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Abstract 
 

Nuclear Family is a multi-perspective novel that works at the intersection of Korean diaspora 

and settler colonialism in Hawaiʻi as it is imbricated in U.S. militarization of the Pacific. Written 

in twelve chapters, Nuclear Family is about a son detained after attempting to cross the DMZ 

into North Korea. His younger sister, parents, and their family plate lunch restaurant face 

backlash from his actions, when their sense of family and belonging as “local” become 

threatened by the anxiety, paranoia, and fear around their origins. As the narrative shifts between 

the siblings, and focalization on the family shifts to other characters, the novel challenges the 

way Hawaiʻi is presented as an idyllic multicultural destination primed for the family unit to claim 

as a place of leisure or to call “home.”  

 

The creative work in this dissertation is suppressed in the UH institutional repository, Kahualike, 

kahualike.manoa.hawaii.edu. Inquiries about the creative work should be made to Joseph Han. 
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Introduction 

 

Overview 

In writing and finishing my first book, a story collection titled Uncrossable, eight 

interconnected stories explore legacies of war, division, and migration. The book covered 

subjects that wouldn’t come up in conversations with my family, or learned throughout my 

education, about Korean history. I wrote about the Japanese Empire conscripting Korean laborers 

to work off the coast in Russia on Sakhalin Island, on which they stayed for decades, never 

allowed to return to the peninsula; conflict at the Joint Security Area and the notorious “axe 

murder incident”; the KBS reunion telethon that brought together families separated by the war; 

a small business owner in contemporary Seoul; a North Korean defector being primed for one of 

Seoul’s first reality shows on the matter of North Korea; a grandmother and grandson making 

sense of their faith and place in a Korean Methodist church in Hawaiʻi; and lastly, Korean taxi 

drivers in Hawaiʻi and their encounters with tourism and militarism.  

I first started writing out of an interest and investment in what stories could elicit from 

readers, and thus inspire in them to learn or change. Drawn to what fiction could illuminate or 

explain, it would be trite to say that I have been inspired, when inspiration itself is such a fickle 

and elusive term. Rather, I’ve always been haunted by what I didn’t know about my past, which 

meant my parents’ and grandparents’ pasts, and I feel a deep sense of discomfort in unknowing, 

in my lack of access to an archive of stories that my family never shares but ultimately keeps, so 

long buried that they become forgotten. I wonder who even came before my grandparents, and so 

on: who they knew, who their closest friends were, even who their enemies may have been. I 

wonder in what ways I am more like these people that I do not know than the parents I often look 

to for an immediate answer. I wonder in what ways our histories move through us and how we 



can attune ourselves to this movement to see what is being asked of us. Reading and writing 

fiction has always been for me a process of feeling possessed by a subject, and by possessed I 

mean a relinquishing of ego, which often required me to wrestle with anxiety and shame about 

all I couldn’t have possibly known. In writing fiction, I attempt to open and allow myself to be 

inexplicably altered by characters and the worlds that they not only move through but carry with 

them. Most of the time this means knowing just a little bit more after bearing the responsibility 

of understanding my characters’ stories that I haven’t seen elaborated in narrative. I wrote my 

first book because I wanted to create my own archive of stories that, otherwise, previously had 

little place in American fiction aside from serving as context, or the premise, of stories about 

contemporary Korean lives, which I believe does not mean a life removed from the past.   

I write in English knowing very well the paradox of articulating a yearning to get closer 

to my own family’s history while actually always remaining at a distance. But doing this work 

also a meant avoiding the question of where I was doing this writing from, and although I gesture 

toward writing about Hawaiʻi in two stories from my collection—one about a Korean Methodist 

church and another about taxi drivers—throughout my writing career I otherwise avoided writing 

about Hawaiʻi. Not only was it a question of responsibility, but for whom I would be doing this 

work, who I would address, and in what manner. I bring up my first book because it paved way 

for the second. 

My dissertation, Nuclear Family is a culmination of efforts. This novel is a reflection of 

how I’ve come to terms with being a writer in Hawaiʻi who is neither of these lands 

genealogically or born on them. I was born in Seoul, South Korea, while my father’s side of the 

family was based in the north prior to migrating across the peninsula during the Korean War. We 

immigrated to and settled in a U.S. occupied Hawaiʻi, where my parents attained “citizenship” and 

I became naturalized by proxy. I position myself in the contradictions of identifying as Korean, 



when the country is still divided, and take more issue with identifying as American when my 

family’s citizenship is predicated on a violent history of colonialism—the illegal occupation, 

annexation, and overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom—and the systemic erasure of Kānaka ʻŌiwi. 

Ultimately, I wrote this novel to observe and resist how settler imaginaries—and popular and 

nationalist discourses of tourism, cosmopolitanism, and Asian American identity—persist as 

narratives at the state and national level at the expense of Indigenous people, and of us all. As a 

naturalized Korean immigrant, I use this novel as a space to investigate how Asian American 

and/or immigrant narratives reflect settler colonialism’s entanglement with ongoing histories of 

imperialism and war in Asia, and the militarized Pacific that makes this possible. 

This introduction, and dissertation at large, is a reflection of how I’ve come to terms with 

writing a novel about Hawaiʻi. Nuclear Family is a multi-perspective novel that works at the 

intersection of Korean diaspora and settler colonialism in Hawaiʻi as it is imbricated in U.S. 

militarization of the Pacific. Written in twelve chapters, Nuclear Family is about a son detained 

after attempting to cross the DMZ into North Korea. Grace, his younger sister, their parents, 

Umma and Appa, and their family plate lunch restaurant, Cho’s Delicatessen, face backlash from 

his actions. Their sense of family and belonging as “local” become threatened by the anxiety, 

paranoia, and fear around their origins. As the narrative shifts between the siblings, and 

focalization on the family shifts to other characters, my novel challenges the way Hawaiʻi is 

presented as an idyllic multicultural destination primed for the family unit to claim as a place of 

leisure or to call “home.” In this way, Grace and Jacob must come to understand the way in 

which they are inexplicably tied to the stories and histories that, though preceding them, live 

through and inform them in the present.  

Nuclear Family shifts away from the mainstream liberal discourse of “AAPI” by 

confronting the erasure inherent to this all-subsuming term. Instead, I observe how the term 



“settler” is useful as a positionality for what Candace Fujikane calls “settler affinity activism,” 

which becomes a means of critiquing the western structure of the nation-state as an operation 

maintained through settler colonialism and U.S. occupation (3). Therefore, as a settler of color, I 

find that it is my kuleana as a person living in Hawaiʻi to make connections in my subject primarily 

in two ways: by advocating for peace on the Korean peninsula and allying with Kānaka ʻŌiwi and 

their connection to ʻāina. 

 

Form, Content, & Genre 

As I’ve mentioned above, the novel focuses on a Korean immigrant family. Jacob Cho is 

born in Seoul and moves to Oʻahu at the age of five, making him a 1.5 generation immigrant 

while his sister Grace, born five years later, is second generation. One of the main reasons why 

the Cho family settles in Hawaiʻi is because Cho Hal-Abeoji, Jacob’s grandfather and veteran of 

the Korean War, decides that he doesn’t want his sons to be conscripted into the South Korean 

military. Jacob grows up in Seoul while his father and uncle follow his grandfather to Hawaiʻi to 

find places to live and work. Eventually, Jacob’s father comes back to Korea and relocates his 

family. Jacob and Grace’s parents start a plate lunch restaurant called Cho’s Delicatessen, which 

becomes a popular spot on Keʻeaumoku Street, otherwise known by some as “Koreamoku” 

because of the proliferation of Korean businesses, churches, and immigrants. 1  

                                                
1 I use the term immigrant as a means to address what Haunani-Kay Trask has called a “long 
collaboration” in the continued dispossession of Kānaka ʻŌiwi from their lands through a 
narrative of success for settlers who recast Hawaiʻi’s statehood as American nationhood (47). 
Trask elaborates that the history of colonization in Hawaiʻi becomes “a twice-told tale, first of 
discovery and settlement by European and American businessmen and missionaries, then of the 
plantation Japanese, Chinese, and eventually Filipino rise to dominance in the islands” (47). 
These tales are ongoing as reiterations that speak to these legacies, which Trask points out are 
legacies of conquest that mask Kānaka ʻŌiwi political subordination.  



 This novel is primarily about reconciling historical, figurative, and literal divisions and 

erasures that take place within families, across the Korean peninsula, and in Hawaiʻi. Thus, the 

novel explores how the “nuclear family,” a separate and distinct household, as well as model for 

developmental narratives of success and persistence, collapses under forces of inherited and 

intergenerational trauma. Considering the patriarchal and heteronormative family structure, the 

novel traces, recovers, and re-centers stories of Korean women, in particular Baik Halmoni, who 

lives in South Korea. In this way, the novel charts Jacob’s journey to understanding his mother’s 

family and the painful secret of his maternal grandmother’s separation from her sisters who 

remain in North Korea. I am personally invested in this story because of my own recent 

discovery of my family’s origins in the northern peninsula of Korea, as well as the story of my 

grandaunt—which serves as the heart of my novel. In an essay published in Entropy Magazine, I 

explore how she went back and forth across the peninsula to retrieve her sisters after her family 

had relocated to the south during the Korean War, until eventually she was prevented from doing 

so any longer. I adapt this story into fiction so that the story persists. To this day, my grandaunt, 

along with countless others, long to reunite with their families that remain divided by Korea’s 

partition. I wrote this novel in respect of the dead: my ancestors, my family, whom I do not 

know.  

 Just as time passes, the generation directly affected by the Korean War and separated 

from their families passes as well. In this way, the novel reinterprets this legacy by reproducing it 

in Jacob and Grace’s separation. Inspired by Nora Okja Keller’s Comfort Woman, my novel is 

narrated and structured in alternating chapters, and so over the course of the entire narrative, 

their separate stories eventually reconcile and coalesce, in tandem with a plot observing how 

Grace and Jacob come back together as well. Grace is an aspiring journalist and stoner in her last 

year of college, who resents her brother for leaving her behind when she wishes to escape 



Hawaiʻi and her obligations to the family restaurant. Jacob is a bisexual, 1.5 generation Korean 

American who returns to South Korea in order to reconnect with his birthplace, only to find 

himself falling ill and haunted by a relative he’s never met, which leads him to seek the help of a 

shaman. Both Grace and Jacob must grapple with what they are made to inherit, whether it’s the 

actual restaurant that their parents own, or questions about who they are within their family 

legacies that are tied to Korea’s past and Hawaiʻi’s present and future, questions that come into 

focus in the last chapter of the novel, which depicts the false ballistic missile threat to Hawaiʻi. 

I’m invested in writing about how the anticipation of war not only construes North Korea as the 

dangerous and violence-bearing other, but grossly forgets the violences being committed by the 

very people who fear for their lives on the very lands they stand. Thus, my dissertation reckons 

with violent genealogies that are twofold. First, the novel maps how systems of settler colonial 

difference divide Hawaiʻi geographically through racism, neoliberalism, and global capitalism, 

which culminates thematically in the novel in the demise of the Cho family business. Secondly, 

the novel explores how U.S. imperialism not only continues to divide South Korea from North 

Korea, but the rest of the world from North Korea as well, and this is made explicit in the way 

Jacob’s actions deters the Cho family’s loyal customers away from their business. 

Grace’s narrative becomes a site of critique of immigration and settler colonialism, which 

I explore through interior monologues that, for example, chart her ambivalence toward working 

for her family’s restaurant, coupled with her distaste for “local” foods and the notion of a 

“melting pot” Hawaiʻi. In this way, Grace is very vocal about her attitude toward other Asian 

groups, which stems from her general anxiety about belonging or staking claim by way of the 

heteronormative family structure. Through Grace’s story I explore her attitude toward her own 

family’s quest for an upward mobility that is in fact made possible by her family’s perceived 

assimilation into the dominant “Asian American” population in Hawaiʻi. I put “Asian American” 



in quotations because I’m interested in exploring how gaining citizenship in Hawaiʻi, which is 

illegally occupied by the U.S., thus complicates the legality of this claim to belonging to the 

U.S., and by extension, Hawaiʻi. In Fujikane’s introduction to Asian Settler Colonialism, she 

displays how the settler state’s very structure is constituted by literal and symbolic invasion—a 

continual and persistent process and structure made possible through sanctioned and 

institutionalized acts of elimination, erasure, and replacement through settler practices that range 

from colonial administration to everyday routines (8). Fujikane posits that settler colonialism as 

critique “positions indigenous peoples at the center, foregrounding not settler groups’ 

relationships with each other or with the U.S. settler state, but with the indigenous peoples whose 

ancestral lands settlers occupy” (9). In this way, this novel about Hawaiʻi through its narrative 

structure works to voice a critique of the settler state structure and its seemingly innocuous 

everyday narrative of progress. 

In terms of genre, Nuclear Family is a satire of the insulated family drama, as the narrator 

assumes a persona of Grace at her most critical and frustrated. The narrator as satirist reflects the 

wrongness they see evident in the world, intent on calling out the absurd, through humor, in 

order to suggest reform. Of course, satire risks being rejected when the critique is too sharp, and 

humor is a necessary measure. In this way, Grace’s narrative is grounded in humor as it is also 

informed by the not so funny angst, depression, and anxiety she experiences as they relate to her 

living in Hawaiʻi with her family. The reader, like the narrator, must take on different roles and 

vantage points in order to deconstruct the novel’s elements of satire as critique and judgment, its 

humor as play and reason to laugh with and at. Ultimately, I wanted to write a book that 

represented and oscillated between pain and joy, tears and laughter, tragedy and comedy. This 

oscillation takes place between chapters, between characters, and is gestured to in the last line of 

the novel.  



Grace’s narrative ultimately centers the repercussions her family’s businesses face when 

the news breaks that Jacob has defected to North Korea as this will set the book in motion. The 

novel is very much situated in the present day under the Trump administration, where fearing 

nuclear attack becomes the reason to always remain at a state of security for potential war, or at a 

state of wariness and reluctance in all matters North Korea. In an op-ed published in Honolulu 

Civil Beat, I write about how fear is often propagated in order to ensure a militarized present, 

where calls for bolstering peace through military security do not ensure peace nor uphold peace, 

but rather continually anticipates violence, therefore always delaying peace as an outcome. In the 

novel, fear turns to hostility toward Grace’s family, with declining numbers of patrons at their 

restaurants, gossip spreading in the Korean community, and an instance of vandalism that 

becomes a literally breach into narrative of success that has sustained the Chos’ for so long.  

 The premise of this novel is based on the way Korean people have been racialized and 

redeemed as either good national subjects under U.S. neoliberalism, or perishable as 

irredeemable enemy subjects when the Chos’ developmental immigrant narrative, as it aligns 

with their successful business, implodes. Jacob, and thus his family, become notorious because 

of his actions, where the Chos likewise become pitted as spies and communist sympathizers. In 

Josephine Nock-Hee Park’s book Cold War Friendships, she observes how the U.S. constructs 

the figure of the “friendly” and how this carries a genealogy of Orientalism. 2 it was easy for the 

U.S. to distinguish the enemy, by drawing on Derrida’s analysis of enemy-others, Park notes that 

the friendly as a subject can never attain total friendship: “Their American friendships had 

always already been destabilized by imperial racism—and under this erasure, they were rendered 

                                                
2 Park points to the U.S. annexation of the Philippines, which produced U.S. nationals rather than 
citizens deserving rights, as well as the struggle against Japan in WWII and the subsequent mass 
incarceration of Japanese Americans in the U.S., as precursors to the creation of friends and 
enemies, or “caricatures” that informed U.S. imperialism in Asia (13). 



indistinct from the enemy” (10). However, because the friendly is never trusted and always read 

as foreign, the friendly is always suspect as a figure, where Park notes that “she is constantly 

subject to betrayal by her more powerful friends, and she betrays her brothers and sisters in turn” 

(10). Here we can observe how the U.S. imposes a redemption narrative as both norm and 

trajectory for the friendly to follow on their path to model minority status, and ultimately 

humanity. Thus, I observe a through line in the way Indigenous people have also been subject to 

the friendly-enemy dichotomy where settler colonialism and genocidal violence extinguished 

potential “enemies,” while the military industrial complex has recruited a vast number of 

“friendlies” from the militarized Pacific. On that note, I’d like to return to the question of 

allyship, on which Grace’s narrative rests. Grace’s interactions with Peter, a Chamorro cook at 

the family restaurant, speak to relational histories of U.S. militarization and its violent effects on 

the places it occupies. The narrative not only shifts to Peter’s story in chapter nine to reveal yet 

another sibling relationship, one with his older brother who passed away on active duty, but to a 

character named George as well, who is Grace’s confidante and best friend. Conflict escalates 

when Grace’s emotional and mental well-being take too much space between them, leading to a 

pivotal moment in the novel. During dinner at Zippy’s, after having taken too many drugs, Grace 

admits her feelings about their friendship that is akin to arguments that people level to exonerate 

themselves of racism—colorblindness for having POC friends. As George leaves her behind, 

Grace hallucinates being surrounded by other diners, who then, like a Greek chorus, narrate as a 

collective to provide commentary on overarching themes in the novel about settler communities 

belonging and claiming a home in Hawaiʻi.  

 Likewise, Jacob’s narrative is a satire of Asian American literature in the way it 

addresses and plays with themes of language, belonging, and diaspora, without necessarily being 

a “coming out” narrative either. Jacob’s queer identity is referenced and hinted at by other 



characters, even accessed through memory in chapter six by his late grandfather who he’s never 

met, Baik Hal-abeoji, though it is never made explicit from Jacob himself. The long deceased 

Baik Hal-abeoji, or Tae-woo, haunts Jacob after having starved in the afterlife. Jacob relents, 

allowing his grandfather to possess his body as they go on excursions to eat food and drink, 

however Tae-woo has plans to take over so he may eventually make it over into North Korea. In 

the same way that Tae-woo, sees Jacob as a vehicle, I likewise view the sensationalism of 

Jacob’s narrative, and the novel’s overall plot point surrounding his attempted crossing, as my 

way of having both larger and specific discussions as they relate to his confrontation with the 

division of Korea. Rather than “find himself” as Korean or queer in South Korea, Jacob loses 

himself and finds others, in particular discovering his grandmother’s sisters through a story about 

them which, in chapter eight, would otherwise have not be shared. In a story about haunting, 

ancestors, and ghosts, counter to Grace’s narrative, Jacob’s narrative is grounded in horror as a 

genre—also as an emotional register for understanding the way we are confronted or called upon 

by ghosts.  

Fiction often privileges narratives of individuals, where we ascertain from plot a notion 

of a character’s “progress.” I found it necessary to not only focus on either sibling, let alone 

write in the first-person, but I also determined that the narrative POV had to shift further away 

from the siblings and the Cho family, to the point where focalization broadens as widely as it can 

at the end of the novel, where a discordance of voices, and the sporadic shift in attention to every 

living thing affected and unaffected by the false ballistic missile alert, displays how the 

privileging of the nuclear family, by way of discussing its demise, should not only be seen as the 

only model by which we live. When we fear for our own, we shut out the possibility of 

expressing and devoting care for those we do not claim as our own. Also, when home becomes a 

space in which we live from where we claim family and belonging, this is a symbolic 



dispossession of land from Kānaka ʻŌiwi, as a multitude of nuclear family units then override the 

most central familial relationship of all, which is between Kānaka ʻŌiwi and their land. This final 

chapter is heavily influenced by scholars Jonathan Goldberg-Hiller and Noenoe K. Silva’s work 

on centering Kanaka ʻŌiwi cosmology that emphasizes the interconnectedness of humans to all 

life-forms, ranging from landforms and celestial bodies to plants and animals in both the land 

and sea, and how we must practice cultivating these relationships.  

 

 

Literary Traditions, Influential Texts, & Genealogy  

 Korean is my first language, however the education system in Hawaiʻi ensured that 

English would become my dominant language, effectively disassociating me from Korea and 

Korean history by large. Growing up in a transnational household, I was raised by my 

grandparents while my mother and father lived in Seoul, which meant that I had less opportunity 

to practice and continue speaking Korean, and therefore less access to stories about my family, 

our culture, and history. Likewise, that same education taught me to accept Korea’s division and 

Hawaiʻi’s occupation by the U.S. as fact. My time in Hawaiʻi has been unsettling in the sense 

that I’ve had to confront what I don’t know about both where my family comes from and where I 

currently live—what I could not access through language. Knowing that my genealogy currently 

remains cloaked, with a background in English studies I began to learn more about Korea 

through literature and formed a literary genealogy.   

As a Korean scholar and writer, I position myself in conversation with Korean American 

writers such as Alexander Chee, Don Mee Choi, Susan Choi, Catherine Chung, Heinz Insu 

Fenkl, Crystal Hana Kim, Suji Kwock Kim, Chang-rae Lee, Don Lee, Krys Lee, Min Jin Lee, 

Nami Mun, Ishle Yi Park, Yoojin Grace Wuertz, and Paul Yoon, authors who were formative 



and foundational to my area of research on Asian American literature and theory. Other writers 

who have had a formative influence on me include Toni Morrison, Shawna Yang Ryan, Monique 

Truong, Jamaica Kincaid, Viet Thanh Nguyen. The shift to Baik Halmoni’s first-person 

perspective taking hold of the narrative in chapter eight, centering women’s voices, was inspired 

by Morrison. Ryan’s tracing of a character’s lineage in Green Island, to the historical trauma that 

becomes context for the rest of their lives, inspired my thinking about Grace and Jacob. Truong’s 

writing about food and memory in The Book of Salt informed much of the beginning of my 

novel, while Nguyen’s use of tone and narrative as commentary or critique in The Sympathizer 

informed how I strove to write satire, which comes to a genesis in chapter ten. 

In recent years, North Korea has been getting more representation through American 

fiction, perhaps most notably through Adam Johnson’s Pulitzer-Prize winning novel, The 

Orphan Master’s Son. As a white male writer, Johnson has been criticized for writing about 

North Korea without having a connection to the subject. This speaks to the long history of 

writers expressing the knowability of the other, where their work becomes a project of 

demystification, and at its worst, anthropology. Johnson has continued to write about North 

Korea in the title story of his recent story collection, “Fortune Smiles.” It is difficult for me to 

appreciate his intent when Korean American writers such as Paul Yoon in Snow Hunters and 

Krys Lee in How I Became a North Korean have responsibly attempted writing about the state 

and its people, while it is the greater fear of discourse surrounding North Korea in general that 

has led to its unknowability and increased international isolation as one of the most sanctioned 

countries in the world. Other works such as South Korean writer Young-ha Kim’s Your Republic 

is Calling You, and North Korean writer Bandi’s The Accusation offer different vantage points, 

and as a writer attempting to reconcile with the long absence and yet slow upheaval of 

representation, I hope to get closer to, respect, and honor a place from which I came.  



 Jacob’s literal possession by his grandfather, to whom he gives control, and attempt to 

cross into North Korea gestures toward how I’d like a reader to move from curiosity and intrigue 

as to why this would happen to then understanding why it must. In chapter eight, I address how 

the spiritual world functions, which indeed runs parallel to the absence of peace on the Korean 

peninsula. As Korea remains divided, those who die remain on the side in which they were 

buried, and after having left his wife and child behind during the war, Tae-woo longs to reunite 

with them, even in death. And so I write this story in remembrance of the dead, and for those 

who may not see reunification happen in their lifetime as the two Koreas continue to make 

strides on a path toward peace.  

Finding precedence in writers such as Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, Gary Pak, and Nora Okja 

Keller, all of whom have written about Koreans in Hawaiʻi and have been collected in the 

Bamboo Ridge Press anthology YOBO: Korean American Writing in Hawaiʻi, I write and resist 

the rubric of “local literature” and identifying myself as a “local” writer. Eric Yamamoto 

describes the term “local” to mean a category that separates people living in Hawaiʻi as distinct 

from those on the continent, referring to “a blending and sharing of ethnic cultures, to a 

community value-orientation, and to an emerging multi-culture in reaction to an oppressive 

dominant culture” (143). Likewise, the introduction to the YOBO anthology emphasizes the 

“sacrifices and accomplishments” of previous generations that came together and “helped 

economically, politically, socially, and culturally to create this unique Local community” (17). It 

is this very “uniqueness” of this community that has spawned a continual affective system of 

belonging, whereas it is the term “local” itself that is predicated on a different and “unique” 

relationship that settlers have to Hawaiʻi.  

Needless to say, but important to discern, is the fact that Asian settlers are not “local” to 

Hawaiʻi in same way that Kānaka ʻŌiwi are indigenous to Hawaiʻi. In “Why Asian Settler 



Colonialism Matters,” Dean Saranillio follows Fujikane and Okamura’s work by emphasizing 

how developmental narratives and liberal multiculturalist discourse was used to push for 

statehood, while indigeneity became equated as regressive and backward. Thus, Saranillio works 

in concert with Fujikane’s call for a “settler of color critique of US Empire” (282), observing the 

way “power does not simply target historically oppressed communities but also operates through 

their practices, ambitions, narratives, and silences,” which uncovers the apparatus of power as it 

is exercised through “labor exploitation, anti-immigrant laws and sentiment, and imperialist wars 

that have historically shaped diverse Asian American groups” (288, emphasis mine).  

I turn attention to “local literature” as both a publishing practice, and, as critics of 

Bamboo Ridge have argued, a neocolonial apparatus of power that privileges certain narratives 

while silencing others. In this way, it is also the aim of my dissertation to provide a settler of 

color critique of U.S. Empire and the term “local.” Rodney Morales refers to the way Darrell 

Lum, co-founder of Bamboo Ridge Press, metaphorizes “local literature” as a diverse spread of 

lunch. Morales challenges Lum’s formulation by arguing that its suggested multiculturalism 

“engages the rhetoric of sharing and fair play, but in reality (as real locals might say) it may be a 

new brand of colonialism in which successful Asians have established a hegemonic relationship 

over those who are less fortunate,” meaning Kānaka ʻŌiwi who have become othered and further 

marginalized from the imagined local community on their own land (115, emphasis in original). 

Far from “sharing and fair play” are realities of dispossession and structural oppressions that 

maintain such realities and are consequently sustained by neocolonial privilege. Grace struggles 

with seeing herself as both local or settler, as her main conflict concerns feeling trapped, not only 

at her family’s restaurant, but Hawaiʻi by extension. This theme of feeling isolated in Hawaiʻi 

emerges throughout the course of the novel, which critiques narratives of “island fever” or 



Hawaiʻi as a “rock” that circulate constantly to reify this notion of Hawaiʻi’s smallness as it 

compares to one’s aspirations.  

Ultimately, this dissertation acknowledges that “Literatures of Hawaiʻi” more aptly 

encapsulates writing not only written in English or by settlers, but centers writing by Kānaka 

ʻŌiwi. In her essay on Kanaka ʻŌiwi and settler representations of ʻāina in literature, kuʻualoha 

hoʻomanawanui examines how settlers claim a genealogy to land through geographical 

belonging, relationships for instance determined by high school alma mater, whereas Kanaka 

ʻŌiwi genealogy is derived from ʻāina (122). Kānaka ʻŌiwi have written about Hawaiʻi as an 

ancestor rather than resource, and therefore as a historical figure in moʻolelo rather than setting, 

landscape, or backdrop. By providing an overview of how Kānaka ʻŌiwi literature protests the 

illegal overthrow of Hawaiʻi, annexation, and threats to land tenure, hoʻomanawanui argues that 

“there is no significant literature written by Asian or haole settlers that supports Kanaka Maoli 

claims, which run deeper than saccharine sentiment and fond recollection for the ‘good old 

(plantation) days’” (122). Whereas settlers oftentimes monetize and commodify land as real 

estate, Kānaka ʻŌiwi have a genealogical and relationship to their mākua, the ʻāina, and 

hoʻomanawanui reminds us that settlers do not share this connection and “cannot be true political 

allies as long as they continue to deny Kanaka Maoli land claims” (125). By foregrounding 

Kanaka ʻŌiwi cultural values such as aloha ʻāina and malama ʻāina, settlers can do more as 

allies, which I gesture toward in the chapter where Grace visits Kalihi Valley. Overall, this novel 

is my response to hoʻomanawanui’s call for Asian settlers to support Kānaka ʻŌiwi claims to 

land, and to write a novel that elucidates and undoes a settler colonial narrative of progress.  

I constantly return to the fact that my presence in Hawaiʻi was made possible by my 

parents’ association of Hawaiʻi with their understanding of America, hence motivating our 

immigration. As Saranillio writes in his book, settler colonialism normalized the U.S. occupation 



of Hawaiʻi, while statehood narrated a multicultural pathway to U.S. citizenship. Saranillio also 

writes that settler colonialism “shapes and constrains our political imaginations in ways that 

allow for movements seeking reprieve from white supremacy to, sometimes unknowingly, 

collude in Native dispossession” (19). Peggy Myo-Young Choi exemplifies this in her essay, 

“Anatomy of a Dancer: Place, Lineage, and Liberation,” where she writes about her mother, 

Mary Choi, and how she was an example of a Korean settler not colluding with dispossession but 

advocating for Kānaka ʻŌiwi, especially when her mother “felt [that] the sovereignty of the 

Hawaiian people held the key to the future health and longevity of all people in Hawai‘i” (290). 

In thinking about how justice for one’s own people is linked to Indigenous struggles, Choi 

acknowledges a central concern: “This millennium’s challenge will be for Koreans and other 

Asian groups living in the islands to begin to listen to Hawaiian stories, danced or otherwise 

told—not just our own people’s stories—in order to see history for what it is, and then we can 

better see what transformations need to occur for future generations” (291). I wrote Nuclear 

Family to display how Korean history is inextricably tied to Hawai‘i’s history, and to present this 

same challenge to consider these entangled histories to readers. I did not write this novel in order 

to expose the Cho family’s complicity in Native dispossession, but rather to present a relational 

narrative of settler colonialism that starts with and moves away from the Cho’s to see how we 

can open, as Saranillio suggests, our political imagination to align not with the settler state, but 

so we may question what we are doing that moves beyond ourselves and our families, moving 

toward and with others—toward Kānaka ʻŌiwi and land, a gesturing that I make through the 

broadening of narrative focalization toward the end of the novel (20). 

 

 

Theoretical Influences 



My research for the past three years has primarily focused on Korean history and politics, 

with emphasis in the Korean War, the DMZ, reunification, and Korean American fiction, which 

reflects my investment and commitment to address and write about both North and South Korea. 

Rather than describe the Korean War as the Forgotten War, scholar Christine Hong focuses on how 

the war’s unending nature has primarily validated the U.S. military presence and America’s 

neoimperial relationship with South Korea, a republic built on its perpetual indebtedness and 

redemption from victimhood: “the Korean War has fostered a formidable, crisis-generating, self-

perpetuating, institutional architecture—the national security state, the military industrial 

complex, and the perpetual war economy, all cushioned within a self-serving regime of 

forgetting” (598). In this way, Nuclear Family works against this regime, as characters are made 

to remember, to uncover what has been buried—to speak through erasure.    

Suk-young Kim’s book, DMZ Crossing: Performing Emotional Citizenship Along the 

Korean Border, has had the largest bearings on this novel. She emphasizes border crossings as a 

means of critiquing diametric states and citizenships in order to perform alternative terms of 

belonging when “since division [Korean people] have been systemically alienated to the point 

that alienation from the other Korea has become a prerequisite for being an ideal citizen in both 

regimes” (6). Thus, Kim invokes emotional citizenship, a harkening to the imagined community 

of minjok, which translates generally to people, as a call configuring the family as the ontological 

basis of belonging through affiliation and affect (10). Emotional citizenship becomes an 

undeniable tie created outside of geopolitical formations as an alternative form of kinship. In the 

same way that Korean language operates in a system of familial acknowledgement by age, 

emotional citizenship is an affective and critical process of establishing, even allowing, new 

forms of relationality beyond those of blood ties. 



Grace’s name functions as a nod to how the formation of this book, in its very early 

stages, was informed by Grace M. Cho’s book Haunting the Korean Diaspora: Shame, Secrecy, 

and the Forgotten War, where haunting accounts for the unseen, the invisible, and those who 

have been forgotten. Cho calls for reconciliation between both collective and private histories of 

trauma and loss as formulated in the ghost figure, an assemblage of the past, and that we must 

“interrogate a present world order in which ghosts are being mass produced…The dominant 

model of seeing creates both invisibility and blindness, and the disavowal of what cannot be 

perceived through our usual frameworks of observation generates ghosts as much as it dismisses 

them” (32). Ghosts become the traces of material suffering, while Cho redirects our focus to 

uncover these traces and forgotten lines of history. Throughout my novel, Jacob literally 

embodies legacies of colonialism, war, and militarism through his interactions with his 

grandfather, also encountering the ways in which his grandmother, Baik Halmoni, experiences 

hauntings as well.  

Likewise, han, for myself and many other Korean writers, becomes an analytic that 

conceptualizes a shared sense of identity through feelings of oppression and pain. Sandra So Hee 

Chi Kim argues that it is “an affect that encapsulates the grief of historical memory—the 

memory of past collective trauma—and that renders itself racialized/ethnicized and attached to 

the imagined community of nation” (31). Ultimately, I believe that representing movements for 

peace and justice on the peninsula, as well as solidarity movements in fiction, becomes a 

necessary articulation—a reckoning with grief and a continued circulation of affect, and thus an 

ethic for and between both author and reader.  

 

Conclusions 



My fiction writing is not my activism, though it is my hope that my novel at least 

becomes an invitation and call for readers to rethink their own relationship to Hawaiʻi, whether it 

is through an understanding of how one currently lives on Indigenous land, or how one may 

symbolically and erroneously believe Hawaiʻi soley exists for their own family’s consumption, 

livelihood, or progeny. Likewise, this novel is my contribution to Korean American literature by 

way of writing about diasporic Koreans who have come to and live in Hawaiʻi—characters who 

are modeled after my own family, as well as the community of which I am a part and hope to 

learn more about in research for a future project. My aim is to write about diasporic Koreans in 

Hawaiʻi with compassion and understanding: how they have struggled in diaspora, how they 

have prospered, and as Choi displays, how they have become models for allyship. As an author, I 

am aware that this novel is ultimately a platform upon which I will be able to elaborate upon the 

issues addressed thematically in the book. I stand by and hold the following to be true: by idly 

accepting Korea’s division and the DMZ, we risk fortifying militarized borders and regulate 

border thinking across the globe; by idly accepting the U.S. occupation of Hawaiʻi, we risk 

allowing settler colonialism’s structures of invasion and militarization to persist and perpetuate 

violence not only in Hawaiʻi but across the globe.  

This introduction is not a manifesto or justification of the novel by any means. Rather, it 

is a story of how I came to write this book, as well as an acknowledgment of the writers, 

scholars, and teachers that have made me, and this work, possible. This book is also a reflection 

of the influence that my committee has had on me during the completion of my doctoral 

degree—the influence they will continue to have for many years to come. I thank my committee 

for seeing me in and through this book, before it was written and after. Should this novel be 

published, it will inevitably exist on its own terms and without this introduction, but I hope it 



will provide insight into how and why this book had to be written. I’m honored to share this 

work with you. 
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