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Introduction
Perfect Storms

This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we 
perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, 
and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This storm 
irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris 
before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. —walter benjamin, 
“Theses on the Philosophy of History”

Ruins are vestiges bequeathed to us that are at once liabilities endured from the past and 
assets for the future, both repressive and emancipatory. It is then left to each one of us to 
fathom the debris, but without instrumentalizing them. —lisa yoneyama, Cold War 
Ruins

Legal Fictions: Indigeneity as Monoethnicity,  
Indigeneity as Disability

In 2024, South Korean news outlets declared that South Korea was the “first 
multiracial and multicultural nation in Asia.”1 Behind this baffling declaration 
was the soundbite that South Korea had become what The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (oecd) considers a “multiracial and 
multicultural nation (tainjong/tamunhwa kukka),” whose “foreign national” pop-
ulation amounts to 5 percent or more of its total population.2 However, there is 
no mention in the oecd reports of South Korea’s supposed new recognition as a 
“multiracial and multicultural nation.”3 Untraceable oecd source notwithstand-
ing, multiple South Korean news outlets and government portals repeated this 
narrative and ambivalently speculated on South Korea’s future.4 They reinforced 
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a narrative that once a homogenous, monoethnic (tanilminjok), and monocul-
tural (tanilmunhwa) nation-state, South Korea has been confronted by a steep 
birth rate decline, increasing percentage of aging demographic, and deregula-
tion of employment since the International Monetary Fund (imf) crisis and is 
now at the risk of becoming a country of (im)migrants and racial mixture.5 This 
monoethnicity paints a genealogy of racial and ethnic nonmixture as the Korean 
essence and culture, divorced from history.

Concurrently, the mayor of the South Korean capital Seoul announced in 
the Seoul Foreign Resident Policy Masterplan (2024–28) that the city will ac-
tively recruit foreign “domestic managers (kasa kwallija)” who will offer clean-
ing, cooking, and childcare services to address the particularly steep birth rate 
decline in Seoul. A hundred Filipina women, or “Filipina aunts (p’illip’in imo),” 
so named condescendingly by South Korean media, were trained and brought 
to work in Seoul from September 2024 for six months.6 A debate has since en-
sued around the relation between the birth rate crisis and South Korean women 
citizens who work on one hand and the exclusion of the Filipina women workers 
from the minimum wage pool on the other.7

Together, the two narratives reveal a disconcerting biopolitical calculation: 
The projected decapacitation of the “monoethnic” Korean population would be 
remedied by recapacitating migrant (described as “multiracial” [tainjong] rather 
than “multiethnic” [taminjok]) laboring bodies deemed productive enough. The 
use of “Filipina aunts” as an interpellation of South Korea’s population crisis is 
ironic. One can read into it the threat of racial mixture and migrant coexistence 
that must be tolerated because the “Indigenous” Korean population is at risk, 
or, even worse, disabled. Historically, narratives of rehabilitating an Indigenous 
population have been significant in justifying Indigenous assimilation to colo-
nialism around the globe.8 Here, such logic is flipped on its head to a curious 
effect. While these narratives seem to appeal to the need for migrant labor as a 
biopolitical necessity and to provide an opportunity to celebrate South Korea’s 
progress under globalization, it simultaneously mourns the lost national body 
that also affirms having always been monoethnic and monocultural. The terms 
multicultural and monocultural limit who counts and who is excluded from the 
asymmetric pairing of monoethnic and multiracial. The use of these terms con-
flates ethnicity, race, and culture to render the myth of a lost monoethnic body 
as the only legible one at the national level.

Yet rather than reading these narratives as serving only the obvious cultural-
political work (e.g., ethnonationalism, developmentalism, or multiculturalism), 
I propose that we read them as also conveying implicit, unexamined ideas about 



Introduction  3

Indigeneity and disability in the context of South Korea. Tellingly, the imagined 
oecd designation of a multiethnic and multicultural nation originates from at-
tempts to measure an aging, decapacitating society and was later misapplied to 
the categories of race and ethnicity.9 This misapplication reveals that the implicit 
claim about Indigeneity here—that the “monoethnic” Korean national body of 
the past is distinct from the current one with the influx of migrants—relies on 
attempts to wrestle with the constructed category of disability, which echoes 
an unsaid, colonial-era-derived anxiety: that Indigeneity is disability. It is this 
anxiety’s afterlife in ethnonationalism and developmentalism that creates the 
multiple valences around Indigeneity and disability that are in tension with each 
other, tensions that get smoothened over as nonrelation between Indigeneity 
and disability, even as both are surreptitiously invoked in crisis narratives. Deco-
lonial Becoming seeks to explore and challenge these unexamined ideas around 
Indigeneity and disability in Korea through a transpacific lens.

In the early twentieth century, when Korea was under Japanese colonial rule, 
disability represented the colonized Korean majority rather than its minority 
in the literary and cultural imagination.10 The question is, in this imagination’s 
afterlife, if the Indigeneity of the “monoethnic” Korean national body is already 
a state of disability for the majority, then how do those excluded from this ma-
jority come to endure a status of debility—that is, a condition so naturalized for 
the population that it is not recognized as disability? Jasbir Puar has theorized 
how debility marks the very boundary of what is and is not cognized as dis-
ability in the biopolitics of settler colonial occupation, in which “debilitation 
is not a by-product of social injustice and inequity . . . ​[but] constitutive of the 
very mechanisms that enable certain populations to occupy the ‘make live’ vec-
tor . . . ​unevenly endemic to the quotidian realities of poverty, permanent war, 
racism, imperialism, and colonialism.”11 We will see, for example, during the 
covid-19 pandemic, how people with disabilities in South Korea and the In-
digenous people of Okinawa (Ryukyu) and Guam (Guåhan) sought to articulate 
their experience as different from national narratives. Furthermore, I explore the 
tension between two concepts that constitute the gray area of Indigeneity: the 
South Korean ethnonational framework’s understanding of Korean Indigeneity 
as ethnically, culturally, and racially homogenous, which I refer to as “Korean 
monoethnicity” or “Korean Indigeneity,” and the relational understanding of 
Indigeneity that emphasizes the global and plural uses of the term by people 
who live under settler colonial systems of dispossession, genocide, and erasures, 
which I will refer to as “inter-Indigeneity.”12 When the former’s singular claim 
to Indigeneity is confronted by the latter, in encounters between Korean settlers 
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and immobilized Indigenous on occupied islands, or in betrayals of ethnic Ko-
rean migrant women by South Korean civil society, a different set of narratives 
emerges around the question of decolonization in transpacific Korea.

That South Korea had been a homogenous, monoethnic, and monocultural 
nation-state is a “legal fiction” that mirrors other transformations of categories 
to solidify nationalist fictions of homogeneity.13 The Korean peninsula between 
1910 and 1945 was part of the Japanese empire, whose non-Western, multieth-
nic, and multicultural self-fashioning was a military and cultural strategy for 
the moral justification of its colonial expansions. As settlers from Japan moved 
to Korea, people from Korea were scattered across the expanding empire as ex-
ploited sources of labor and sex. The colonial period thus created a political and 
economic refugee-diaspora of Koreans across Asia, Russia/the Soviet Union, the 
Americas, and the Pacific Islands. At the end of the colonial period, in 1945, an 
estimated four million ethnic Koreans lived outside of the Korean peninsula, or 
13 percent of the estimated total ethnic Korean population of the time.14 Some 
chose to return, others not to, and some simply could not. South Korea was 
formed under the US and Soviet Union dual occupation of the Korean pen-
insula in 1948  in a cacophonous sociopolitical scene, with half of the Korean 
minjok (ethnos) living on the peninsula forcibly divided from the other, a dias-
pora created by a national division. The well-known colonial-era text “Theory 
of Ethnic Reform” (“Minjokkaejoron,” 1922) by Yi Kwang-su called for a reform 
of the Koreans’ ethnic nature in a time of perceived crisis, and its logic is echoed 
by the current crisis. What gets forgotten is that it began with an invocation 
of the Korean diaspora (tongp’o), who made the notion of rehabilitating ethnos 
(minjokkaejo) possible. The diaspora is invoked to outline the parameters of the 
Korean Indigeneity in crisis, including its divided territoriality and rehabilitative 
temporality.15

During the Korean War, also known as the “Forgotten War” in the United 
States, an estimated ten million families were separated, and six to eight mil-
lion Koreans became war refugees.16 Those from the North who resettled in the 
South created a refugee-diaspora as sirhyangmin [people who lost their homes]. 
My grandfather was one such sirhyangmin, never to see many members of his 
family in the North except in his late-life confusions caused by Alzheimer’s.17 
Whether the culture of sirhyangmin is considered monocultural or multicul-
tural in South Korea, those people were accepted into the Cold War South Ko-
rean political landscape as those who chose the South. There have been sizeable 
multiethnic communities throughout modern Korea’s history, and a monoeth-
nic and monocultural Korea can only be imagined by forgetting and selectively 
retelling the violence, separations, and resettlements of modern Korea as the 
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suffering of Korean Indigeneity. This is why ethnic Korean migrants from China 
and from North Korea come to occupy debility, not Indigeneity as disability, in 
South Korea, even if interpellated as part of the singular ethnos. Writing on such 
claims on ethnicity as a question of Indigeneity and disability in modern Korea 
from my own privileged site within the Korean-US settler diaspora in what the 
South Korean media might consider a “multicultural family,” I am curious about 
refusals and fabulations—such as forgetting to forget one’s separated family and 
division in a state of disability.18 I am interested in how certain refusals (forget-
ting to forget) enable fabulations that occur in the (non)relation between Indi-
geneity and disability.

This legal fiction is repeated as a national crisis. As a diasporic national proj
ect, it speaks of a necessity for an imagined “Korean” singular claim to Indige-
neity, understood as Korean monoethnicity (tanilminjok), separate from other 
often-used concepts for Indigeneity in Korean for “other people” who withstood 
settler colonialism (e.g., wŏnjumin [original residents], t’och’akmin [earth-attached 
people], or sŏnjumin [prior residents], terms rarely used for ethnic Koreans 
except in the context of Japanese colonialism and land expropriations for military 
or corporate developments). The United Nations’ (un) description of Indige-
nous peoples recognizes their inheritance and practice of cultures, which might 
align with the Korean self-reference to Korean Indigeneity in essentialist, mono-
ethnic terms. However, the un description also emphasizes the minority status 
of Indigenous peoples in the societies in which they live and the shared need for 
protection among global Indigenous peoples. As Dian Million observes about 
the challenge of indigenism to liberalism, “To enact any actually practiced In-
digenous self-determination threatens any nation-state’s imagined homogenous 
territorial sovereignty.”19 This emphasis casts a big gap between the Korean un-
derstanding of Indigeneity and the above Korean terms, such as wŏnjumin or 
t’och’akmin, often used to refer to Indigenous peoples elsewhere.

To be sure, the Korean ethnonational framework was splintered—an insur-
gent hyangt’o nativism began under Japanese colonial occupation in Korea and 
resurged in protest culture under national division and authoritarian rules in 
South Korea, which did not aspire to the kind of universal status that the state-
sponsored minjok framework did. The latter actively appropriated elements of 
the former for political and cultural legitimacy.20 In postcolonial South Korea, 
authoritarian rule militarily and economically mobilized the populace through 
minjok that simultaneously created immobilities. I raise questions about this 
splinter in Decolonial Becoming, especially in chapter 4, where I examine the cer-
emony’s criticism of state-sponsored commemorations between the ’60s and the 
’80s, and in chapter 5, where I examine the contemporary disabled community’s 
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and islands’ criticism of the state narrative around quarantine. New questions that 
emerge from this book might be treated by others in future works.21 In Decolo-
nial Becoming, my primary argument is that, in order to understand the betrayal 
of the particular-aspiring hyangt’o by the universal-aspiring minjok, one needs to 
consider this betrayal as a transpacific puzzle presented in a national(ist) shell. I 
deploy minjok and Indigeneity—a coupling that is a productive mistranslation 
and in dialectical tension—to argue that considerations of minjok and hyangt’o 
as Indigenous, Korean politics in the Pacific need to be inter-Indigenous, to 
avoid collapsing into a false nativism that draws on transnational frameworks 
of self-determination of Indigenous peoples for legitimacy but excludes those 
most directly impacted by militarist and settler colonial empires.22 As discussed 
in chapter 1, Yi Kwang-su’s replacement of Wilsonian self-determination with 
Kantian self-consciousness is symptomatic of the mistranslations that shape the 
lasting claims around Indigeneity, minjok, and hyangt’o in Korea.23 Decolonial 
Becoming explores the curiously excised and forgotten relation between Indige-
neity and disability as a transpacific problem for Korea, which has been made ab-
sent but shapes the narratives South Korea tells about itself. Decolonial Becoming 
also wrestles with decolonial imaginations in and beyond Korea that articulate 
this relation in the shifting relation between disability and Indigeneity medi-
ated by debility. That this triad is thoroughly gendered becomes crucial to my 
arguments about rewriting genre and scripts in chapters 3 and 4, which consider 
how narrating gendered mobilization inter-Indigenously upends the imperialist 
human as a genre.24

Native American and Indigenous Studies have focused on the cultural and 
political meaning of Native American and Indigenous people’s sovereignty 
struggles within settler colonial societies. On the one hand, essentialism “fails 
to theorize the relational character of identity by denying the historicity and 
social comprehensiveness of American Indian subjectivity,” as Sandy Grande 
has critically posed.25 On the other hand, Jodi Byrd described how the United 
States deployed “Indianness,” “us[ing] executive, legislative, and juridical means 
to make ‘Indian’ those peoples and nations who stand in the way of US military 
and economic desires.”26 Considering both arguments on inter-Indigeneity, I ask 
why it is necessary for the South Korean crisis narratives to reduce Indigeneity to 
monoethnicity. One must ask how this claim of monoethnicity as a problem of 
Indigeneity within settler colonialism is also mired in the settler colonial logics 
of the Cold War, in the establishment of a refugee-diaspora nation-state—Israel 
in Palestine in 1948, the year North and South Korea became separate nation-
states—and in South Korean national reconstruction projects.27 How has South 
Korea participated in the oceanic security state that Tiara Na’puti described as 
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“render[ing] aqueous regions as devoid of Indigenous lifeways and perspectives” 
and of the “sovereign solidarity” among Guam, Hawaiʻi, the Marshall Islands, 
and Palestine?28 Considering that demilitarization on Indigenous lands is one 
of the un Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, if a consensus is 
reached by the Indigenous peoples themselves, South Korean discourse around 
Indigeneity as monoethnicity creates a consensus through exclusion, even if the 
declaration itself has come long after such logic has prevailed. The protection of 
Korean Indigeneity by military means can be justified when it is singular. It thus 
excludes both minoritized Koreans, such as residents of lands and waters where 
US and South Korean military bases are installed in Korea, and people who live 
on militarized islands.29

How do the exclusionary legal fictions of South Korea, created in the con-
text of building a diasporic nation that has undergone national division and war, 
justify various dispossessions of migrant, inter-Indigenous, and disabled people, 
through the invocation of blood over other relationalities and rehabilitation 
rather than political transformation?30 Korean Indigeneity as monoethnicity 
is part of the strategic and problematic nativism that naturalizes blood ties to 
the premodern Korean land to navigate division politics and possibilities of rec-
onciliation between North Korea and South Korea.31 Jinkyung Lee critiqued 
“Pan-Koreanism,” the South Korean policy-driven ideology that seeks to re-
cruit Korean diaspora and racialized (im)migrants into “Koreanness” through 
paradoxical appeals to ethnicity and culture, which has also mobilized Korean 
American communities.32 Pan-Koreanism’s resemblance to Pan-Asianism’s im-
perial articulation under the Japanese empire and to what Daniel Kim described 
as “Military and Humanitarian Orientalism in the United States” underlines the 
inner workings of the legal fictions shared among empires and subempires and 
the mobilization of resources they enabled.33

Reflecting on such a problematic, this book puts forth a partial view of a trans-
pacific Korea: a Korea situated within the broader context of the Pacific and the 
Pacific inflected by relations found through Korea. While independence, freedom, 
and sovereignty have been often aligned with statehood in the call for decoloniza-
tion in modern Korea, Korea’s decolonization has also been imagined in relation 
to sites, people, and history of the Pacific that differ from the Korea of this legal 
fiction. The figures of immobility inflected by Indigeneity and disability, while 
overlooked in Korean narratives of Indigeneity as monoethnicity, are the subjects 
and objects of Korea’s decolonization. “Decolonial becoming” refers to the dia-
lectical unfolding of the object becoming the subject and the world that this un-
folding has envisioned and will bring to bear.34 It is “a sly darting dance,” to quote 
Cathy Park Hong, a polyrhythmic theory of dialectics from the “dust of history,” 
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a phrase from Yi T’ae-jun that describes those who were swept up, immobilized, 
and forgotten by the progress of history.35 To dance with the “dust of history” is 
to refuse or forget to forget the (non)relation between Indigeneity and disability.

Transpacific Korea: Coloniality, Indigeneity, Militarism

The Cold War is still palpable in many ways in the Pacific long after the fall of 
the Soviet Union, its afterlives felt through the politics of redress and debts.36 
Korea remains divided by an arbitrary line created under the US and Soviet dual 
occupation, and the Korean War has not really ended yet, with periodic threats 
of a nuclear apocalypse.37 Underlying the international news headlines is the ex-
pansive installment of US military bases on several islands of the Pacific, sites 
that sustain a high concentration of militarization, and the resulting ecological 
devastation.38 As pawns of militarized security in northeast Asia, these islands’ 
subjugated relationship to the broader politics across the Pacific has rendered 
them an essential but overlooked backdrop to territorial claims and threats. 
Transpacific Korea entails examining the relationality among the noncontigu-
ous and archipelagic sites under occupation resulting from the continued lega-
cies of imperialism, militarism, and the Cold War in modern Korea.

Triangulated by the conflicting interests of East Asian states, Pacific Islands, 
and the “mainland” United States, the Transpacific has a long history and varied 
uses. The interimperial competition between Japan and the United States dur-
ing wwii in the Pacific Theater rested on the total mobilization of colonized 
populations into their respective war efforts to secure the islands of the Pacific 
as strategic outposts.39 The term transpacific also describes the financial trian-
gulation of East Asian states, Pacific Islands, and the United States, fanned by 
projects such as the Transpacific Partnership (2016) and predatory East Asian 
investments in the Global South. At times, transpacific describes the cross-ocean 
migrations between the Americas, East Asia, and other sites. It encompasses the 
long struggles of islanders of the Pacific to exercise sovereignty against the in-
terimperial pawning of the Pacific in the collusion of settler colonialism with 
militarism.40 Transpacific, in the last sense, criticizes the divisive logic of milita-
rization in the Pacific that juxtaposed different colonized and oppressed people. 
The transpacific question, then, is also the question of what kind of responsibili-
ties and alliances can and should be sought by Asian migrants in the Pacific and 
the Asian migrants’ key roles in diffusing the efforts of sovereignty struggles in 
places such as Hawaiʻi.41

In this book, Korea as a transpacific object entails two things: first, it is an 
argument for analyzing modern Korea’s relationality to the broader, overlooked 
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sites in the Pacific and Global South and not only to its diaspora and the con-
tiguous United States; second, it is an argument that questions Indigeneity of 
Korean nationalist understandings of decolonization, bringing it to sites on 
and beyond the Korean peninsula. While the former argument is readily un-
derstandable given the transnational reach of South Korean cultural capital, 
the latter argument is less so but necessary to understand this book’s primary 
contribution to several fields. Rather than a denial of the Korean claim to Indi-
geneity, which has been significant to the claim of Korean national sovereignty 
under colonialism and military occupations and toward Korean reunification, 
my argument is that a singular claim to Indigeneity is one that actively decon-
textualizes Korea from the intertwined relations of the Transpacific. I seek to 
engage texts that are critical of how minjok’s interpellation of the Korean ethnos 
and nation erase the politics of migrant, inter-Indigenous, and disabled people 
through a militarized notion of citizenship.42 Building on Korean studies and 
Asian American studies scholarship that have illuminated the history of Korean 
nationalism and its sociopolitical, cultural, and economic expressions, I exam-
ine how Korean nationalism, through a singular claim to Indigeneity, erases the 
shared conditions of settler colonialism that had necessitated the global con-
cepts of inter-Indigeneity. As a result, Korean nationalism limits decolonization 
to the granting of a settler colonial frontier reclaimed by a singular Indigenous 
people for national security—some “Korean” people worthy of rehabilitation.

Contrary to such a nationalist understanding of decolonization, networks 
of antimilitarism and decolonization movements exist among the occupied ter-
ritories of the United States, from Jeju Island to Seongju in South Korea (whose 
residents had protested the US and South Korean plans to install Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense), on Okinawa, and on Guam. The fates of these occu-
pied sites are interconnected as much as they are deemed geographically distant. 
However, the discontinuous and archipelagic nature of the military network in 
the Pacific has also meant that the withdrawal of the US military from one site 
can lead to the intensification of militarization in another.43 This contracting and 
expanding dynamic pits the struggles for demilitarization in these sites against 
one another, another manifestation of what Paul Amar has described as a meta
phorical archipelago created by the global security industry and militarization.44

The significance of such entwinements is elided in popular narratives and 
the cultural imaginary surrounding modern Korea beyond studies that focus on 
militarism and social movements.45 The Pacific conjures images of travel, the Pa-
cific War, and transpacific partnerships, yet the predominant narrative around 
Korea’s ethnic and cultural unity makes it difficult to see Korea’s relation to the 
occupied Pacific sites as one of settler colonial dynamics, in which Korea and its 
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people are not the only ones colonized but are often active participants in the 
subjugation of others. This book offers an examination of incomplete, critical 
lines of thinking that questioned and sought to overcome a limited notion of 
decolonization, to ask how a different Korea can be imagined by questioning 
Korea’s claim to a singular Indigeneity within the larger web of the settler colo-
nial and militarized Pacific.46

Addressing this intertwinement of occupation, migration, and political mo-
bilization, this book contributes to transpacific studies, which names the for-
mation of scholarship across Asian American studies, Native American and 
Indigenous studies, Pacific Islander studies, and Asian studies that attends to 
the space of the Pacific as an object of analysis to better understand militarized 
modernity.47 This body of scholarship has explored the Pacific as a producer of 
critical inquiry amid political contestation of military occupations. Simulta
neously, points of tension surfaced around the erasure of Indigenous peoples. 
The usage of “Asia-Pacific” as a preferred unit of analysis, even while speaking of 
the Transpacific, has been taken as such an erasure, as the triangulation of Asia-
Pacific-United States makes Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands invisible.48 
Teresia Teaiwa criticized the tendency to ask “Where is the empire?” instead of 
“Where are the Indigenous or first people?” to observe “the ways that denial, 
marginalization, and appropriation of Indigeneity are part of the conditions” of 
the very inquiries on imperialism.49

This book specifically probes the forging of transpacific futurity in immobi-
lizing conditions of forced migration and (settler) colonial, military, and eco-
nomic occupations.50 It approaches newer and older literary texts as speculative 
fictions that seek “critical fabulation” from moments of stillness to offer one way 
of reading a “decolonial genealogy of the Transpacific.”51 If a decolonial geneal-
ogy of the Transpacific has been “articulated and rearticulated as a transnational 
Asian/American critique of the United States’ militarized colonial presence in 
Asia and the Pacific Islands,” how does Korean militarized and economic pres-
ence in the Pacific also serve as an extension of US presence?52 Such extension is 
perhaps most palpable in South Korea’s rise as a subempire through its deploy-
ment of “service economies” and blanket invocations of the Korean diaspora 
as well as through its status as part of “US settler garrisons.”53 This is because 
militarism—the “preservation of military institutions, hierarchies, and values, 
whether or not they are needed for war,” according to Jodi Kim—has underwrit-
ten the movements of capital and labor and appropriation of land and waters in 
modern Korea as part of “US militarist settler imperialism.”54

An important aspect of this book’s argument is that transpacific inquiries in 
and through Korea are inseparable from the questions of settler colonialism. 
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Although settler colonialism has a long history, it has only become a more visible 
object of scholarly analysis beyond Native and Indigenous activism and studies 
relatively recently.55 Settler colonialism as an object of analysis enabled sharper 
analyses of the dynamics within a settler state that cannot be explained away 
as features of a “postcolonial” society—postcolonial here signifying the end of 
formal colonialism while maintaining its legacies.56 By identifying the biopoliti
cal, legislative, economic, and cultural measures through which a settler colonial 
state legitimizes its operation on lands and waters gained by the logic of elimina-
tion of natives, settler colonialism studies has exposed not (only) past but present 
stratifications of power in sites such as the United States, Canada, and Israel/
Palestine wherein postcolonial focus had overlooked settler politics as central to 
colonialism.57 Though settler colonialism’s privileged sites of reference tend to 
be those affiliated with the Anglophone Commonwealth, studies of settler colo-
nialism in northeast Asia have been carried out in historical and anthropological 
studies.58 Yet analyses of Indigenous sovereignty, Indigenous removal, and settler 
discourses in epistemic, social, cultural, and political terms of the contemporary 
moment remain to be further engaged in the context of northeast Asia. When 
we understand inter-Indigeneity as encompassing a wide range of communities 
that live under settler colonial structures and whose politics must address their 
vulnerability to extractions, dispossession, and genocide, the failure to consider 
how militarism and economic occupations surrounding the Korean peninsula 
affect migrant and Indigenous people across the Pacific who do not fall into Ko-
rean minjok is also a failure to consider the nature of coloniality in Korea. And 
the failure to engage their marginalized but pivotal place as a structural lacuna 
in modern Korean literature, culture, and social movements would also be a loss 
of opportunity to consider the layers of meaning for Korea’s decolonization, and 
more expansively, for decolonization in the Transpacific that thinks through 
Korea as a significant site of multiple colonial rule and subimperial rise.

This book argues that inter-Indigeneity in transpacific Korea must be dia-
lectically articulated against the singular Korean mono-ethno-national claim to 
political and territorial independence from the Japanese, US, or Soviet empires. 
Koreans’ subjection to Indigeneity under occupations honed through settler co-
lonial practices must be considered alongside Koreans’ subjection of other com-
munities to Indigeneity in their colonial, Cold War, and neoliberal deployments 
as settlers, migrants, and citizens of states engaged in the militarization of islands 
in the Pacific. The singular Korean claim to Indigeneity as a settler colonial ob-
ject of control overlooks the very possibility and condition of inter-Indigeneity. 
This elision justifies the direct and indirect military and economic occupations 
wielded to make South Korean citizenship possible, however invisibly so to the 



12  Introduction

majority of South Korean citizens. Hagar Kotef writes of home as a technology 
in settler colonies, “wherein the construction of one’s home, and ultimately one’s 
[national] identity, is the destruction of another’s,” and the violence inflicted on 
the other is a necessary and even accepted part of the dispossessor’s selfhood.59 
Understanding the settler colonial dimensions of developmentalism, militarism, 
and economic occupation illuminates how Korean nationalist claims to Indige-
neity produces inter-Indigeneity as debility, a ripple effect of what Jodi Byrd has 
described as “Indianness in transit”—wherein “[the] United States propagates 
its empire not through frontiers but through the production of a paradigmatic 
Indianness”—in lieu of inter-Indigenous contestations against settler colonial 
societies.60 The illegibility of developmentalism as a settler colonial project, and 
the illegibility of a diasporic nation’s claim to becoming multiracial and multi-
ethnic as an exclusionary claim to Indigeneity that is coded as disability, are the 
contradictory effects of the (non)relations that I engage. Korean decolonization 
must address this nexus of Indigeneity and disability, which I trace through fig-
ures and scenes of immobilization.

Critical engagements with Indigenous sovereignty already exist in texts that 
think about the meaning of decolonization in Korea through the condition of 
immobility, but methodological experiments are necessary to appreciate them. 
This book brings together several theoretical frameworks on colonialism that 
are divided across geographies, disciplines, and time, because the question of de-
colonization of knowledge production has entailed a partial or total break from 
the assumptions of a discipline for many.61

For example, colonial modernity from East Asian studies and modernity-
coloniality from decolonial thought are relevant to each other. The colonial 
modernity framework from the 1990s in East Asian studies was a critical inter-
vention in the views that colonialism in Asia was beneficial, that colonialism 
was “interrupting” the emergence of modernity, understood as national. The 
colonial modernity framework proposed to focus on the temporality of “mo-
dernity” as always already immersed in the violence of global colonialisms rather 
than focus on the geographic differences and formal colonial history. It thereby 
offered a foundational theory of modernity for scholars of Asia that calls for 
traversing both the transnational and site-specific historiography of modernity. 
Especially for sites with an inter-Asian colonial history, such as in Korea, colo-
nial modernity became a useful framework to contextualize the violent effects of 
modern history on culture and politics.62

At the same time, decolonial thought cohered the framework of modernity-
coloniality with a different geographic focus, arguing that global modernity is 
fundamentally colonial in structure and content. This modernity-coloniality 
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framework is subtly different from the colonial modernity framework, albeit 
complementary: Whereas colonial modernity sees colonialism as only one way 
(“colonial” modifies “modernity”) the non-West experienced modernity, deco-
lonial thought distinguishes coloniality as the foundation on which modernity 
was built and carried out its colonialism. Decolonial thought also focused on 
decolonization as an aim that has not yet taken place. The difference in scope 
between the two approaches derives from decolonial thought taking the year 
1492—the European conquest of the Americas—as a pivotal year for the begin-
ning of European modernity and the covering of Latin America and Indigeneity 
as theological and racialized constructs.63 From this conquest, a new logic of 
organizing the world—“coloniality of power” and “coloniality of gender”—was 
created, shaping every aspect of knowledge formation, power relations, and live-
lihood, including ontological possibilities through the “coloniality of being.”64 
This argument helps address one of the criticisms colonial modernity faced in 
East Asia, that it unnecessarily emphasizes modernity’s violence over its positive 
developments.65 Rather, coloniality reveals that modernity’s accomplishments 
were enabled by the global systematization of dispossession of land, resources, 
genocide, and enslavement. What also makes this articulation of “coloniality” 
useful to the transpacific analysis is its insistence that the coloniality of power 
continues to operate past the formal end of colonialism across the world.

This global scope of coloniality necessitates connecting the centuries of co-
lonialism and enslavement to one another and to their present hold, to con-
template the “intimacies” wrought by the colonization of continents as well 
as the “archipelago of resettlement.”66 Seeing coloniality as the foundational 
and necessary “underside” of modernity shows how inter-Asian colonialism is 
less an aberration than the norm and the importance of examining coloniality 
across continents and oceans, as colonial modernity has done for inter-Asian 
inquiry.67 Finally, by decolonization, I do not mean the formal end of colonial 
rule but rather an unending and transformative reordering of the world built by 
modernity-coloniality, beyond positions of immanence and complicity.68

The examination and politics of Indigeneity in Latin America and the 
Caribbean are evolving and contextually specific. Yet subsuming Indigeneity 
into national and regional political identity in Latin America and the Caribbean 
often took the form of erasure of Indigenous people and coinciding national 
claims of racial mixture that overlooked presently oppressed Indigenous com-
munities, for whom genocide, racialization, impoverishment, and political op-
pression work together.69 The emergence of Indigenous political movements in 
the 1990s, such as the ezln (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional) in Mex-
ico, has interrupted such subsumption of Indigeneity into various national and 
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regional narratives. In the Caribbean, where colonialism and enslaved and in-
dentured labor in plantations were written over the genocide of the Indigenous 
Taínos, the uneasy and erased place of Indigeneity haunts the thinkers I engage 
with, such as Sylvia Wynter and Aimé Césaire, who blur the Black and Native 
politics of the Caribbean in their decolonial articulations.70 The insights from 
these debates can be helpful interlocutors in unpacking the narratives around In-
digeneity in northeast Asia and, more specifically, Korea and diaspora, for trac-
ing resonant logics of mixture and erasure in the subsumption of Indigeneity: 
What work do “we are all Indigenous here” and “there are no Indigenous people 
here” perform, and what work are they incapable of performing? When and how 
does “we are also Indigenous” become a meaningful point of departure for inter-
Indigenous dialogue, and when does it betray that which it evokes?

Engaging Caribbean thinkers of modernity, decoloniality, relationality, and 
the overrepresentation of “Man” is also important to Decolonial Becoming’s mul-
tiple archipelagic consideration of the Transpacific. Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, 
Sylvia Wynter, and Édouard Glissant have criticized imperialist humanism, as did 
Takeuchi Yoshimi and Ch’oe In-hun, examined in chapters 1 and 2, from the other 
occupied archipelagoes.71 For Wynter, the notion of “Man” describes the narrow 
understanding of the human that emerged from, first, the “degodding” process of 
the Renaissance (Man 1), and second, the rise of physical and biological sciences 
that took place alongside the internment and enslavement of Indigenous and 
African-descendent people (Man 2) and the transformation of the political man 
into the Darwinian and Malthusian model of biocentric and economic man.72 
Through dialectical paradigm shifts, original heresies became new orthodoxies, 
which prompts Wynter to call for new heresies or ceremonies that inscribe new 
genres of the human. Methodologically, Decolonial Becoming begins and ends 
with the Transpacific and its militarized present while taking a “(de)tour of duty” 
through the Caribbean articulations. Teresia Teaiwa wrote of “tours of profound 
duty” that differently engage the intersection of demilitarization and decoloniza-
tion through the lens of “militourism.”73 Decolonial Becoming considers how this 
Caribbean detour might illuminate decolonization under militarized immobil-
ity of archipelagoes—the Pacific also refracted through the Caribbean—and the 
particular but shared condition of storms they undergo and must rewrite.

Immobility: Migration, Disability-Debility, and Occupation

Immobility coheres a set of questions from the scholarship on mobility that 
focus on gendered migration, which has been important for pushing against 
the glorification of mobility—both as migration and change of class status—as 
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an ideal to be celebrated in Korea.74 Existing frameworks on movement at large 
were limited to movement as a structural symptom or movement as a cause for 
celebration as subjective freedom.75 In contemporary transnational migration of 
Asian women, celebratory accounts of transnational mobility can ignore “the 
painful nature of diasporic existence,” and gendered and racialized dimensions 
of economic migration grant mobility “without dignity” to women migrants.76 
Furthermore, the transnational discursive explosions in the 1990s around the 
Japanese wartime Comfort Women system, a judicializing and depoliticizing 
process of justice, have created a “double-edged exemplarity” where “the tapered 
attention to physical and especially sexual violence against women displaced the 
concern with female labor exploitation” of the 1980s.77 Gendered migration thus 
raises questions about the exclusions that take place in nationalist and classist 
accounts of movement. The stories of movement deal with core experiences of 
immobility that determine the temporality and geography of movement.78

Reframing through immobility specifically asks how Indigeneity and disabil-
ity are invisible terms through which gendered migration becomes a movement. 
As the condition of the occupied, immobility brings Indigeneity and disability—
and Indigeneity as disability—into focus, highlighting how migration repro-
duces immobility through the (non)relation between these categories, as erased 
or forgotten relations that are critical to the functioning of respective categories. 
The seeming contradictions I examine revolve around how Korean Indigeneity 
as disability is an object of ethnic rehabilitation and mobilization while migrant, 
inter-Indigenous disability is an object of immobilization as debility (unrecog-
nizable as disability) in colonial, imperialist, and late capitalist narratives. While 
disability is recognizable as such in a narrow understanding of Indigenous (“Ko-
rean”) bodies in the South Korean nationalist imaginary, debility proliferates in 
the Transpacific as the denial of both experiences of disability and Indigeneity 
beyond this narrow understanding. Debility reframes many texts toward an ex-
pansive understanding of decolonization beyond South Korea’s claim to Indi-
geneity, especially given that military and economic occupations are the biggest 
and underacknowledged producers of disability worldwide.79

In disability studies, immobility is a question of the built environment that 
creates “norms of speed” in modernity and the “guarantee that mobility will be 
felt as freedom.”80 Approaching disability as a social construct—how is social 
life premised on underlining (in)capacitations that erase or exploit nonnorma-
tive bodyminds and desires?—and an environmental construct—how are spaces 
designed to exclude and dispossess bodies with different capacities?—has been 
significant in intervening in the reliance on medical diagnosis and impairment 
to define, understand, and control disability.81 Highlighting the construction of 
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disability through such social and environmental design indeed drives disability 
politics’ radical potential: going beyond representational inclusion of select dis-
abled bodies toward a questioning of the relation of the body to itself and to its 
surroundings.82 Yet discussions of disability and the built environment tend to 
focus on disability’s relation to the environment as a subjective struggle, leading 
to validating opportunities to change one’s environment to accommodate one’s 
needs as a form of liberation.83 This is complicated by the fact that “crip is a site 
of tension in its very refusal of rights and recognition, as it cannot capture or 
honor ways of engaging with disability that might include a demand for rights 
that have been denied.”84

What’s more, the posthuman environmental ethics that demands that the 
“polluter pays” may not readily offer tools and explanatory frameworks for those 
immobilized on the other side of the division of labor and occupation, who 
undergo disablement in the context of slow violence wrought by military lega-
cies, settler colonialism, and labor, but crip as a site of tension could offer some 
tools.85 Mel Chen proposes that “to think further about the kinds of invisibilized 
and corporeal debility introjected by certain bodies in a time of environmentally 
disproportionate harm” is to think about the “pollution [that] is rendered not 
simply a pan-species threat but a specific one decried by environmental justice, 
working in conjunction with existing structures that serve to intensify or double 
that harm (slow plus structural violence).”86 Chen’s problematic and Langan’s 
question of built environments’ “norms of speed” are more recently illustrated 
by the aforementioned case of Seongju, where residents faced fines for impeding 
traffic during antimilitarist and environmental protests and the supreme court 
ruled that the environmental impact of thaad would be inconsequential.87 
The challenge of thinking about immobility at the heart of migration, then, is 
that it is also a linchpin in the colluding dialectics of disability and debility, of 
minjok as singular Indigeneity and inter-Indigenous sovereignty struggles, and of 
environmental pollution and environmentalization of migrants and Indigenous.

The engaged texts contemplate environments under economic and military 
occupations, in which neither posthuman environmental ethics nor subjective 
struggle against the disabling environment are in and of themselves liberatory; 
yet the conditions are also not totalizing. In these texts, the melding of human 
bodies with the environment is invisibilized disintegration (public “wrongs,” 
to borrow Kotef ’s coinage) that materially provides for the very liberal public 
space and services (public “goods”) to which some disability politics may seek 
access. Following Puar’s remapping of disability, coconstituted by debilita-
tion of bio/necropolitics, this book explores how the debilitated population’s 
relation to the environment might be one of becoming continuous with the 
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environment through immobilization in these speculative fictions, and con-
versely, how they would search for decolonial becoming in and through such 
conditions of immobility.

Conditions of immobility show how disasters construct the debilitated as 
a population—the Indigenous, migrant-settlers, the disabled, and the ill—and 
how failed disaster responses ensure their reproduction through a seriality of 
disasters. The intersection of disability and disaster in social science and policy 
scholarship reveals that populations with disabilities are often severely impacted 
by disasters.88 The overlap between disability-integrated disaster recovery pro-
grams in the United States and the disaster capitalism of the war on terror, aris-
ing from disaster-preparedness programs set in place after 9/11, reveals disasters 
as visible instances of debilitation in capitalist expansions and imperialist vio
lence.89 The literature on disability and disaster assumes that a population already 
“has” a disability prior to the event of a disaster and needs to be accounted for in 
the reconstruction phase. However, disaster can include the longer debilitation 
resulting from prolonged displacement and labor that renders the body more 
moldable to an industrially polluted or militarized environment. The predomi-
nance of the “dust of history” as a population destined for debility requires theo-
rizations of decolonization, especially carried out in debilitating circumstances.

Given such, decolonial becoming is a movement that is not necessarily acro-
batic or highly capacitated, but full of wit, sabotage, and subterfuge in a shared 
place, to overturn the future of serial disasters. It seeks liberation from disaster, 
or t’alyŏk (脫疫), in which yŏk includes settler colonial and military infrastruc-
tures. I discuss, in chapter 5, decolonial becoming as t’alyŏk, or ex-disaster/ill-
ness, a neologism I use to describe South Korean disability activism’s critique of 
quarantine (pangyŏk) that I connect to the militarized Pacific. If colonialism is a 
foundational catastrophe of modernity, t’alyŏk is a decolonial liberation from the 
seriality of disasters in modernity-coloniality.90

Hope in Despair: Dialectics, Becoming, Movement

From the standpoint of reason, it is self-evident that imperialism cannot be overturned by 
imperialism. —Takeuchi Yoshimi, in What Is Modernity, 121

Movement in this book includes various kinds of mobilizations and their at-
tendant immobilizations, amid the imperial wartime mobilization of Japan, the 
Cold War occupations of South Korea, and the South Korean occupation of the 
Pacific. After the formal ends of colonialism in many places in “the age of decolo-
nization,” the search for a “real” decolonial movement continued as decolonial 



18  Introduction

becoming, because mobilization did not necessarily create greater freedom of 
movement but multiplied finer and shifting divisions of movement and stasis.91 
This search for “real” movement can be traced in the dialectics of movement 
and stasis. Because the notion of movement cannot exist without stasis, seeking 
movement must begin with stasis. This is both a problem and a method for ad-
dressing the failed search for a “real” movement in the “age of decolonization,” or 
decolonial becoming. In this section, I discuss decolonial becoming in conversa-
tion with thinkers who wrote on the master-slave dialectics to overcome fascism 
and colonialism. This discussion is then deepened in chapters 2 and 4, where the 
master-slave dialectics is brought to a standstill through the metaphor and mate-
riality of “perfect storms,” in the rewritings of William Shakespeare’s Tempest as 
dialectics specific to the transpacific condition and resonant with the Caribbean.

One of this book’s interlocutors on dialectics is Takeuchi Yoshimi, who 
sought to identify the nature of modernity by revisiting Pan-Asianism criti-
cally. As a Japanese Marxist sinologist, Takeuchi spent several years in China 
in his early twenties. During the Pacific War, he was drafted and stationed in 
China from 1943 until Japan’s defeat in 1945. In his postwar writings, he criti-
cized Japanese philosophy and imperial politics, arguing for a need to think Pan-
Asianism more seriously, without which he claimed postwar intellectuals risked 
repeating the past. A diffuse body of thought, Pan-Asianism is a set of ideas, 
politics, and cultures surrounding the notion of “Asia” traced to China’s defeat in 
the Opium War (1839–42), when a sense of crisis and solidarity stirred surround-
ing areas.92 Although its earlier variants often contained revolutionary discourse 
that was subjected to state censorship in the early twentieth century, it was co-
opted as a state ideology and stripped of its revolutionary leanings. Tarnished 
by this cooptation, Pan-Asianism was “largely ignored by researchers—not to 
mention politicians and diplomats” for a long time after Japan’s defeat in 1945.93 
Yet Takeuchi saw the rise of fascism in Japan as unresolved “problems” of moder-
nity, because imperial Pan-Asianism, in presuming that Japan is indeed the most 
modern of Asian states, left unaddressed the question of what modernity really 
means for Asia. This failure, Takeuchi argued, was a result of an undialectical 
engagement with modernity.

Instead of Japan, it was China that Takeuchi saw as dialectically engaging 
the West. In What Is Modernity? (1948), Takeuchi turns to the Chinese writer 
Lu Xun’s parable “The Wise Man, the Fool, and the Slave,” in which a slave in-
sults the fool who advises him to revolt against his master.94 The slave instead 
takes the advice from a wise man, who tells the slave to fix the master’s broken 
house. Counterintuitively, Takeuchi saw in Lu Xun’s parable a critique of en-
lightenment’s humanism that the fool represents: The slave cannot break from 
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enslavement by an outright revolt, as the fool suggests. The critique here is of the 
underlying, didactic notion of progress in the fool’s humanism, which presup-
poses linear movement flowing from ignorance to knowledge. Against human-
ism’s wish for liberation through immediate action, Takeuchi instead argues that 
liberation cannot occur immediately.

The point of the parable, then, is that the slave must reject the apparently 
liberatory path out of enslavement that enlightenment humanism gives one 
and chart one’s own path. Because humanism assumes that the existing social 
conditions can provide for present and future liberation, it measures progress 
as a linear movement mapped on a known terrain. Like the fool, Japanese leftist 
intellectuals end up committing “decadence through being progressive” because 
“resistance means that [social conditions for liberation] are not given, and so one 
rejects the fantasy that they could be.”95 Instead, the slave should question what 
liberation means in enslavement, without which the slave would seek subjective 
liberation by becoming the master who “is a true slave when he thinks that he 
is not a slave. And he reveals the full extent of his slavishness when he becomes 
a master, for at that time he subjectively views himself as no longer a slave.”96 
Without dialectics, what appears to be movement is in fact a semblance of move-
ment, and this is what Takeuchi believes the condition of modernity created for 
the non-West.

In G. W. F. Hegel’s master-slave (also lordship and bondage) dialectics, after 
the contest for life and death with the master, the slave turns toward an object 
and away from the master’s recognition. The object then becomes a site of labor 
through which the dialectics of self-consciousness unfold through the slave, not 
the master. For Takeuchi, too, the dialectical movement cannot be collapsed 
into a teleological progress of humanism that seeks to become the master. He 
argued that without a negation of modernity through “resistance,” which was 
construed as stasis by the “progressives” of his time, there can be no transforma-
tion. Through his altered dialectics, Takeuchi sought an opening to relational-
ity between the given terms of a dialectic, a transformation beyond recognition 
from another self-consciousness, in Hegelian terms.97 The way Takeuchi gets to 
this point is through criticizing his contemporaries and Japan’s imperial past, all 
the while refusing to throw the baby (Pan-Asianism’s possibilities) out with the 
bath water (imperialist ideologies).

Writing contemporaneously with Takeuchi but on the Caribbean in the “age 
of decolonization,” Frantz Fanon, the Martinican physician, writer, and revolu-
tionary, discusses in Black Skin, White Masks (Peau noire, masques blancs 1952, 
henceforth bswm) the Négritude movement as part of the unfolding Black 
consciousness, criticizing, like Takeuchi, teleological determinism in thinking 
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about the dialectics of decolonization. Though Fanon agreed with Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s conclusion that the Négritude movement is not the end but a stage 
within dialectics, Fanon objects to Sartre’s didacticism, emphasizing that dia-
lectics in Hegel is unpredictable.98 Both Takeuchi and Fanon viewed negation 
of the colonizer/enslaver as a necessary component of the conflict, but not the 
end of overcoming colonial conditions. In this view, Japan’s effort to replace the 
West instead of negating it is not progress but amounts to “nothing,” a failed at-
tempt to replace the master.99 In the altered dialectics of Takeuchi and Fanon in 
the “age of decolonization,” the concept of despair becomes important to their 
critique of enlightenment humanism, for which modernity as coloniality led to 
dialectics different from that of Hegel.

The embodied dimension of Fanon’s altered dialectics highlights the genera-
tive aspect of dialectics as a movement of becoming in a condition of immobil-
ity. Kara Keeling argued that “Fanon’s injunction to introduce invention into 
existence . . . ​is a call for a theory of real movement,” challenging the existing 
understandings of representation in contemporary theories of visual culture.100 
On the final prayer with which Fanon ends bswm, Keeling identifies this voice 
as “the cinematic Fanon,” whose final prayer is “a call for a motor tendency on 
a sensitive nerve of a slave that does not continue a present movement, but in-
stead creates a different future movement: ‘O my body, make me always a man 
who questions!’ ”101 The cinematic Fanon creates “real” movement by freeing the 
racialized Black body from the historically sedimented images of enslavement 
that make up the “common sense” fostered by the visual culture of white su-
premacy. Considering Fanon’s Black spectator and spectacle, Keeling thus shows 
how “real” movement of the Black body had to be wrestled from the images on 
screen deployed to mobilize Black viewers. That this search ends and begins with 
the body becoming new to itself motivates my readings of immobilized bodies 
under occupation ahead.

Furthermore, the dialectics of bswm become a point of departure for Fanon 
in pursuit of a global decolonial struggle, explored as dialectics in his later writ-
ings as Fanon participated in the Algerian Revolution. This is because, as Glen 
Coulthard observes on Fanon’s dialectics, “A simultaneous turn inward and 
away from the master . . . ​reflects a profound understanding of the complex-
ity involved in contests over recognition in colonial and racialized environ-
ments.”102 Such recognition has implicated Fanon’s narrator in bswm in their 
relation to others subjected to anti-Black racism, and in Fanon’s later writings, 
this recognition manifests as internationalist praxis.103 Rather than a vertically 
driven encounter between the master and slave as the primary dialectic, Fanon’s 
and Takeuchi’s dialectics gesture toward the horizontal relationalities that share 
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experiences of despair as a place also to find hope. Amid Cold War geopolitical 
escalations, Fanon conceptualized praxis as necessarily relational and as a cau-
tion against nationalist developmentalism. Fanon describes praxis as the struggle 
that “explo[des] the former colonial reality . . . ​uncovers unknown facets, brings 
to light new meanings, and underlines contradictions that were camouflaged 
by this reality”: that it is “national, revolutionary, and collective”; furthermore, 
praxis consists of “the people whose struggles enact this new reality, the people 
who live it, march on, freed from colonialism and forewarned against any at-
tempt at mystification or glorification of the nation.”104 Such an understanding 
of praxis reflects Fanon’s criticism in The Wretched of the Earth (Les Damnés de la 
Terre 1961) of the position that sees the establishment of the nation as an end to 
decolonization. For Fanon, the role of the nation is defined by praxis and, there-
fore, is relational. Thus, Fanon’s critique of the nation emphasizes the function of 
the nation within the larger imperative of global decolonization. A nation that 
does not enact a new, redistributive reality and that does not disturb colonial-
ity on a global, and not only local, scale mystifies and glorifies itself. Praxis for 
Fanon, then, cannot be isolated regionally and nationally but enacted through 
the connections among the network of disparate colonized realities. Fanon’s 
work in Algeria reflects this understanding of praxis as relational: There cannot 
be true decolonization of Martinique without that of Algeria, and there would 
be no Algerian Revolution without Dien Bien Phu.105

Fanon’s hope—as well as the hope conveyed in most calls for decolonization 
and events such as the Afro-Asian conference in Bandung—may be dismissed 
as oversimplifying terms of oppression or as unrealistic. Yet it is precisely that 
there is no hope without despair (and no despair without hope) that Fanon and 
Takeuchi wrote of despair as an essential moment within the larger dialectics in 
search of a “real” movement.106 Ernst Bloch similarly observed that the essential 
place of hope during the rise of fascism in Germany is the life of the future that is 
lived in the present: It was not the proletariat’s lack of class consciousness but the 
“noncontemporaneous” desires that needed to be fostered toward revolution. 
The success of fascist mobilization, despite its contradictory messaging and lack 
of any real economic solutions for the proletariat, derived from the way it tapped 
into these noncontemporaneities and the failure of the left to sufficiently attend 
to the spiritual and symbolic needs of the utopian dimension of everyday life 
that “lives in the future.” In striking analyses that are still relevant today, Bloch 
and Takeuchi overlapped in their critique of the left intelligentsia in the early to 
mid-twentieth century for effectively enabling fascism to take hold of the prole-
tariat’s need for meaning created by capitalism and neglected by leftist classism 
and idealism. Rather than something false to be dismissed, fascism for Bloch 
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was “a complex, contradictory phenomenon, in which there was light and shade, 
hope and despair.”107 Bloch’s suggested solution was that Marxism carry out a 
“multilayered dialectic” that could better take hold of the noncontemporane-
ous contradictions of “future-in-the-past.” Rather than combating the utopian 
dimensions of fascism with an anti-utopian, positivist realism, Bloch argued for 
“a multitemporal and multispatial dialectic, the polyrhythmics and the counter-
point of such a dialectic.”108

This temporality of hope has been rearticulated as queer ecstatic temporality. 
José Esteban Muñoz argued that ecstatic temporality brings into view “another 
understanding of what matters,” dialectics that manifest as a temporality of wait-
ing, resulting from being “cast out of straight time’s rhythm.”109 Ecstasy as the 
casting out of straight time’s rhythm—or polyrhythmics—is an opportunity for 
new relations under toxic sensorium: Mel Chen thus took up ecstasy amid dis-
ability’s stasis as a dialectical experience in which “likely subjects [are] equally 
likely objects.”110 I examine ecstasy as ex-stasis more closely in chapter 5, in which 
stasis reveals how “everyone lives in the future,” as Bloch wrote, even and espe-
cially when utopia appears “temporally stalled, forsaken,” through the case of 
quarantine and serial disasters.111 If, as Takeuchi observed, despair and resistance 
coexist in the reckoning that there is no known path out of modernity, and de-
spair names the state of this reckoning while resistance names this reckoning as 
a movement, I also show in chapter 3 that the polyrhythmic inventions while 
waiting can take Indigeneity and disability as the states of despair from which 
hope can be traced.112

Ways to Read This Book

This book offers a heretical, or perverted, genealogy of transpacific writings in 
that it asks the reader to consider together texts that had not been written in 
conversation with one another—a rationale often used for engaging texts from 
different time periods, regions, and traditions—and would not be grouped to-
gether in most academic disciplines, for example, as I had been trained to in 
Comparative Literature, following shared genre, national tradition and lan-
guage, geographic proximity, race and ethnicity, and historical proximity, among 
others. Yet Decolonial Becoming argues that considering these texts together is 
necessary to understanding how decolonial underpinnings do not (only) occur 
at the unit of the nation-state, national language, or rehearsed racial or ethnic 
unity but also in conditions of immobility that induce necessary creativity and 
relations across these units of comparison and cohesion. The book explores such 
a decolonial becoming—not a hyper-capacitated or acrobatic dialectics but 
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rather dialectics as a dancing in place to conjure a new future. It is also my hope 
that Decolonial Becoming can offer one way, among many, of conducting Korean 
studies, Asian American studies, Comparative Literature, and Critical Theory 
for others like me, whose interdisciplinary objects compel them to stray from ex-
isting rationales and genealogies. Additionally, while I often felt that I was only 
compelled by the materials I analyzed to order them in this way, metatextual ele
ments also compelled me as I wrote earlier drafts of this book, on which I reflect 
in the conclusion.

Readers familiar with modern northeast Asian history will recognize that 
the chapters are in chronological order but do not cover all decades through-
out the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This chronological organization is 
not intended to be comprehensive of Korea’s history and literary traditions, as is 
more customary in area studies, although the book is indebted to foundational 
scholarship in Korean and Asian studies. Rather, chronological organization is 
intended for a witnessing of the reanimation of the mid-twentieth-century ques-
tions in contemporary texts that appear to share little in common with their 
predecessors: to ask how immobility in Korean texts has always been, simulta
neously, a question of Indigeneity and disability, that the injuries from Japanese 
and US imperialism in Korea—or the necessary components of “victimhood 
nationalism”—are connected to, rather than in conflict with, the injuries South 
Korea inflicts in the Pacific.113 The book, then, offers a partial and webbed ex-
amination of the Transpacific in and through Korea and of Korea in and through 
the Transpacific. The ideas, motifs, and arguments that run through the examined 
texts shapeshift from chapter to chapter: Conclusions of each chapter are chal-
lenged by the following as a dialectical unfolding takes place between the chapters 
that become something “familiar and strange” through each rendition, as I discuss 
Wynter’s “ceremony” in chapter 5. The most dialectical way to read this book is to 
read it in order, while different chapter pairings will render a more straightforward 
set of stories about decolonial becoming through shared themes.

Decolonial Becoming begins with chapter  1, “Exquisite Corpse and Queer 
Rocks: Mobilization and Haptics in Late Colonial Korean Literature,” and 
examines how two Korean authors, Kim Saryang and Yi T’ae-jun, dealt with 
portrayals of the racialized colonial bodies and Indigeneity in the context of im-
perial mobilization under Japanese colonialism in the ’30s and ’40s, when tech-
nologies such as film and the train introduced sedimented ways of seeing bodies 
and landscapes. Tracing the fantasies and failures of their ethnic Korean charac-
ters to rehabilitate themselves under the visual and biopolitical grids of wartime 
mobilization, the chapter considers how Kim and Yi respectively experimented 
with the exquisite corpse and haptics to question colonial power to see and see 
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through their objects, to find a way out of immobility imposed by colonialism. 
Particularly, Yi’s turn toward objects and landscapes in lieu of humanist recog-
nition leads him down a dead-end of the Hegelian master-slave dialectics. The 
chapter ends by reflecting on Takeuchi and Fanon’s invocation of despair as the 
beginning of a new dialectic.

Following the failures of decolonial dialectics and the necessity of critical 
Pan-Asianism from Takeuchi, chapter 2, “The Transpacific Tempest: Relational 
Sovereignty and Spiritual Sociogenesis,” examines an alternative imagination of 
third-world decolonial politics and the nonalignment movement in the South 
Korean author Ch’oe In-Hun’s novel, The Typhoon (T’aepung 1973). The chap-
ter analyzes the archipelagic orientation and settler-Indigenous relationality in 
Ch’oe’s novel and its vision of Korea’s decolonization inflected by a rewriting 
of the Divine Wind (kamikaze) narrative, Pan-Asianism, William Shakespeare’s 
The Tempest, and the Afro-Asian conference in Bandung (1955) from the 1970s 
authoritarian South Korea amid the Vietnam War. More broadly, chapter 2 tells 
the story of Caribbean and transpacific rewritings of Tempest, such as Aimé 
Césaire’s (1969), and how Ch’oe’s speculative text unravels the master-slave dia-
lectics toward decolonial becoming through “spiritual sociogenesis,” an analysis 
for which I deploy Fanon, Wynter, and Glissant. Chapter 2 ends with reflections 
on the Pacific, Caribbean, and Afro-Asian questions of decolonization and grap-
pling with inter-Indigeneity.

If chapter 2 engaged a South Korean text that looked to the Pacific, the follow-
ing chapter engages diasporic and Native American texts that looked at histories 
of violence across the Pacific. Chapter 3, “Ceremony Found, Commemoration 
Lost: Crip Ghost Dance and Speculative Plot,” follows literary texts in English 
(more accurately, multilingual) by Gerald Vizenor and Cathy Park Hong. The 
chapter looks at debility and postwar military occupations in the Pacific, and 
how the texts take the condition of immobility to create new ceremonies that 
reimagine millenarian dances—the Ghost Dance and Dance Dance Revolution. 
Chapter  3 probes how these texts forego commemorative practices surround-
ing the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Native American disposession, and the 
Gwangju Uprising to instead experiment with tactile ceremonies, sabotage, and 
plotting. Doing so reveals crip embodiments in the present as central to deco-
lonial becoming, contrary to the logic of visual display of disablement in com-
memoration. Building on disability studies and Wynter’s writings on ceremony 
and plot, chapter 3 ends by exploring speculative plotting as a remapping of oc-
cupied bodies’ relation to landscapes toward crip survivance.

Chapter 4 continues the question of speculative plotting from chapter 3 and 
pulls on several threads of preceding chapters. “Archipelago of the Damnées: 
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Debility and Genre” analyzes immobility as dissolution into the landscape in 
contemporary (2010s) South Korean women authors’—Kang Yŏngsuk, Kim 
Sagwa, and Yun Goŭn—speculative fictions on migrants and Indigenous in di-
saster zones at the margins of Korea. Colonial affects from chapter  1 have an 
afterlife in the familiar but strange context of South Korea’s rise as a corporate 
subempire in the Pacific. With South Korea replacing the Japanese empire, the 
exquisite corpse of colonized Koreans is replaced with the plethora of discon-
tented and debilitated migrants and Indigenous who live under South Korea’s 
economic occupation across disparate developmental zones (or “islands”). Chap-
ter  4 builds on Puar’s articulation of debility and Wynter’s theory of “genre” 
to probe how migrant and Indigenous bodies, under forced permeability with 
the environment (“environmentalization”), are sites of contestation between 
subimperial disaster capitalism and decolonial becoming. While the protago-
nist of chapter 2’s perfect storm involved transformation of the self through the 
typhoon as decolonial becoming, chapter 4’s perfect storm involves a tsunami 
that blows up the landscape of military occupation as decolonial becoming. This 
shift brings into focus the critical place and methods of the Transpacific in South 
Korea’s subimperial rise and calls for expanding what it means for Korea to de-
colonize beyond the spaces of the nation, the peninsula, and the diaspora.

The last chapter turns to the pandemic-era politics of immobility in con
temporary South Korea. Chapter  5, “Speculation in the Interval: Disability, 
Ecstasy, and T’alyŏk,” examines debility in serial disasters and the lack of accessi-
ble information and actionable policies for people with disabilities left stranded 
awaiting death. When quarantine is cast as disabling for all, how does disabil-
ity become debility for vulnerable populations stranded by their nation-states? 
The chapter engages a 2020 political party formed by South Korean disability 
organizers that pushed against the seriality of disasters and their profitability in 
financial speculation. Looking at narratives of people with disabilities in quar-
antine, the chapter argues that the deinstitutionalization movement of disability 
activists objected to quarantine (Pangyŏk or prevention of disease and disaster) 
and espoused what I call t’alyŏk (exiting the cycle of disease and disaster, shared 
prefix “t’al” with decolonial and postcolonial t’alsikmin in Korean) by bringing 
new genres into being.114 The chapter connects the islands of immobility created 
by quarantine and the movement against it to the occupied islands of the Pacific 
and the call for Indigenous Sovereignty.

At large, Decolonial Becoming is concerned with how texts wrestle with dis-
courses of mobilization at junctures where colonial relations find new grounds 
and when mobilization discourses gesture toward something more than physical 
relocation—the making of a new subjectivity and future. Yet these texts find 



26  Introduction

alternatives to such forms of mobilization by de-emphasizing individual capacities 
in favor of communal relationality. Such liberatory possibilities in immobilization 
and forced migration attend to the contexts of Indigenous peoples surviving settler 
colonialism and of the people debilitated by the violence of state and capital
ist developments, even when they become irrelevant to popular legal fictions of 
nation-states.

Situating Korea within the larger Pacific also means shedding light on the 
fleeting encounters and collision of interests that take place through migration 
and militarism. The transpacific framework underlines how islands of the Pacific 
take on renewed significance as producers of knowledge amid the political strife 
often administered by surrounding continents and their concerns over territorial 
claims and security. This book contributes to the efforts in Korean studies to un-
derstand the colonial legacies in Korea, legacies that transpacific texts engaged 
to varying degrees of success. These dimensions of Korea only become legible 
when they are examined beyond the frameworks of the peninsula, the South 
Korean and North Korean nation-states, and the Korean people. Perfect storms, 
those dialectics differently imagined by authors, thinkers, and activists, call upon 
the debris wrought by the storm of progress and the decolonial becoming that 
begins with the debris.
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