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NEWMAN

It was not until two weeks after I ar-
rived in Seoul, South Korea, the city in
which I was to spend my first year as a
full-time teacher of English, that T felt

courageous enough to venture on my Own
into its urban landscape, a terrain where nei-

ther my language, my culture nor my face was

the norm. I knew that in certain circles West-

ern features were considered veryattractive. I

had been told that some Korean women have
plastic surgery to give their eyes the double
lids characteristic of people from my part of
the world but that knowledge did nothing to
make me feel better when the children whose
families were my neighbors pointed at me on
my way to or from work and laughed as if1
were an animal at the zoo. Their cries of 7i-
gook saram, mi-gook saram imnida—*It’s an
American! I'san American!”—made me wish
that I could lose my beard, my body hair, my
height, and acquire the extra flap of skin that
gives Asian eyes their distinctive shape. [ was
determined, however, not to feel like a freak
simply because I was different, and I had
decided that this weekend would mark
the beginning of my learning to feel at
home in a new country. ‘ .
I planned to eat in Chong-no, a busy
part of Seoul where one of my co-work-
ers had taken me on my first Saturday in
the country. AsIemerged from the door-
way of my building andinto the street,all
my attention was focused on repeating over
and over again the few Korean words and
phrasesT hadlearned, “Kalbi-tangjuseyo; neing-
myon juseyo; kimchi taw juseyo; mul juseyo.”
Armed with these expressions, I intended to
order a cold noodle dish (neign-myon) for
lunch and then beef soup (kalbi-teng) for din-
ner. I also would make sure that the waiter
brought me more spicy cabbage (kimchi) and
water (ul) whenever I wanted. Walking to
the subway, I was so determined to negotiate
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successfully this first solo encounter with ev-
eryday life in Korea that for a change I didn’t
notice people staring at me. I even managed,
when the woman at the fruit stand smiled and
said to me amyong-haseyo (hello) to respond,
neh, anyong-haseyo.
When I boarded the train that would take
"me to Chong-no, I felt confident. And when
I got off and was able to find the same exit
from which my friend had begun showing me

around the week before, I was even more sure

. of myself. Unfortunately, I could not remem-

ber how to find the restaurant where he and I
had eaten. So T headed in the direction where
the crowd seemed thickest and began, withno

- particular destination in-mind, to weave in

and out of the stream of people cramming the
street. With no immediate goal to focus on, I
had nothing to distract me from thestaresand
snickers of which I was the object. I began
againtofeel hugeand fat, awkward and clumsy,
like when I was a teenager and still unable to
move gracefully in the six-foot body into
which I was growing.

ecoming progressively angrier and
feeling more and more humiliated,
1 decided that it was time to go
home. Sol turned around and
headed as fast as I could back
towards the subway, and al-
mostmisseditwhenawoman
standing in front of Pagoda
" Park, where the Korean inde-
pendence movement got its start in the early
1900s, looked at me and called something out
in English. She was wearing leather sandals
with no socks and a purple cotton dress cut to
fit the curves of her body. Her long black hair
was disheveled but not dirty, and her hands
and her knees were calloused. I guessed she
was about my age, twenty-seven or twenty-
eight, but the dark leathery skin on her face
and the creases that appeared around her eyes
and at the corners of her mouth when she

smiled made her look much older. Shelooke«
out of place among the men in business suit
and women better-dressed than she was, bu
T was so relieved to think that I had founc
someone to whom I could speak English, that
to me, it was everybody else who looked as i
they did not belong.

1 hadn’t understood her right away, so
asked her what she said. This time she wa:
very clear. She looked me straight in the eye.
spoke the words, “I love you,” and with the
first two fingers of her right hand began t
mime a blow job. Shocked and confused, 1
immediately turned and walked away as quickly
as I could, but she was notso easily dissuaded.
Panting slightly from having to run after me,
she appeared at my side and—before I could
protest—her arm was around my waist and
myarmwasbeing putaround hers. She looked
up at me with a smile I can only describe as
angelic. “You, me,” she said, “fuck-fuck, all
night, real cheap!” I smiled back ather—what
else could I do?—took her arm from my waist,
said, “No, thankyou,” and set offina different
direction.

“Not’ankoo!!” Her voice was high-pitched
and mockingly flirtatious as she caught up to
me, put her arm back where she thought it
belonged and again offered to fuck me all
night, in any way I wanted, for “real cheap.” I
turned around again and took off down a side
streetlined with whatlooked like art galleries,
storefronts with pictures and frames hanging
in the windows. I desperately hoped I was
walking in a circle that would eventually lead
me back to the main drag, but I couldn’t be
sure. I passed a small car covered from trunk

. to hood with shoes a woman was trying tosell

and almost tripped over an old man sitting on
the street, his stock of nail clippers, cigarette
lighters, key chains and other assorted knick-
knacks spread out neatly on the pavement in
frontof him. I don’t know how many different
streets I took trying to lose her, but each time
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1 looked over my shoulder the woman was
right behind me, half running, half walking,
and still promising me the night of my dreams.

People were staring now with more than
curiosity, but I didn’t care; all I wanted was to
get rid of her. So I let her catch up with me,
and when—smiling with triumph and antici-
pation— she began to twine her arm once
more around my waist, I took her wrist in my
hand. Gripping her tightly enough so thatshe
would not be hurt but would understand that
I was serious, I pulled her—not wanting to
make a completely public scene—into a small
alcove between the two nearest buildings:
Her eyes were wide, first with fear and then
with honest confusion, as I glared at her and
said, slowly, in 2s angry a voice as I felt I could
allow myself without attracting more atten-
tion, “Go away! Just leave me alone!!” My
words seemed to paralyze her, and as she
stood there, silent, staring at her wrist, I took
the opportunity to walk away again.

“Are you a soldier?” The voice behind me
was empty of its earlier aggression. “No,” I
answered, “I’m a teacher.” I was ready in my
frustration to push her away if I needed to, but
itwasasifmyanswer had triggered aswitchin
her brain, for her behavior changed instantly.
Without touching me, she continued to walk
in the same direction as I was and asked
politely if I wanted to stop in a coffee shop for
something to eat or perhaps to sit in Pagoda
Parkand talk. She offered to show me around
Seoul and to help me learn Korean. She said
something aboutwhereshelived, butIcouldn’t
understand her, and anyway all I could think
was that she obviously could not be trusted
and that I needed to get away from her before
I found myself in real trouble. So I kept on
walking, ignoring her until finally she slowed
down, touched me gently on the lower back
and walked off in the opposite direction.

Art by Lane DuPont

Miraculously enongh, Thad been traveling
ina circle, so it was only a few minutes before
1 found the Chong-no subway station, got on
the train, and was headed back to my apart-
ment, All through the ride, however, and into
the night until I fell asleep, her last touch

haunted me. There wasno sexinit, noaggres-
siveness; she simply touched me. That sim-
plicity gave rise in my mind to the following
questions. What had made her change so
quickly, and so profoundly, when I told her
that I was not a soldier? Why did she assume
that I was a soldier? Was she
actuallya prostitute? If shewasn’,
why would she assume as a matter
of course thatthe way toapproach
an American soldier was by offer-
ing him sex for money? What if
she had simply been poor and
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other way to get something to eat?

Answers to some of these questions came
to me as I learned more about Korean culture
and the relationship between Korea and the
United States, particularly in the context of
the presence of the U.S. Army on Korean soil.
As it has done in many other countries, this
presence has brought with it Western-style
prostitution in all its permutations and with
all its accompanying vices. It is not my focus
here, but the distinctions between Western-
style prostitution and the “courtesanship”
practiced in East Asian countries like Korea
and Japan are significant—not because one is
necessarily “better” or less oppressive of
women than the other, but because an under-

standing of the difference can help to illami-r_-

nate the sexual lenses through which the tw
cultures view each other. Both, of course,
contribute to the oppression of women, but t
see in the actions of women like the one-
encountered 'in Chong-no a reflection of
Korean culture—or even of male dominance
“Korean-style”—isto participatein the sexu
stereotyping of Asian women as voracious,
exotic, always eager and enthralled by th
more potent sexuality of Western men. It i
also to deny the socio-economic imperialis
of U.S. foreign policy and its effects on th
cultures of countries it influences. Justly o
not, our soldiers have becomeknown not onh
for their willingness to purchase sex fro
Korean women, but also for thinking of sexa;
all that makes it worth having Korean women
around.

Thisattitude isunderstood tobe shared by
American businessmen, and, through a per-
fectly logical if unfair generalization, by the
rest of American men as well. Without fail, all
of the Korean men I met and with whom I
became friendly offered at some point to pay
for me to have sex. As it was explained to me’
by one such man who later became a good
friend, his male clients from the U.S. gener-
ally expected that pleasure would precede
business, and he had assumed that my idea of
anevening’sentertainment would be the same
as that of my countrymen.

Yet even after I had said no many times,
these men, including my friend, would repeat
the offer whenever the opportunity presented
itself. Itwould be misleading toimply that the
sex tradein South Korea is patronized only, or
even primarily, by Korean businessmen hu-
moring their North American counterparts
in the interests of making a deal. In fact,
Korean men make frequent use, both per-
sonal and business-related, of the sexual ser-
vices available in saunas, male-only barber-
shops, Turkish baths, “room salons” (a kind of
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geisha house), certain discos and karaoke es-
tablishments, and other places as well. The
pleasures sold at such establishments are con-
sidered one’s right by virtue of being male,
and not to take advantage of them is, in part,
todeny one’smaleness. To be offered awoman
by anotherman, then, is to be offered a chance
at becoming “one of the boys.”

When my friends made such offers to me,
Ifelt more tangibly thanI ever had before the
ways in which, through my body, I am subjectto
assumptions and interpretations that have
nothing to do with who I am, and everything
to do with whom I am supposed to be. I was
entitled to the sex they offered simply because
of my penis, because of the power and privi-

el
The pleasures sold are
considered one’s right by
virtue of being male, and
not to take advantage' of
fhem is, in part, to deny

one’s maleness.
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lege attached to its being attached to me. The
factof my penis was assumed, by definition, to
have engenderedin mea desire for that power.

Perhaps the most disturbing aspect,
though, of my encounter with this face of
Korean patriarchy was how easily my refusal
to purchase sexwasinterpreted notasa matter
of principle, but as either a matter of my
preference at the moment or my belief that
sex was inappropriate without love. Men ei-
ther took women or didn’t, but whatever the
mitigating circumstances, the right to take
them, the bedrock reality of what it meant to
be maleand sexual, was notsomething I could
disown.

The woman in Chong-no held this right
up to my face and rubbed my nose in it. By
offering herself to me, she was offering as well
the opportunity for me to “be aman,” toclaim
her as a symbol of all that my manhood
entitles me to. To do such a thing, however,
would have meant not only sacrificing my
integrity. To have allowed that woman to sell
me sex would have meant saying yes to every-
thing she believed T was, everything that she

believed made me a man. I ran from her

because I did not want even to have to make
the choice of refusing her, because the very
factthatIhad the choice meant that the power
to have her was already mine. In much the
same way that the stares of the Koreans made
me wish for a body that looked like theirs, I
would, during those fifteen or twenty minutes
when the woman was pursuing me, have given
anything for long hair, breasts and a vagina.
For if being a man meant being chased by a
woman selling sex on the street, then I no
longer wanted to be a man.

It would do justice neither to my experi-
ence nor to the reality of that woman’s life to
say, simply, that my encounter in Chong-no
raised my consciousness. For, in fact, my
onsciousness had been raised years before.
emember sitting and talking with my mother
bout the time when I was growingup and she
had to work to support my brother, my sisters
and myself. “Money was tight,” she said, “but
ore than once I turned down offers, very
ttractive offers, that men made to sleep with
e. And the men were of all types, business-
en, construction workers, you name it. The
nly thing they had in common was that each
f them had a dick.” I felt very small when she
old me that, tainted by my gender in a way
at I could not wash off, and I promised

myself I would never be the kind of man for

hom sex was a commodity, for whom my
other was something that could be bought
d sold.

In Korea, I discovered that thisis the kind
of manI already am, thatI have no choice but
tobe,ifnotinmyactions, theninmybody. To
the degree that my body is not something
from which I can run away, the challenge of
taking responsibility for the power and privi-
lege that comes with being biologically male
is the challenge not simply of refusing to
participate in the commoditization of women’s
bodies. It is the challenge of finding ways to
inhabit my own body so that such commodi-
tization is rendered as the betrayal of self that
it always is.

For myself, the old truism about hindsight
notwithstanding, a good start would have
been to have gone with that woman to the
coffeeshop ofher choice and, at the veryleast,
to have learned her name.

Richard Newman teaches English composition
and English as a Second Language ot Nassau
Commeunity College in Garden City, New York.
This article is excerpted from one chapter of a book-
in-progress of personal essays dealing with male
sexuality. He is also trying to get bis first volume
of poems published.



