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With an overseas-born population of 1 million, Korean society is gradually moving in the 

direction of a multicultural society. Taken up by the multicultural tide, Korean society 

celebrates the victory of Hines Ward in the U.S. and the success of mixed-race singers like 

Mi-rae Yoon and Insooni as star performers. In contrast with these positive receptions, the 

Korean society still hesitatingly accepts Jasmine Lee, a member of the National Assembly 

who was born in the Philippines, but is now a naturalized Korean citizen. This contradictory 

attitude towards immigrants, foreigners, and the mixed-raced reflects the fact that Koreans 

are still attempting, somewhat opportunistically, to preserve an ethnically-centered “pure-

blood culture.” As a consequence, there needs to be an active discussion concerning what 

social forms a multicultural Korea should take.  

 

The most important and difficult issue to deal with is the belief that Korea is a homogeneous 

nation. Koreans have long believed in the myth that they are a single, homogenous nation. 
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This belief creates obstacles in the way of Koreans naturally embracing multiracial others as 

members of Korean society. However, in 2007, the UN Committee on Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (UNCERD) advised Korea to accept its multicultural and multiracial status 

and to try to get rid of the image of itself as a homogeneous country.  

 

To minimize the distance between native Koreans and immigrant residents, some critics have 

begun to promote the idea of the multicultural festival. The role of a festival, it is argued, can 

be to liberate people from their monotonous daily routine and vitalize them for a new life and 

offer them visions of a more utopian future. Hence, the festival’s purpose is to bring the 

members of a society into joyous harmony, making it easier to create a closer community. 

Above all, multicultural festivals can promote inter-racial communication in a multicultural 

society.  

 

ITAEWON AND  

THE 2012 ITAEWON GLOBAL VILLAGE FESTIVAL 

 

Itaewon is the most prominent globalized city district in Korea. 

Situated in the middle of Yongsan-gu in Seoul, Itaewon has 

become a base for foreigners, including Chinese, Japanese, and 

American military personnel. In the twentieth century, it was a 

highly unusual spot where foreigners were able to form 

collective residences and open markets for themselves (Song 7). 

Moreover, many Koreans started to open markets for foreigners 

so that Itaewon became the place where foreigners began to co-

exist with Koreans at close quarters. By tacit agreement, the                         

citizens in Itaewon have districts that are strictly divided in separate quarters. According to 

Song, Itaewon is divided into several streets by class, gender, nationality, religion, job and 

cultural taste (17). The citizens in Itaewon prevent conflicts by recognizing the existence of 

separate quarters. An example of this would be the fact that people sometimes put up signs 

that welcome only specific races. Song mentions that some stores put up signs that 

Figure 1 
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metaphorically show this store is for Africans by drawing black-faced people on the board 

(35). To sustain this superficial peace, residents also do not communicate with each other 

much. As a result, the idea of a multicultural festival was for a long time considered to be a 

difficult undertaking. 

 

Nonetheless, in 1997, the Itaewon Global Village Festival was started under the auspices of 

the Itaewon Special Tourism Zone Association. Since 2005, it has enjoyed the sponsorship of 

the Yongsan-gu Office and the Seoul City government. This festival is held each October. It 

now aims at promoting cultural cross-fertilization among the residents of different countries 

by the use of ethnic performance and traditional food. The 2012 Festival saw its goal as 

publicizing the distinct personality of Itaewon to its multicultural population and showcasing 

Korean traditional culture to the world (Yongsan-gu web). Yongsan-gu sells a vision of the 

city as “the center of the world”, suggesting that “now is the age of Yongsan.” It also 

frequently uses certain expressions to refer to itself such as “the future city, Yongsan,” 

“Yongsan: in harmony with others,” “world center,” and the “global village in Korea.” 

Through these phrases and the accompanying poster (which nevertheless does not include 

different races), we can observe that Yongsan-gu pursues the ideal of a multicultural city that 

places an emphasis on itself, keeps its focus on Korean culture, and tries to be a dominant 

“host” in a global village.  

 

CURATING IMPORTED CULTURES 

 

Figure 2 

 

During the festival, the main events are the World Cultural Parade and the performances on 

the main stage. As this festival’s mission is the creation of the “global village,” the festival 
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attempts to display diverse cultures from various countries, including traditional 

performances from Peru, Ecuador and the Sakha Republic (Yakutia). 

 

The festival holds all its programs in a designated area, the ‘Itaewon Special Tourism Zone,’ 

thus directing the focus on the variety of cultures on display. The idea is that in this way the 

less-known cultures can introduce themselves, with the spectators given the opportunity to 

view each culture “equally”. However, it soon becomes clear that the festival tends to think of 

all non-Korean cultures as “Others,” creating a strong division between the dominant host 

and the cultural guests.   

 

In the process of festival organization, the committee first selectively chooses and then 

“imports” the foreign cultures. It is more appropriate to think of these cultures as “imported” 

rather than as “immigrants.” This is because the host, the Itaewon festival committee, selects 

and changes slightly those cultures that are Korea-friendly and so can help enrich the host 

country. In this way, these Korea-friendly cultures can create an image of Korea as a country 

that is very open to foreign culture. 

 

By embracing a select set of cultures that help to “beautify” Korea, the committee consulted 

“native informants.” These native informants help the festival import foreign cultures more 

easily. During the parade, however, it was easy to see that many of the performers who 

represented different races were actually Korean students. In interview clips, these Korean 

students said they had participated at the suggestion of their schools. This illustrates that the 

schools had intervened in this festival as native informants. The real foreign performers also 

took part in the festival through the mediation of their respective embassies, suggesting a 

large degree of coordination with the festival committee. In this way, the variety of cultures 

are picked out and tasted by the “curators,” with the visitors being only able to sample those 

imported cultures that have received the official stamp of approval. For this reason, the 

festival was in danger of becoming a lifeless ethnic exhibition.  

  

The sizes of the booths inside the festival were supposed to show that the host occupied a 

similar place to that of the guests. However, in reality, Korean culture dominated the festival. 

For example, most booths on the road were ethnic food vendors. Altogether, there were 

representative foods from 23 countries. But Korean food booths took up almost 33% of the 
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booths, and these Korean food booths were set up by citizens from Yongsan-gu. These 

unequally positioned street booths showed a real hierarchy among the cultures on display in 

Itaewon.  

 

This hierarchy appeared in the composition of the performances. Excluding the small stages, 

which were mostly taken up by Korean performers, the festival scheduled approximately 25 

hours of performances. However, the “World Cultural Performances” by foreign artists only 

took up eight hours of this time, with the rest given over to Korean performers. 

 

Because the festival organization aimed to introduce Korean culture widely, this situation did 

not come as a complete surprise to the visitors. However, the sheer dominance of Korean 

culture performance tends to make the other performers conscious once again of their status 

as mere “guests.” 

 

This phenomenon was also observable during the opening ceremony, which was held on the 

second day. This meant that that 8 out of the 12 foreign artists performed before the ceremony. 

In contrast, all the “merchantable” artists such as Taejina and Sistar performed in the middle 

of or just after the opening ceremony. This oddly-scheduled opening ceremony made other 

countries seem unimportant. It showed that the festival intensified the hierarchy between 

“major” Korean culture and “minor” ethnic cultures. The foreign cultures were simply 

“second fiddles” used to make Korea seem like a “harmonious multicultural utopia.”  

 

In this sense, it is clear that through the festival, the ‘curators’—who are in the higher 

position in Korea edited and manipulated the reality by incorporating foreign and exotic 

cultures into the dominant Korean culture. This is how the main culture holds a superior 

position and prevents the resistances from the ‘Other’ cultures that may be perceived as 

dangerous threats to Korea in the future. 

 

ERASING HISTORIES, COMMERCIALIZING DUPLICATES 

 

Through importing and curating the foreign cultures, these cultures became “duplicates” 



61 

 

which have lost their original values and histories but perfectly suit the curators’ tastes. For 

this reason, these reproduced foreign cultures had their heritages erased by the host culture 

and their histories forgotten. According to Lowe, “the production of multiculturalism at once 

“forget” history and, in this forgetting, exacerbates a contradiction between the concentration 

of capital within a dominant class group and the unattended conditions of a working class 

increasingly made up of heterogeneous immigrant, racial, and ethnic groups” (86). Due to 

these charmless reproductions, both the organization but the foreign guests readily erase their 

histories and commercialize their cultures.  

 

During the Festival, the ethnic food booths competitively publicized their food and their 

original shop names. They did this by putting up signs of their original shop names rather 

than the names of their countries. To appeal to the Korean visitors, these booths made ethnic 

foods seasoned in a Korean way so that these foods became just duplicates from nowhere. 

For this reason, the foreign merchants were not so much “cultural interpreters” but “economic 

brokers.”
1
  

 

A similar situation happened when I visited the booth that was supposed to sell traditional 

Peruvian accessories. Since it was my first time to see goods from Peru, I wanted to possess 

something from that country. At the booth, the most popular articles were bracelets, I tried to 

buy one. At the time, I had no doubt that this item might not be from Peru. However, when I 

sorted through it, I sensed that I had bought exactly the same item in China 10 years before. If 

people do not have a deep knowledge of a particular culture, it is very easy for them to 

believe that the culture on offer at the festival is authentic. This is problematic because even 

though a single bracelet cannot represent a whole culture, the small item can bring about a 

distorted image of the country. The incident can also serve to demonstrate the manner in 

which foreign sellers also participate in erasing their cultures to make individual profits. 

These sellers use a fake “exotic” image to lure those people who do not know the foreign 

culture in question. In this way, the fantasy of an “exotic” experience is offer to people, 

creating in them a false sense that they have become part of the tribe of “globalized citizens”. 

Visitors are met with a false set of multicultural reproductions and indoctrinated using a false 

                                                 
1
 Arif Dirlik used the notion of “culture interpreters” and “economic brokers” in his article, “Bring History 

Back In: Of Diasporas, Hybridities, Places, and Histories.” 
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blueprint of an illusory global village. 

 

Moreover, most booths in the festival sold foods rather than trying to make a place for 

experiencing different cultures. This means that there are no places to connect people in spite 

of the fact that the festival aimed to become a place for better “understanding” each other. 

However, in some sense, because the cultures are already duplicated and have lost their 

originality, sharing and understanding each other would be impossible from the first. This 

crafty policy also prevented people from communicating with others that can bring the 

resistance from minor cultures to the major culture, stiffening the competitive atmosphere 

and regional self-centeredness. In this sense, the festival became a strategy for emphasizing 

the hierarchy between the dominant culture of Korea and each of the other cultures.  

 

REVEALING THE CONFLICTS INSIDE KOREA 

 

During the Itaewon festival, it could be observed that foreign cultures were being consumed 

as items denuded of their ethnicities and histories. Furthermore, in this process, the foreign 

cultures were commercialized and used as tools to enforce the cultural hierarchy between 

Korea and each of the foreign cultures. This in turn reinforced the sense that Korean identity 

itself was homogeneous. Nevertheless, this festival also revealed diverse conflicts inside the 

festival suggesting that conservative Korean multiculturalism in Korea has many issues to 

overcome.   

 

A first issue is that Korea’s preferred image of other cultures is limited to outdated 

representations. In the “World Culture Parade,” Korean artists presented both traditional and 

contemporary performances, including a dance performance of Psy’s “Gangnam Style” and 

the children’s choir in Yongsan-gu. In contrast, foreign countries presented only traditional 

performances. After the official parade, however, when the song “Gangnam Style” was 

played spontaneously, some of the traditional foreign performers sang along and began to 

dance. This was somewhat surprising because if people had only seen the parade, they might 

have been led to believe that the foreign cultures were more old-fashioned. The official 

images, in other words, seemed designed to make people think of other countries as 
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“backward”. Why do the organizers only include outdated images of foreign cultures in the 

“World Culture” parade? Two reasons suggest themselves: the first is the organizers 

consciously want to leave the impression on people that foreign cultures are old-fashioned; 

the second is that the organizers have only a limited and outdated knowledge of foreign 

culture. 

 

Figure 3       Figure 4 

 

Ironically, considering its announced themes, the festival alienated many of the Itaewon 

residents. The festival was held in the Itaewon Special Tourism Zone (from Itaewon subway 

station to Noksapyeong subway station). For the purposes of the festival, the committee 

organized a vehicle-free promenade for several days. However, because the festival 

organization did not inform the residents ahead of time, they incurred the resentment of many 

of the Itaewon merchants. This was because many stores in Itaewon are wholesale shops. If 

customers want to visit wholesale shops using their cars, vehicle-free roads end up 

interrupting business. Furthermore, vendors who own shops in the festival street suffered 

losses too. This was because the booths and tents around the festival street hid the original 

stores on the streets. In addition, the densely positioned festival booths kept people from 

going inside the stores. For example, the owner of the N cosmetic shop
2
 said even though he 

donated money for the festival, his business dropped off. Reporter Cham Kim from the 

Chosun Biz newspaper said that this drop in sales is a regular phenomenon during the festival 

period. Korean food store owners also suffered greatly. The N cosmetic owner said all the 

Korean food and drink booths were from other areas in Yongsan-gu, rather than from Itaewon 

itself. For this reason, Korean markets in Itaewon were alienated from the festival.  

 

                                                 
2 To protect the interviewees in Itaewon, this paper has used pseudonyms. 
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In contrast, the ethnic stores in Itaewon were happy. The owner of P ethnic food store in 

Itaewon said that the store earned a lot of money and free publicity during the festival, 

something that had a great ripple effect even afterwards. This interview supports the N 

cosmetic owner’s opinion that there was a rumor circulating that merchants who participated 

in the festival earned six-month incomes in only three days. These diametrically-opposed 

effects imply that this festival could create conflicts rather than harmony.  

 

Moreover, Itaewon lost its original symbolic images due to the sheer number of Korean 

performances during the festival, and this made Itaewon alien to the visitors who expected to 

see its original multicultural image. Furthermore, some critics maintain that Itaewon was 

highlighted by the youth because of the unique shops in the back alleys; however, because the 

restricted festival area prevented people from focusing on the other streets, Itaewon lose some 

of its allure (Kim, Chosun Biz).  

 

DIAGNOSING KOREAN MULTICULTURALISM 

THROUGH THE ITAEWON FESTIVAL 

 

By analyzing the festival, we can see that the festival organizers imported, distorted, and 

commercialized foreign cultures to reinforce Korean nationalism. The festival organizers 

used the concept of multiculturalism to strengthen the hierarchy between a dominant Korea 

culture and the other cultures. Therefore, Korean-style version multiculturalism appears to be 

just a “fancy slogan”, enforcing a “Koreanized version of western conservative 

multiculturalism, which deliberately adopted the term “diversity” in order to mask an 

assimilation ideology within” (qtd. in Bae 111).   

 

Korean society is still at the early stages of a newly-forming multicultural society. To become 

a better multicultural society, it should become more open to foreign cultures and respect 

diverse ethnic cultures as they are. In this sense, as a beginning step, organizers should plan 

future festivals to promote a better understanding by offering more opportunities to access 

other cultures. This will work when the mainstream and non-mainstream shift their fixed 

positions, when the host does not persist in occupying the dominant position, and the festival 
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does not only focus on one specific power. A good example of deconstructing the center in 

this way is the Naadam Festival. The Naadam Festival is held in An-san, Korea, and it offers 

visitors a constant harmonious communication through the experience of folk plays. Several 

months before the festival, the festival committee chose a Mongolian play festival and then 

practiced it together. In this process, the hierarchy between the organizers and participants 

could disappear. A second example is the Flying Asia Festival 2007. This was an innovative 

example of a multicultural festival because it aimed at realizing the common dream of “flying” 

rather than just exhibiting each community’s traditional culture. Using this theme, the festival 

made several booths to construct the kites of many different countries and organized a session 

for sharing each other’s future dreams. By experiencing this process, greater cross-cultural 

understanding could be fostered, and this helped people to think that their concerns were not 

so different.  
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