.” If he had been a Korean, the Koreans might have thought about it
more, unfortunately. There’s a lot of cultural nationalism among the groups. 1
do think that now there is much interest in Asian American Studies in how
Asian American and African American histories are mutually constituted. For
instance, what is the historical relationship between African slavery and Asian
indentured servitude and between these two kinds of racialized labor and the
development of capitalism in the West?

Shan: Let’s come back to literature. At the end of your book Asian American
Literature, you talk about “Multiple Mirrors and Many Images: New Directions
in Asian American Literature.” That was in 1982. When you wrote the “Fore-
word” for Reading the Literatures of Asian America in 1992, you called people’s
attention to diversity and multiplicity among the Asian Americans. And now the
situation is even more diverse. Can you say something about Asian American
literature as it was in 1980s and as it is now?

Kim: Asian Americanists are paying more attention to Filipinos, Southeast
Asians, and South Asians now. In addition to interest in “lateral relations” and
the relationships among the histories and cultures of various groups of color, queer
theory is at the forefront of Asian American Studies now. U.S.-born English-
speaking Chinese and Japanese heterosexual males in Chinatown and Japantown
are no longer dominant. People have become skeptical about the old charac-
terizations.
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Shan: In that case, how would you write an Asian American history?

Kim: When you talk about difference, it’s no longer possible to write an Asian
American anything in monolithic terms, as a congealed entity.

Shan: Do you welcome or lament that?

Kim: We can still band together strategically. Also, you know, people in Korea
are usually interested in Korean American literature, not Chinese or Japanese Ameri-
can literature, and probably people in China are interested primarily in Chinese
American literature. But these days in Korea, there is also interest in regional
studies that don’t center on the U.S. The American Studies Association in South
Korea wants to work with the ASAs in Taiwan, Japan, and the Philippines. In fall
2005, it was suggested that U.S. wars in Asia could be a conference theme that
would bring the region together.

Shan: What do you think about the concept of, not necessarily bilingualism,
but biculturalism and transnationalism?

Kim: What do you mean by biculturalism?

Shan: For instance, Korean scholars working on American literature or Korean
American literature know both about Korean culture and American culture, so
it’s bicultural. Also they are speaking from Korea, from Asia to America, so that’s
kind of transnational.

Kim: Maybe the next step is to think not just of the relationship between the
U.S. and the Asian country as between center and periphery, but of the relation-
ships among the Asian countries of origin, as the Korean ASA is thinking. Also,
[ really like Monique Truong’s recent novel, which is set in France, the other
“imperial center” to which many Vietnamese migrated.

Shan: That brings in the idea of geopolitics.

Kim: [ heard a paper by Takashi Fujitani about the relationship between Korean
people who were forced into the Japanese military during World War II and
Japanese Americans who served in the U.S. military in World War II. He really
wanted to try to understand the racial policies of Japan and the U.S. during that
period. The Japanese wanted to stress the assimilation policy of Taiwan and
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Korea to make themselves look better, and the U.S. was sensitive to the way the
world was viewing their racial discrimination practices at the moment of the
decolonization of so many nonwhite countries in the world.

Shan: How does this regional studies relate to Area Studies or Asian Studies?

Kim: Well, I always think of Area Studies as gathering information about a
certain area for intelligence purposes. I'd be interested in what links the U.S.
misadventure in Iraq to the U.S. wars in Asia and the Spanish-American war.
We look at the relations between the Philippines and the U.S. and between Mexico
and the U.S., but not at how Mexico and the Philippines are linked by the
Spanish-American war and what happened in the decades after it.

Shan: From what I have gathered from your academic and social work, you have
played multiple roles as a Korean American female/feminist, a critic, an editor,
an anthologist, a film producer, a social worker, etc. And it seems all these can be
put together under the Gramscian idea of “organic intellectual.”

Kim: I wish I were.

Shan: At the very end of your dissertation written in 1976, you wrote that people
should be concerned about “the historic task of creating a democratic and just
society.” Of course you were writing your dissertation to be submitted to the
School of Education. But it seems to me that it is prophetic for your career,
not only as a scholar but as an activist in your community at large.

Kim: That’s certainly nice of you to say that. I would like to have more
contributions. I'm not sure if 'm able to do that.

Shan: In your work there is something enlightening. It seems that you have
been trying to educate and empower people through your work.

Kim: I would be happy if people read those things and saw the videos and thought
to do something themselves. That’s enough for me.

Shan: Do people come up to you and say how you've inspired them to do certain
things? Could you cite some examples?

Kim: [ have a little book of oral histories of Korean Americans. I had people tell
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me that they were on the verge of committing suicide and then they read that
book and thought they could live! I also have many contacts with my students
over the years, not because of the work I did, but because I did not push them to
do the work I did. They have really done work of which I am very proud.

Shan: Mainly Asian American students or white students?
Kim: Mostly Asian American and Latino students.

Shan: Female or male?

Kim: Mostly females, but some males, too.

Shan: You've been doing a lot of interviews. Can you say something about the
nature and function of interview? What do you think is the relationship between
interviewer and interviewee?

Kim: Having an interview is kind of embarrassing for me, because I feel that
I didn’t really do very much and didn’t fulfill what I should have done. And
you make me more sensitive to that. I conducted a lot of interviews of men in
Korea when I was doing my studies on gender attitudes. I usually asked them to
talk about their life stories, and during the process I would ask them about their
relationship with their mothers, their female co-workers, their wives, their
mistresses, their daughters. One problem is that I couldn’t get them to stop talking,
and sometimes they would go on for hours. I thought the reason for this is usually
nobody’s listening to them. Also, for them, it’s not very respectable or serious to
talk about this topic. It’s kind of fun for them. It’s not significant, and they don’t
even think of it as a topic for research. And then they’re really basking in the
opportunity to talk about themselves. So I find that an interview is really fun that
way, because I had an excuse to be nosy and ask everything and they would tell
me. [laughter] But in terms of interviews, I think what you said allowed you
to learn things that you would never find out by reading books. It excuses you
for asking all of the questions. Your interview technique is very unusual, because
you're so well-prepared.

Shan: Don't you think that interviewers should do their homework beforehand?

Kim: They should, but they don’t. You're about the most prepared interviewer
I've ever met. An interviewer on KQED asked me about an article I had not
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written. [ told him that I hadn’t written it, but he kept insisting! Obviously he
came completely unprepared. I don’t think most of them are as studious as you
are. Sometimes they’ll say, “What is your writing? What is it about?” It’s like
some students who missed my class and asked me, “Did I miss anything? Can you
tell me what you said in the lecture?” [laughter] So that’s more common.

Shan: Do you have anything to add to our interview?

Kim: Ah, I think you've read much more of my works than they deserve. And
you add something that I don’t really know.

Shan: I searched the information about you from websites and read your works,
and found that you have been so pioneering and productive in many ways.
So preparing and conducting this interview is also an amazing learning experience
for me.

Kim: Thank you very much.
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