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Preface 
 
     On 02 Jun 2018, I got a call from a friend for advice. Even though I 

hadn’t known him for a very long time, the desperation in his voice was 

undeniable. Simon William-Im, a British national and cisgender man had 

just received yet another letter from the Korean government. It was a 

response to his civil petition asking for recognition of  his marriage to a 

Korean man.1 The letter, written on unofficial letterhead from the Ministry 

of  Justice, informed Simon that “whether a nation or a society accepts, 

same-sex marriage needs a careful and comprehensive consideration of  

many factors, such as interpretation of  constitutional values regarding the 

definition of  marriage...And it requires national consensus.” Simon was 

vehement over the decision. He felt that the system had betrayed him and he 

wanted to take the decision public to reignite the social discussion on gay 

marriage in the country. His efforts were taken up immediately, winning 

modest Pride-month mention in several national papers including Chosunilbo, 

Yonhap News, and SBS the next day. Yet, the discussions, if  any, remain fairly 

lowkey in the Morning Calm.2  

     Throughout the entire ordeal, I couldn’t help but wonder why he, not 

his Korean husband, was the voice of  reason. Why it was Simon demanding 

an extension of  civil liberties in Korea with hopes of  winning recognition of  

two loving individuals who happened to have similar body parts. In Korea, 

was it his responsibility to change the views of  citizenship in the country? 

                                                        
1 His first letter was a spousal visa denial he filed for nearly a year ago. He filed a new civil 
petition with hopes that Korea would now have changed its views on gay marriage. 
2 The brouhaha of a domestically staged and highly publicized case of Kim Jho Gwang-
soo, which included a lawsuit in 2013, deemed Simon’s efforts a mere honorable mention in 
the annals of non-Korean gay history.  
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Asia Michael free from hometown fears, hyphenations, and social pressures 

that come along with identity politics in the US (or so he thought). Little did 

he realize that several years later he’d be describing to me how being gay 

was more of  a geopolitical reality as opposed to the psychological or desire-

based one he’d grown up believing. The epiphany had already occurred to 

him by the time he and I met. 

     Six years later and one year ago, Michael and I met for the first time 

at a 'normal' bar.6 We chatted about several mundane topics until the 

conversation went to "sex in Asia," at which point Michael confided that he 

considers himself  openly gay in the US, but living as a heterosexual in 

Korea.7 He added that his new discovery had little to do with mere lifestyle 

disparities between being gay in US as opposed to in Korea or along the 

lines that gay identity doesn’t exist in Korea. Somewhere between the years 

abroad, sexuality and sexual identity had become spatially determined 

realities—a re-placing of  sexuality that for some replaces its significance. 

     While I find the idea of  spatial geopolitically-bound sexuality 

somewhat deconstructive of  everything that I currently know about 

sexuality, about the complexity of  the nature-nurture duality that most of  

the world has invested in when it comes to understanding sexual identity and 

sexual orientation, this spatial interpretation—especially when it comes to 

cross-cultural migratory mobility—seems to manifest a pattern of  

dissociation and disjunction when it comes to sexuality. However, the means 

by which we employ sexual identity, and particularly gay identity these days 

                                                        
6 By "normal," I hope to drive in the point that heteronormativity indicates that all bars are 
sexual especially when discussing gay identity. In this case, “normal” is interchange with 
“heterosexual. 
7 This was Michael’s way of talking about sex in Korea, which he often admitted as 
sounding overtly orientalist, objectifying, and at times simply rude. 
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do, in fact, complicate how and even whether the identity still serves as a 

label of  sexual desire and homosexual tendencies. Michael’s views were 

neither constructed on the new trend of  evincing sexuality with fluidity nor 

was it a notion of  sexual identity that I was familiar with. However, I soon 

realized that Michael was not alone in his views. 

     Over the last decade or so, I've run into several other men who also 

claim to be openly gay in the US and yet living authentic heterosexual lives 

in both desire and livelihood in Korea, all the while adamantly ruling out 

bisexuality as an option. A trend in these cases point to the possibility of  

spatial and perhaps even cultural forces at work. Is something structurally 

pushing these men to change, alter, hide, or even confuse what being gay 

and belonging to this category means to them while living in Korea? And 

are the tactics they use to negotiate and sexualize the spaces around them 

playing a role? 

     Take Michael's immediate turn to technology to satisfy his fetishized 

curiosities. In today's world, new mediums make sex seem easy, if  not plastic, 

fluid, or even surreal. Grindr, Tinder, Jack'd, ManHung, BoyAhoy, SKout, Mr.X, 

Hatten, Gpark, Scruff, Gaydar: these apps are all the buzz in gay communities 

and quickly eclipsing national borders. Smart applications for quickies and 

easy sex or, if  lucky, the rare possibly of  a long-term relationship, have an 

immediate impact on the gay community—traversing cultures and 

connecting people regardless of  race, mother tongue, socioeconomic 

background, or even citizenship. Such innovative changes rapidly alter the 

playing field, supplying said men with greater anonymity and unforeseen 

access to any and every pleasure. In fact, the medium is so seamless and 

seemingly boundless that the liminal spaces it creates are sometimes 
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mistakenly interpretated as replacements of  the iconographic gay bar and 

club scenes. 

     With such convenient pick-up tools, why not just forgo sexual 

identities altogether when an address and a picture and profile might 

suffice?8 The reality is that these surreal spatial havens, and the heightened 

personal interactions that come with them—rather than dissolving the 

significance of  material spaces—have raised them to greater levels of  

importance. And in this new highly mobile environment, the imagined 

boundaries of  culture and sexuality often collide. 

     Yet, while modes of  mobility have advanced, the significance of  our 

sexual selves remain firmly tied to socio-spatial imaginations that provide us 

with new forms of  normality—especially when it comes to where and how 

bodies are located. In this regard, how people arrive at or whether they 

claim new views of  sexual identity depend increasingly on material and 

imagined spaces. And such spaces function as essential sites of  sexual 

performativity and with migration, the spaces eventually manifest into 

nationalized imaginaries. 

     Michael and other gay men living abroad like him open the door to 

questions on how sexual identities matter beyond borders. With cross-

cultural exchanges taking place at such rapid velocities, the consequent 

intra-societal sexual interactions raise eyebrows, especially when it comes to 

the sheer number and varieties of  people with whom one can have sex. 

Growing equally complex is the way these sexual behaviors re-orient the 

identities people use to articulate their sex lives.  

                                                        
8 The idea of forgoing sexual identities altogether remains uncommon and none of my 
informants mentioned moments in which they felt the need to go off sexual identity tagging 
or labelling altogether. 
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     With consideration of  changes in sexual behaviors caused in part by 

added mobility and its newer mediums, we are tasked with figuring out just 

how much culture matters when bodies touch and to what extent culture 

and geopolitical space influence physical behaviors over time and in different 

locales. We must decode just where bodies matter, and how far the identities 

affixed to them connect. Why and even how do openly gay men such as 

Michael come to view themselves as gay in one place, while comfortable 

living and accepting straight and/or heterosexual identities in another? And 

what does this eventually mean when it comes to gay identity itself ?  

     Gay identity is perhaps one of  the most thoroughly confounded and 

globally expanding identities. It is thus prone to manipulation and alteration 

through cultural differences and transnational effects. The monomyth of  the 

typical gay man, for example, an imagination often modeled on a 

Hollywood caricature of  the model gay man, who is inevitably from the 

upper or upper-middle class, white, American, effeminate, and prone to 

episodes of  wild flamboyance. His cultural accoutrements often include a 

lisp or feminine tone, a thick wallet and a predilection to conspicuous 

consumerism alongside full leisure while unemployed. This view is often 

taken as both static and the global prototype of  gay identity.9  

     I begin my own troubling with gay identity beyond reductive views of  

it as "fluid." My personal encounters with several individuals have suggested 

otherwise. The claim that certain individuals change their sexual identities 

based on geographic location, which points to a need to explore gay identity 

as a spatial product in the transnational imagination. How do geopolitical 

                                                        
9 Manalansan IV, 2003 and Badgett, 2001 also take up qualms with this image of  the gay 
man seeing in it a tendency to promote static means of  understanding gay life and an 
inability allow for the diversification of  the challenges gay men face in society. 
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circumstance push some to claim non-gay identities and others to see gay 

identity as a syncretic process? And, when it comes to the global view of  

being gay and belonging to the gay community, how do such individuals 

articulate gay identity in such ways without losing a sense of  collective 

belongings in how they originally constituted their sexual identities?  

     In the above regard, and to explore Manalansan IV’s point that 

started the chapter, we need to get at how sexual identities are claimed and 

lived cross-culturally, especially where development and technologies have 

altered the spaces that sexual minorities live in. Just how do individuals 

conceal and reveal their sexual identities under such cross-cultural 

conditions, and how do their behaviors re-organize how sexual identities 

matter? And, more pointedly, why would some gay men who lived openly 

gay lives in one place alter what they feel about gay identity and what it 

means to live as 'non-practicing' (or even heterosexual) in another one? The 

answers are not simple, but technology clearly plays a key role. 

    Altering how people think about and have sex, the intercommunicative 

mediums of  smart applications have reconfigured the relevance of  national 

identities and historical pasts when it comes to sexuality. The consequent 

fuzziness has complicated the intersection of  where sex, migration, and 

cultures meet—sometimes pushing some people to consciously theorizing its 

new complexities, seeing this as unnecessarily problematizing sexualities and 

sexual identities.  

     However, sexual identities remain essential to how we define ourselves 

and the world around us. As labels they help to predict, explain, and manage 

human bodies. In most cases, they are taken as the foundations of  individual 

selves, yet these same labels are nationalized through the effects of  how 
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countries meld them to citizenship. This greatly complicates transnational 

processes.  

     In most first-developing advanced countries, for example, sexual 

identities have materialized through processes of  normalization and 

developed alongside rich histories of  social discourse. For generations, such 

societies have framed and reframed sex and sexuality through the body 

politics of  health, desire, and reproduction. However, such is not always the 

case everywhere. In other fast-paced societies, however, the connections 

between homosexuality and gay identity are less clear; few links and frames 

for how the behaviors that constituted them are known. As such, how gay 

identity binds with homosexuality is far from universal.  

     Within the last few decades changes in mobility (amplified through 

technology) have created rapidly different sexual environments. A recent 

explosion in sexual research on the effects of  migration has resulted. Yet, 

while scholars have looked at gay identity from the perspective of  sexual 

minorities moving into the US (Sanchez et. al., 1996; Puar, 2002; Valentova 

et. al., 2011; Manalansan IV, 2003, 2007), few such studies investigate it 

from the perspectives of  US gay men who move to other countries—that is, 

beyond the focus on threats to local populations or on sex tourism (cf. Ryan, 

2001; Brennan, 2004; Kim, 2007; Ho, 2008; Carrillo, 2002, 2004). And 

fewer, if  any, have invested in a probe of  US gay migrants in Korea.  

     Korea is a perfect place to get at how gay identity matters cross-

culturally. For one, gay identity in Korea is seen as an unavoidable capitalist 

spillover effect, a byproduct of  postmodernity, or a necessary component of  

globalization (often read "cosmopolitanism").10 It is taken as an essential 

                                                        
10 Bong (2008) links this to social movements tailor from similar political processes in the 
US. I have also mentioned in prior a prior work that in Korea gay sexuality is viewed with 
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compromise connected to neoliberal principles of  diversity.11 Such an 

environment, not only alters how US gay men interact with Koreans, but 

how they live in the country and re-constitute gay identity itself.  

     This dissertation is an original contribution to sexuality studies and 

focuses on US gay men living in Seoul. It opens a well-needed dialogue on 

the politics of  gay identity and not simply how it matters in either the US or 

Korea but between them. It pushes the conversation towards a need to attend 

to cultural citizenship and the transnational effects that this entails. 

     At this critical moment in sexual change, sexuality scholars must get at 

how gay identity matters cross-culturally and figure out how and why it is 

geopolitical for some and culturally dependent for others, or at least why 

such an interpretative difference matters.12 I will show that claiming a gay 

identity and "gaying" produce various shared views of  discrimination and 

opportunities.13 This situation causes my informants to rely heavily on 

perceptions of  masculinities in the country and to use imitation as a means 

                                                        
suspicion. It is seen as a political issue that was brought in the country with Korean students 
who returned to the country from US. They were also responsible for creating several 
sexual identity-based clubs at local Korean colleges in the 1980s (see Hamilton, 2013). The 
view of this of its foreign origins lead to social tolerance that often creates areas of sexual 
compromise particularly because of the few of gays as part of the global image (Hamilton, 
2017). 
11 This is a point driven by Altman and Symons (2016) which is covered in more detail in 
Chapter 2. 
12 While I believe that my informants' views help to explicate both the eclectic realities of 
Korea's sexual topography, they also reveal the circumstances sewn into the fabric of sexual 
minority status itself. However, I want to emphasize that their views are simply their own 
and far from a rubric or even a shared reality that could account for or mirror a native-
Korean's personal view of gay identity in the country. As such, this study should not be 
misconstrued as a mere reproduction of Western-centric value systems. Instead, breaking 
free of and realigning these value systems is the essence of transnational adjustment. Their 
accounts provide one means of rethinking the significance of gay identity both in the country 
and as a social force that influences their worlds outside of it. My intention is merely to 
provide an alternative means of interpreting their "American" gay identity as the nuanced 
concept that it is, while providing small piece of an untold narrative of US gay life in Korea. 
13 The conscious expression of gay identity to others. See Hamilton, 2017. 
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of  mastering the art of  gender transgression. While some of  these men 

reconstruct gay identity as a geopolitically dependent and interchangeable 

identity, others “choose” to live as heterosexuals, while maintaining the 

belief  that they remain openly gay in US.14  

     In what follows, I argue that South Korea's social conditions of  

compressed modernity and reflexive cosmopolitanism manifest 

environments that impact these men's lives in ways that force some of  them 

to concern themselves more with social fit, pushing them to re-constitute gay 

identity in ways aimed at conformity and social inclusion. They are pushed 

to internalize gay identity geopolitically in Korea as (1) a risk to job and life 

security; (2) an impenetrable obstacle to social inclusion; and (3) a 

contradiction to Korea's morals of  familial concern and good citizenship. 

These intervening factors alter these men's vocational occupations in the 

country, their personal views of  sex (and fetish) related to home, and the 

means of  which they maneuver around social fears.   

       
1.1 Chapter précis 
 
     This dissertation is divided into six chapters. In Chapter 2, I explain 

what I mean by sexual identity and how gay identity matters when it comes 

to migration. Framing this within Appadurai’s five ‘scape’ dimensions, I 

argue that in transnational situations strategies and tactics are at work in 

how individuals react within two levels of  the social. This means that while 

my informants have their own subjective realities often as part of  their own 

upbringings, in cross-cultural relations they are forced to negotiate their 

                                                        
14 These men reject the notion of having adopted bisexual identities but argue instead that 
their sexualities are country dependent. Only one informant claimed a bisexual identity and 
was excluded from this research. See Methods and Methodology section below. 
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sexual identities in line with what they imagine as the localized expectations. 

I locate the significance of  the label itself  in Becker’s labeling theory 

diagram and Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory. In this regard, I 

explain how gay community arose in the US and the impact it has on the 

view of  gay identity in the country as a civil matter. However, in Korea gay 

identity is seen as a human rights issue and thus falls outside of  the two 

mainstream views of  how gay identity and homosexuality connect as a civil 

issue.  

     I posit instead that the country is sandwiched between two overriding 

themes on how gay identity is seen globally. Gay identity in Korea is 

erroneously interpreted as a foreign invention and a byproduct of  capitalism 

as opposed to an indigenous behavior. As such, the visual presence of  

foreigners alone has empowered gay Korean men. Ironically, the Korean gay 

community also recasts these foreigners as interlopers, and ultimately as 

obstacles to Korea's 'natural' processes towards sexual minority cultures.15 

The environmental differences constitute a (loosely imposed) strategy that 

forces my informants to reconstitute what their sexual identity means 

socially. To do this, they rely on tactics help reify a need to reorient the 

identity through the transnational imagination, which pushes some to retrain 

themselves in the art of  masculinity and its transgressions or to reconstitute 

how gay identity matters in the country.  

     In Chapter 3, I expose how the transnational imaginations above 

cause my informants to find tactical ways of  maneuvering through both 

penalties and opportunities of  gay identity in the country. Particularly, 

                                                        
15 The general belief is that Korean society puts non-Korean gay men into outgroup 
categorization even when they share ethnicity. However, gays (regardless of nationality) are 
taken as necessary evils associated with the cosmopolitanism; they are evidence of high 
levels of society’s neoliberal acceptance (See Chapter 3). 



 

24 

differing bonding rituals and education create differing forms and zones of  

masculinities in the country. These push them to localize gay identity 

through altering their behaviors with certain tactics or acquiring new 

subjective of  what it means to be gay.16 The effect is intensified by the 

manifestation of  zones of  flexible masculinities, where rigid patriarchal 

norms of  the past conflict with today's lax view of  manliness, resulting from 

Korea's compressed modernity. This fundamentally remaps the geographies 

of  gaying and the fears associated with the social scripts between homosocial 

and homosexual behaviors.17  

     While some of  my informants use the transnational imagination to 

learn 'Korean masculinities' and adopt heterosexual norms, others use it to 

navigate the boundaries of  gaying (which proves to ultimately affect their 

sexual relationships).18 The latter group gay through two performative 

archetypes of  perceived Korean forms of  gaying. The gayless gayness and gay-

                                                        
16 What I mean by behavior here is not performative use of their bodies, but how they 
position their bodies in society. In other words, where and why they date when they do. For 
example, what factors constitute sexually acceptable social cues or ways of being or 
belonging to the gay community? 
17 The "geographies of gaying" include not only where my informants choose to present 
engage in sexual speech acts, but also to whom they (intend to) present such acts of 
revealing. They are both temporally and spatially determined and dependent on location of 
their bodies. In this way, as they navigate imagined spaces, they also re-orient sexual aspects 
of their identities. In some cases, this is because of culturally differing social sexual scripts, 
but others non-sexual scripted behaviors play roles. This dissertation is concerned less with 
the specific performative acts of gaying as opposed to the internalized view of gaying that 
my informants assert as "comfort zones" through which such behaviors are or are not 
performed. 
18 These boundaries are created through both relationship status and physical locations. 
They are imagined (e.g. with friends as opposed to colleagues or employers), material (e.g. 
gay bars, gay clubs or saunas), or fall somewhere between the two—what Edward Soja 
referred to as thirdspaces (e.g. sex-dating smart phone apps, the Internet, or through other 
SMS tools). The conscious performances and expressions used to signal one's gay sexual 
orientation. For example, refusing to date Korean men who have completed their military 
duties (See Chapter 3), these men avoid Korean men as possible lovers altogether. Their 
reasons, though varying, generally relate point to stylized masculinities that they link to 
experiences with past lovers who entered or had recently finished military duty. 
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draggies are taken as two ideal types of  gaying in the country, both of  which 

are epitomized in Korean gay celebrity performances. In most cases, either 

from the strain of  social fit or from an inability to learn and integrate 

secondary identity factors (such as race), these men reify home as an escape 

and a centrifugal force that they use to normalize a particularly unspoken 

part of  their identity and how it connects to their gay identities. 

     Chapter 4 looks at the repetitive use of  "home" as a rhetorical and 

physically orienting tool whose patterned used points to efforts to avoid 

conformity in conversation and a space used to reconstruct notions of  social 

inclusion. In this chapter, I look at how these individuals recreate their US 

gay lifestyles in their home, and probe just how far removed they might be 

from their imagined sexualized communities in the US. Additionally, just 

how much on the peripheries of  Korean society do these men culturally 

reside while at home. I find that the sexualization of  their homes occurs at 

the intersection of  where apartment culture, imagined families, and social 

pressures of  belonging meet? Namely, I argue that gay sexual identity 

becomes an acutely penalized and detriment identity trait under Seoul's 

mounting city pressures. Within house, I find my informants immediately 

reconnect their sexualities to racialized cultural ideals, which they decenter 

and realign as homes along sexualized lines.  

     In Chapter 5, I probe how these men manage these new fears and 

deal with the suffering gay migrant trope. These men use the transnational 

imagination in ways that alter how they have sex and do gender cross-

culturally. I find that new technologies play strong and well-needed roles in 

managing stress, creating networks when face-to-face interaction and 

language difficulties are problematic. They serve as sources for information 

on mental and sexual health, even after reconstituting gay identity. Nearly all 
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my informants mentioned fears of  exportation related to sexual exploits and 

sexuality. They assume that Korea's sexual environment is conducive to a 

higher probability of  contracting a sexually transmitted infections and even 

sex-related prosecution when wires are crossed. The former indirectly factors 

into the stigma of  homosexuality as being more prone to sexual risk-taking 

behaviors. The pressures placed particularly on sexual minorities are 

particularly intense for native English teachers (E-2 visa holders), who 

require HIV and STD checks every year. One of  my informants detailed his 

experiences testing positive for the virus and his informal deportation. I find 

that for those on E-2 visas and who claim interchangeable views of  gay 

identity, mention stress moral conflicts when it comes to home and the 

families they need in the country.   

      I conclude the work in Chapter 6, pointing to a new perspective of  

gay identity as the result of  complicated processes of  sociospatial 

circumstances, leading some gay men to assert new views both of  gay 

identity and homosexuality as dependent on location. Some of  these men not 

only reconstruct gay identity in ways that reconstitute what it means to be 

gay, but also claim heterosexual desires that they interpret as neither 

contradictory to their US-localized gay identities nor constitutive of  

bisexuality. In the case of  those who claim a view of  interchangeability of  

sexuality after having arrived in Korea, fears social exclusion, and conflict 

with Korea's moral ideals related to sex and family matter most in their 

decisions. With all of  those who migrate to the country, however, they 

maintain the view that gay identity becomes a cross-cultural process and 

product.      

 ****** 
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     The rest of  this chapter provides a more detailed explanation of  the 

methods and methodologies used in the chapters that follow. 

 
1.2. Purpose and Methodologies 
 
     In designing this study, I took inspiration from various scholars who 

invest in transnational processes related to sexuality. However, I found 

relevance in Manalansan IV (2003; 2006) and Carillo's (2004) methods. 

Both authors use a mix of  ethnography and sociological methods to 

investigate the intersection of  linguistic, national, ethnic and gay sexuality 

matters in cross-cultural migration. While Carillo's account focuses on 

migration and sexual identity as crucial factors in the spread of  HIV and in 

the prevention of  STDs, Manalansan IV's works aim at the creation of  a 

transnational narrative that illustrates how sexual migration disrupts 

assumptions how language, family, and migration matter to gay men. They 

deal particularly with the intersectionality of  identity and how its eclectic 

nature at times enhance and shroud gay identity in ways they promote 

certain community-based behaviors. Some minorities, for example, engage 

in more risk-taking behavior resulting from social stigmas that push them 

further away from mainstream migrant communities aimed at protecting 

them as ethnic minorities. With others, these men thrive in subcultural 

niches in society in ways that are often overlooked. My goal in this 

dissertation is to attend to both.  

     The dissertation is less a systematic attempt at cultural cartography than 

an exercise in exposing macro influences of  transnational sexuality on 

micro-level community-based effects. While US gay men serve as the 

primary core of  a loosely tied community, these men remain individuals. As 

such, minority intersectionality includes attending to Caucasian/white 



 

28 

informants, some of  whom described themselves as newly initiated into 

ethnic minority status in Korea, even while verbalizing feelings of  white 

privilege.19 Other informants, who were accustomed to ethnic minority 

statuses in the US (e.g. Black and Hispanic), acknowledge feeling a new sense 

of  national privilege and, at times, double discrimination as American 

citizens for the first time. Such views are further complicated with 

stereotypes and with racial and ethnic caricatures of  gay men in Hollywood 

depictions. The view of  gay Asians, for example, often denaturalization gay 

men who share Korean ethnicity, which they describe as second-class ethnic 

inclusion that is only heightened by language issues or cultural ignorance.    

     In this dissertation, I use data from my informants' narrative accounts 

to probe why they change their sexual identity in the country. I work my way 

backwards through their perspective on what social factors into how they see 

gay identity in the country. And I probe why some of  them see gay identity 

as a geopolitically interchangeable concept as opposed to a malleable 

transcultural construct or even a "born that way" biological predisposition 

(see Chapter 2).20 In doing so, I refrain from any attempt at recasting their 

ideas in ways that privilege a Korean interpretation of  Korean society. 

                                                        
19 Several exceptions include special nation-based holidays and sports events such as the 
Olympics and nation-based competitions. For the most part, all the racial minorities (non-
Caucasians) in the study explained that their experiences in Korea marked the first time 
they had heightened senses when it came to nationality—either as citizenship or as it related 
to “cultural capital” they gained as presumed native English speakers. (See Bourdieu, 1984). 
20 In this regard, I do not focus on what constitutes as gay for them in their home 
countries. In essence, I am less interested in defining "gay" realities than in presenting how 
its use as a personal and social label alters their gay identity as a whole and through cross-
cultural exchange. Thus "openly gay" speaks less of what these men do sexually as opposed 
to what they do socio-politically. Their views of gay identity changes under transnational 
pressure which blur the lines both between gay and straight and heterosexual and 
homosexual lines—creating new scripts of sexual behavior, belonging and being that move 
some of these men to reconstitute what gay identity means according to spatial cultural 
contexts. 
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Instead, I contextualize Korea as a product of  both their narrative accounts 

and through a non-Korean perspective of  how gay identity matters to non-

Koreans residing in the country. As such, their interpretations combined with 

my own insider-perspective as participant-observer serve as the social screen 

through their community is analyzed.21  

     In terms of  their background, my informants claim to live openly gay 

lives in the US and have all lived in Korea consecutively between 2 to 8 

years. They manage several levels of  minority statuses yet interpret gay 

sexual identity in similar and differential ways (see Appendix A). The vectors 

of  commonality and differences within this group, however, perhaps differ 

vastly from their Korean counterpart. As a result, at times their perspectives 

diverge in ways that are far different from that of  a Korean's perceptive or 

even that of  a non-Korean well trained in Korean culture. However, these 

views are internalized in ways that reveal what gay identity means both to 

them in Korea and consequently their behavior in the country.         

     The current research began as a study focused on how US gay men 

deal with the metaphorical gay closet cross-culturally and outside of  the 

US.22 It centered on the migrant (re)coming-out experience and the possible 

returns to the closet. The initial batch of  interviews first probed what 

coming out meant to them in the US and their subsequent participation in a 

gay lifestyle culture there. The initial interview project was geared toward 

acquiring a group-based, life-narrative using carefully worded and open-

ended questions (see Appendix E). The resulting data from these interviews 

                                                        
21 I have lived in the country on and off for nearly 15 years since 1999. I take full 
responsibility for my interpretations of both Korean culture and for how I present the 
interpretations of my informants in this dissertation. 
22 The original work was entitled "Transnational Geographies of the Closet: Negotiating 
Gay Sexuality in South Korea," 
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were categorically coded into eight pre-determined focal topics. I then 

analyzed the results using subjective methods. I based this on the informants' 

conversational stress dynamics: duration spent on a topic, pauses, multiple 

utterances, returns to a topic (through either rewording or redirecting), and 

evading through circumvolution to acquire descriptive data results (similar 

methods were also adopted in Bimbi, 2007; Parsons, 2001, 2004). These 

initial results, however, revealed repetitive topical patterns that were not 

specifically pre-coded in the initial pre-interview eight categories.  

     Throughout the interviews, my informants' answers centered on seven 

additional topics. Using similar analytical methodologies, the data revealed 

new factors of  influence on gay sexual identity for them in the country: 

home; race/ethnicity; views of  Korean masculinity and Korean military 

men; socializing; social status; fears. It also revealed that a large portion of  

these individuals admitting being openly gay in the US but living as fully 

heterosexual men in Korea. Having obtained these new topical areas of  

emphasis, I conducted a second interview that aimed at better situating my 

informants' answers between those who claim this geopolitical division and 

those who do not. Phishing through topical data, I deduced several patterns 

and inductively created a subjective view of  their "Transnational Identity 

Construals" (see Appendix F). This categorical labeling provides some of  the 

general commonalities and differences between the groups. The categories 

themselves, however, are based on whether these men believe gay identity is 

interchangeable or syncretic.  

    An additional aim in this dissertation is to explore how cross-cultural 

imaginations influence these gay men. I do this through an analysis of  their 

dialogue and tease out areas of  overlap in hopes of  pinpointing the social 

factors that compel them to alter how they interpret gay identity in Korea. 
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Though these individuals' experiences are all their own, taken together, such 

experiences reveal the systemic difficulties that US gay identified individuals 

face in Korea. Many of  their problems are further compounded by their 

other minority attributes.  

     Finally, throughout this research I, a non-Korean, serve as vessel for 

reflecting on how my informants view Korean society. At times, this leads to 

difficulties in forming conclusive insider views on Korean society. The goal is 

less aimed at defining local realities as opposed to foreign imaginations of  

them that play significant roles in how gay identity is reconstituted. This 

includes the difficult of  protracting several Korea-specific realities (e.g. 

exactly how masculinities form inside the military or the specific social 

pressures fueling second-wave feminists or Korean LGBT individuals in the 

country). In other words, this dissertation culminates in an eclectic 

interpretation of  Korean society less from the view of  either Korean 

scholars or Korean people in general, but rather from that of  my informant's 

feelings, emotions, and experiences.  

    Gay identity and finding belonging within this identity is both real and 

meaningful. Such a distinction comes with significant structural and societal 

consequences and is often accompanied by penalties that gay people, as a 

group, encounter even in quotidian interactions. Even for those who see it as 

interchangeable, gay identity is neither an individual choice nor is it a 

whimsical decoration.  

       
1.2.1 Measures 
 
     This research analyzes two sets of  one-on-one semi-controlled 

interviews with multiple participants, all of  whom claim openly gay and 

exclusive (i.e. only sleeping with other cisgender males) identities in the US. I 
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use ethnographic approaches to investigate how migration complicates the 

gay identity beyond an unfixed normative label. In particular, I probe how it 

diverges or is restructured/defined under transnational conditions. Most of  

these interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. Subjective 

analysis included thematic, topical, and categorical emphasis in the 

participants' responses and commonalities were extrapolated with 

comparative analysis. Causal relationships between the data of  both 

interviews were used to direct the chapter discussions throughout the 

dissertation in ways that unify these men's experiences. 

 
1.2.1.1 Informants and recruiting  
 
     All interviews were conducted in one-on-one settings in Seoul, South 

Korea. Snowballing served as the primary means of  recruitment. Each 

informant was briefed prior to the interviews. They were each told that the 

study aimed at interpreting how men who identify as same-sex loving, gay or 

homosexual males from the US deal with and conceptualize the gay identity 

in Korea. The informants were asked several open-ended questions related to 

how they came out of  the closet in the US and whether they came out again 

or maintained openly gay statuses after having arrived to South Korea. This 

research was designed for 30 participants who were interviewed twice for 

roughly one to two hours related to their gay-related activities and lifestyles in 

the country. Consideration was given to the number of  years that the 

informants have lived in South Korea (min. 1 year without extended travel of  

more than 1 month outside of  the country). The interview purposely allowed 

for the informants to formulate their own perceptions of  what gaying, gay 

living, or a gay lifestyle actually means.  
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     I selected 30 as a sample sized based on research that showed that this 

number served as the mean for one-on-one interview narrative interviews on 

social living (Adler, 1987). Only 4 individuals were removed from the study. 

Two were unable to partake in the second interview, and two who later 

revealed being bisexual both in Korea and in the US. Most of  the participants 

had grown up gay and/or come out of  the closet in the US during the 1990s 

or early 2000s. There were slight differences in responses in relation to 

individuals from small-town or rural hometowns in comparison to large urban 

cities, however these differences showed little significant differences in how 

they judged gay sexual identities in South Korea.23 The mean age of  the 

group was 32. The span of  ages for those labeled interchangeable is from 20 

to 43 with a combined average age of  30.31. For those labeled syncretic, their 

ages spanned from 20 to 47 with a combined average age of  33.22. Their visa 

status showed the bulk of  my informants (32%) or 8 are living in Korea on E-

2 (native-English teaching visas), 5 on D-2 (student), 5 on F-4 (overseas 

Korean), 3 on E-7 (designated activities), and 2 on D-8 (corporate investment). 

For the most part, E-2 visa holders held interchangeable views, while D-2 and 

F-4 visa holders were nearly equally split between the two construals. 

Noteworthy, both D-8 visa holders were found to take syncretic views and all 

E-7 holders taking interchangeable ones. 

  
1.2.1.2 First interview 
 
     The first interviews probed my informants' gay lives through four broad 

topics: (1) coming out and gay life in the US; (2) self-perception in Korea;24 
                                                        
23 Deducing the effect of rural versus urban migration goes beyond the scope of this 
research. 
24 I purposely left out a mention of "gay" life in the question. This allowed my informants 
to reject or include information related to their lives either as cisgender men in the country 
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(3) gay life with Koreans; and (4) the future and transitioning back to the US. 

These topics were covered in sequential order as prompts. The informants 

could spend as much time on any subject as they liked and were allowed to 

turn back to any topic they found more interesting. In most cases, the 

interviews lasted for approximately two hours. They were recorded and stored 

according to IRB requirements. The data of  these interviews was based on 

narrative analysis and thematic discourse analysis aimed at mapping out 

patterns of  meanings and semantic resonances (i.e. how emphatically or how 

long a person talks on a specific subject; cf. Willot and Griffin; 1997). Answers 

were then topically and categorically analyzed according to the pre-interview 

coding (see Appendix E). 
     Based on my informants' combined views of  their cross-cultural sexual 

interactions, I deduce two general construals through which they manage 

their gay sexual identities through the transnational imagination. I label 

these interchangeable and syncretic. The syncretic support the view that sexual 

identity is malleable and changes regardless of  cultural or geographic 

location. Other men detail a separation of  geopolitical significance and 

adopt coping mechanisms that alter what they think of  gay identity. Others 

adopt what they restructure as a new type of  gay identity based on country 

location—where one can be straight and heterosexual in one country and 

completely gay in another. 

     At the nexus of  gaying, where consciously performed sexual(ized) acts 

and the bodies that produce or embody them take male transgressive social 

                                                        
or as gay men. The assumption was that mention of gay life in the first prompt would 
inevitably lead to talk of it in the second prompt in relation to self. In most cases, however, 
the interchangeable group reflected on their lives less as in terms of their gay identities as 
opposed to their national or other minority-based attributes in the country (e.g. race, 
nationality, language inabilities, or migrant status). 
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meanings, individuals become conduits of  body politics. It is at this acute 

juncture that migratory realities blur lines between being and belonging, and 

where the alignment of  personal attributes such as age, race, language, 

ethnicity, and nationality are reshuffled. When moving from the US to South 

Korea, my informants each claimed that gay sexual identity invariably 

became an issue of  national identity tied to other phenotypical traits and 

linguistic qualities they possess. In my interviews and discussions with my 

informants I take these construals as vectors from which my participants 

verify their cultural citizenship as gay US men, which eventually pushes 

them to adopt interchangeable (those who believe sexual identity is spatial 

dependent) or syncretic (those who do not) approaches to interpreting gay 

identity and sexuality in the country. They also had some overlapping 

qualities to their answers to identity questions, which are as follows: 
 
Interchangeable: In this case, my participants re-evaluated their sexual 
performativities and behaviors while maintaining the beliefs that sexual 
identities are based distinctly on individual interpretation of  what constitutes 
that sexual identity—whether through object-choice, "born-that-way," or 
biological dispositions. These participants insist that their sexuality 
culminates in rigid socialized views based upon a rubric for and of  
sexualized behaviors that constitute membership within pre-set notions of  
semi-static sexual identity categories. In terms of  demographic similarities, I 
found that these individuals believed strongly in a "cultural rigidity" of  gay 
identity. They also described themselves as having grown up in middle-class 
social backgrounds; as conservative democrats who support social 
Darwinistic issues; who find pleasure in location-oriented comforts; and who 
support the view that "when in Rome, do as the Romans do." 
 
Syncretic: These participants interpreted sexuality as a malleable behavioral 
disposition. They believe that while individual behaviors and attributes are 
culturally specific to certain sexualities in one location, the same attributes 
can acclimate to the new environmental stimuli and alter social 
(im)mobilities. These participants insist that gay culture and gay lifestyles 
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exist, but how performativities exist within both are dependent on 
geographical locations that have sociohistorically agreed upon norms and 
mannerisms. As such, the longer an individual resides in a country, the more 
acclimated his behavior will become to the new host country. In terms of  
demographic similarities, I found that these individuals believed strongly in 
the notion of  "cultural fluidity" of  gay identity. They also described 
themselves as from either of  the lower-middle class or upper-wealthy social 
backgrounds; as democrats and support minority issues; as moderate to 
progressive in their political views; as men who find pleasure in relationship-
oriented comfort; and supporters of  the idea of  "thinking out of  the box." 
(Appendix F) 
 
1.2.1.3 Second interview (tethering method) 
 
     The interviewees were separated into two groups, those who believe 

that they remain gay but who live as fully heterosexual males25 in the 

country (interchangeable) and those who believe that such an idea is 

impossible (syncretic). The second round of  interviews was conducted 

individually under similar environmental conditions as the first round. These 

interviews included initial questions geared at categorizing my informants 

based on how they address gay cultural differences and social adjustment to 

gay life. This categorization divides these individuals into syncretic and 

interchangeable categories based on whether they adopt or accept 

heterosexual identities or self-professed livelihoods in the country. I tether 

these men to these two categories in ways akin to methods employed in Brim 

and Ghaziani's Queer Methods (2016).  

                                                        
25 In some cases, "heterosexual males" was interpreted as non-practicing gay men. 
However, on most occasions those in the interchangeable group admit to having sexual 
encounters and heterosexual feelings for Korean-ethnic Korean women. They also stated 
that these relationships sustain them in ways that help them to live fully heterosexual lives in 
Korea. 
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     These categories, while overlapping at times, also provide patterned 

differences. The tethering technique26 aims at applying "historical affects 

[to] propel the inchoate method that animates what objects may be claimed 

as queer[or gay]."27 Amin shows that much can be gained by using 

"attachment genealogy" and "rehistoricizing" to better understand gay 

realities (Amin, 2016, 174). The interviews in this case focused less on how 

they perceived the closet, but rather on how my informants interact with 

Koreans and live gay lives in the country. These interviews were completely 

informal and geared toward extrapolating what my informants view as 

factors constitutive of  gay identity and gay expressionism while living in 

Korea. The second set of  interviews were conducted to not only repeat 

similar questions given in the first interview (to check for discrepancies), but 

also to allow my interviewees opportunities to talk about what they found 

most defining of  gay life and gay identity in Korea. Only two individuals 

were unavailable for these interviews and dropped from the study. Most of  

the second interviews were conducted two months after the first. 

 
1.2.1.4 Embedded case studies 
 
     In Chapter 4, I use an embedded case study approach to better 

understand the differences between home as a conceptual ideal and a 

domain in which material space is manipulated in line with lifestyle. This 

method allows for penetration into and discussion of  differences between 

                                                        
26 Tethering refers to a process used to probe my informants "discursive protocols" as a 
means of uncovering queer archives to understand both their meaning creation of gay 
culture in Korea and the consequent movement that they partake in within these protocols 
(Migraine-George, 2016; 190). This is a newer technique that aids in locating less well-
defined notions of sexuality. 
27 Though Amin using "queer" to denote "a political metaphor without a fixed referent." I 
repurpose his approach to include gay identity. 
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race and ethnicity. I argue that both evince within the domains of  private 

life, which is often less clear in public spheres. I used this information to 

better illustrate how my informants manage their gay identities outside of  

the purview of  Korean society. Home in this regard is seen both as a 

material space and an imagined domain that is often dichotomized as family 

and internalized personal space. Home is often counterintuitively often 

historically connected to discomfort for gay men who from young age are 

often educated and/or forced to hide their true sexual preferences and 

feelings from their parents. The research thus probed how distance could 

influence this historical process of  self-awareness and/or reinterpretation of  

home.28  

 
1.3 Ethical considerations 
 
Compliance with ethical standards 
 
Funding: I received no funding from any entities to conduct this research. 
 
Informed Consent: All procedures performed in studies involving human 

participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of  the 

institutional and/or national research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki 

declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards. 

Informed consent was received from all participants involved and 

pseudonyms have been used throughout the analysis and reporting process 

to preserve informant anonymity. (SNU IRB No. 1611/ 002-18) 

 
 
 
                                                        
28 Only one informant lived with his family recent. This was several months prior to when 
his interviews were conducted. 































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 

Acknowledgements 
 
     It is with great pleasure and gratitude that I thank everyone who has 

aided me along the path of writing of this dissertation. Addressing a 

particularly a sensitive topic in Korea has required great patience of both 

my participants and those who have been forced to endure my endless 

inquiries and prying into their personal lives. I’m also appreciative of all that 

they have shared and have tried my best to present what they have offered 

as unbiased as possible. 

     Researching sexuality in Korea remains a largely esoteric pursuit and I 

learned well why few want to dedicate their lives to a largely unexplored 

area. From my own personal difficulties with anti-gay activists and those 

who would prefer that LGBT scholarship an unexplored area in the country 

to daily demands of proving just how important this scholarship is to 

seemingly non-LGBT issues in the country, the study of gay men in South 

Korea has been nothing less than a constant battle paved in victories and 

losses.   

     This dissertation also marks many life-altering experiences in my own 

history—including several chapters that written between chats with mother 

who refused to allow me to return to the US to help my father with his battle 

with cancer; my mother’s own unexpected passing several months following 

my father’s; and the rocky displacement of visiting for a funeral to show my 

respects. I am grateful beyond words for their relentless insistence that I 

pursue this goal and for the relentless drive they instilled in me to finish my 

tasks.  

      I am also indebted to many scholars in the field who have influenced 

both my work and my interest in sexuality: Gayle Rubin, Judith Butler, 

325



  

Dennis Altman, Steven O’Murray and the legendary Foucault served as my 

nighttime reading—often kicking my brain into action when it was most 

reclined to give up. Scholars of the day who have pushed towards applying 

or investigating the lives of men negotiating cross-cultural differences have 

also helped to open my eyes to new areas needing research: Mark 

McClellan’s work on Japan, Manalansan IV’s work with gay men from the 

Philippines in the US, Travis Kong’s work on China, John Cho and Todd 

Henry’s work in Korea, are just some of the names that have helped to 

make this research possible. 

       I want to thank the librarians at the Seoul National University Library, 

who were always accommodating of my needs even when they were forced 

to buy and hide books in secret stacks deemed too sensitive and sexual in 

nature for the young studentry. I want to give special thanks to Olga 

Fedorenko and Bonnie Tilland, who provided great insights and comments 

during the initial stages of this work.  

      A special thanks also to the Choi Samhyun Global Sharing Foundation for its 

generosity and financial assistance, both of which helped to keep me in the 

country and stable enough to focus on completing this fairly large project. 

The dinners with National Assembly member Choi Jae-cheon produced 

thought-provoking discussions that were always the main course for those 

who participated. Dr. Choi’s presence along and ability to see a more 

inclusive future in the country was proof alone of the amazing social 

development Korea is moving along—forging strong relations in areas of 

knowledge that was once strictly avoided if not simply ignored.  

     Professor Chung Chin-sung, who endured many of my own personal 

travails and remains both determined to push me through these challenges 

326 



  

while developing my abilities, greatly helped me scholastically. I gained 

much from her tutelage and found our cross-cultural exchanges revealing of 

how scholars approach sexual minority issues as geocultural processes 

differently.  

      Finally, I would never have found my inner interest and natural desire to 

better understand cultural geographies and how they matter if it were not 

for Professor Shin HaeRan’s passionate dedication to the field and her 

constant demands for producing better research. I want to thank the many 

peers and friends, you know who you are, who have also helped to give live 

to this work through our conversations and debates. I am greatly indebted to 

you all for your time, understanding, and endless care. 

 

327 


	Note on translations, transliteration, Korean names and pseudonyms
	Preface.
	Chapter 1. Introduction
	1.1 Chapter prcis
	1.2 Purpose and methodology
	1.2.1 Measures
	1.2.1.1 Informants and recruiting
	1.2.1.2 First interview
	1.2.1.3 Second interview (tethering method).
	1.2.1.4 Embedded case study


	1.3 Ethical considerations

	Chapter 2. Transnational imaginations: a framework for rethinking gay identity.
	2.1 Disjuncture(s): theorizing gay identity cross-culturally.
	2.2 Gaying in the city and working it abroad: gay identity and urbanization
	2.3 Rethinking gay identity within cross-cultural processes.
	2.4 Locating Korea theoretically.

	Chapter 3. Gay performativity through transnational imaginings of Korea
	3.1 Homosexuality and gay identity in Korea
	3.2 Relearning gender norms.
	3.3 Zones of flexible masculinities
	3.3.1 Masculine "groupism" and brotherhood bonds
	3.3.1.1 Education and adolescence of the 1980s.
	3.3.1.2 Drinking culture.

	3.3.2 Military rites of passage.

	3.4 Gaying around and through Korean masculinities.
	3.4.1 Performance of the Interchangeable
	3.4.2 Performance of the Syncretic.


	Chapter 4. Grounding gay identity in Korea: "home" as centrifugal force in transnational imaginings of gay sexual identity
	4.1 Moving in, beyond performance(s)
	4.1.1 Homing in and away from family.
	4.1.1.1 Urban familialism and the push homeward.
	4.1.1.2 Homing in on the transnational imagination.
	4.1.1.3 Home as a social and spatial comfort

	4.1.2 Identity intersectionality and material spatialization of homes
	4.1.3 Case studies
	4.1.3.1 Korean American
	4.1.3.2 Caucasian.
	4.1.3.3 African American/ Black


	4.2 Screwing with and in "homes"
	4.2.1 Interchangeable
	4.2.2 Syncretic.


	Chapter 5. Outside(rs): performing through geographies of fear and transnational imaginings of gay identity.
	5.1 Recognition, participation, and (re)education
	5.1.1 Spatial effects on fears and participation.
	5.1.2 Rerouting fears through mobiles and mobility.

	5.2 Imagined and reinvented spatial fears: sufferings in silence
	5.3 Bodily Survival.

	Chapter 6: Conclusion.
	6.1 Conclusive findings.
	6.2 Implications for theory
	6.3 Further Research.

	Afterward
	References.
	Appendix A
	Appendix B.
	Appendix C
	Appendix D
	Appendix E.
	Appendix F.
	Appendix G
	Acknowledgements


<startpage>6
Note on translations, transliteration, Korean names and pseudonyms 9
Preface. 10
Chapter 1. Introduction 14
 1.1 Chapter prcis 22
 1.2 Purpose and methodology 26
  1.2.1 Measures 31
   1.2.1.1 Informants and recruiting 32
   1.2.1.2 First interview 33
   1.2.1.3 Second interview (tethering method). 36
   1.2.1.4 Embedded case study 37
 1.3 Ethical considerations 38
Chapter 2. Transnational imaginations: a framework for rethinking gay identity. 39
 2.1 Disjuncture(s): theorizing gay identity cross-culturally. 39
 2.2 Gaying in the city and working it abroad: gay identity and urbanization 53
 2.3 Rethinking gay identity within cross-cultural processes. 60
 2.4 Locating Korea theoretically. 71
Chapter 3. Gay performativity through transnational imaginings of Korea 85
 3.1 Homosexuality and gay identity in Korea 85
 3.2 Relearning gender norms. 95
 3.3 Zones of flexible masculinities 99
  3.3.1 Masculine "groupism" and brotherhood bonds 101
   3.3.1.1 Education and adolescence of the 1980s. 105
   3.3.1.2 Drinking culture. 116
  3.3.2 Military rites of passage. 121
 3.4 Gaying around and through Korean masculinities. 130
  3.4.1 Performance of the Interchangeable 138
  3.4.2 Performance of the Syncretic. 149
Chapter 4. Grounding gay identity in Korea: "home" as centrifugal force in transnational imaginings of gay sexual identity 160
 4.1 Moving in, beyond performance(s) 160
  4.1.1 Homing in and away from family. 164
   4.1.1.1 Urban familialism and the push homeward. 171
   4.1.1.2 Homing in on the transnational imagination. 183
   4.1.1.3 Home as a social and spatial comfort 192
  4.1.2 Identity intersectionality and material spatialization of homes 198
  4.1.3 Case studies 201
   4.1.3.1 Korean American 201
   4.1.3.2 Caucasian. 208
   4.1.3.3 African American/ Black 214
 4.2 Screwing with and in "homes" 220
  4.2.1 Interchangeable 221
  4.2.2 Syncretic. 223
Chapter 5. Outside(rs): performing through geographies of fear and transnational imaginings of gay identity. 224
 5.1 Recognition, participation, and (re)education 226
  5.1.1 Spatial effects on fears and participation. 240
  5.1.2 Rerouting fears through mobiles and mobility. 246
 5.2 Imagined and reinvented spatial fears: sufferings in silence 254
 5.3 Bodily Survival. 261
Chapter 6: Conclusion. 274
 6.1 Conclusive findings. 274
 6.2 Implications for theory 278
 6.3 Further Research. 281
Afterward 283
References. 285
Appendix A 305
Appendix B. 307
Appendix C 308
Appendix D 310
Appendix E. 317
Appendix F. 323
Appendix G 324
Acknowledgements 325
</body>

