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Abstract 

 
‘Dependency on the West’ is a crucial issue, but it happens without being realized because the notion about the 

superiority of the West that underlies the dependency itself has been accepted as a universal truth. When My Name 

Was Keoko portrays how Japanese colonization has made Korean people suffer, not only because the Japanese has 

taken the authority of Korea but also because they try to erase Korean identity (Assimilation Period). This suffering 

leads Keoko, a Korean little girl in the novel, into such a dependency on America (Western country). This study is 

aimed to find out how Keoko’s dependency on America is portrayed in this novel. Because this novel is categorized 

as children literature, this study is also aimed to find out how didacticism about anti-colonialism is conveyed in this 

novel. The theory used in this study is postcolonial criticism suggested by Edward Said called Orientalism. The 

result of this study shows that Keoko’s dependency on America is revealed in the novel as a manifestation of 

Keoko’s resistance toward the Japanese. It becomes a form of Keoko’s inferiority complex toward the Japanese 

and also a form of Keoko’s avowal toward America’s superiority. The result also shows that didacticism about anti-

colonialism conveyed in this novel is ambiguous since it also promotes colonialism at the same time.  
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Introduction 

When My Name Was Keoko is a novel for children written by Linda Sue Park, a Korean-American 

author. She is the winner of a prestigious award of literature, Newberry medal, in 2002 for her novel A 

Single Shard (“Biography”). She has written many texts for children and also has received many awards 

from her works, especially from her book entitled When My Name Was Keoko which becomes the research 

object of this study (“Awards”). This novel portrays the situation of Korea under Japanese colonization 

in 1940-1945, precisely in Assimilation Period. In Assimilation Period “colonial authorities pursued a 

policy of forced assimilation under the banner of Naisen Ittai (Interior [Japan] and Korea as one body)” 

(Em 3). Like most novels which use colonization as the setting, this novel portrays the suffering of the 

colonized people, who in this case are Korean people, to be under Japanese colonization. It is narrated in 

the novel that Korean people suffer under Japanese colonization, not only because the Japanese tried to 

take over the authority of their country, but also because the Japanese tried to take their identity as Korean 

and replaced it with Japanese identity (assimilation policy). In other words, because of Japanese 

colonization, Korean cannot become Korean in their own country. This fact is what leads Keoko into such 

a dependency feeling on America which is then at war with Japan. 

The issue about Dependency on the West (America) is interesting to be discussed because not many 

people are aware about this. The cause of this dependency is the belief of the superiority of the West. The 

form of the dependency on the West itself can be varied and it can be found in many practices in society 

and accepted as something common. For example, Asian parents send their children to study abroad in 

Western countries in order to get a good education. This kind of actions happen a lot in Eastern society, 

but people do not aware that this kind of actions can be seen as a form of their dependency (as Eastern 

people) on Western country in the area of knowledge or education. Hence, the writer thinks that this novel 

can be a good illustration about the ‘dependency on the West’ issue and how this issue is related to 
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Orientalism ideology. The writer hopes that through this study, people can be more aware about this issue 

and they will re-think the notion about the superiority of the West that is many believed as something true 

for all this time. 

In this study, the writer tries to elaborate how the dependency of Keoko as a Korean on America is 

being portrayed in this novel. The writer only focuses on Keoko’s character as the one who shows such a 

sign of dependency on America in this novel and the dependency that the writer means in this study is the 

dependency of Keoko on America as a Korean or an individual, not the dependency of Korea as a country 

on America. Moreover, because this novel is a children’s literature, the writer also discusses how 

didacticism about anti-colonialism is conveyed in this novel. It is based on the fact that “many texts 

produced for children in the past and in the present are primarily didactic” (Nodelman 154). Hence, the 

writer of this study wants to give evidence that this novel also contains of didacticism, especially about 

anti-colonialism which is related to colonization that become the setting of this novel. 

This study is a qualitative study. There are several steps that the writer does in analyzing this novel. 

The writer begins with collecting the data from the novel, as the primary source of this study, which can 

give the writer clue about the dependency of Keoko on America. This data can be in form of thoughts or 

speeches which imply Keoko’s avowal toward the superiority of America and her hope for America’s 

victory over Japan which become the sign of Keoko’s dependency. The condition of Korea under Japanese 

colonization which becomes the background of the dependency and also other character’s admirations 

toward America that influence the way Keoko see America are also considered as the data. Next, the 

writer does library research to find some secondary sources which is in form of books, journal articles, 

thesis, and any other kind of sources related to the issue that will be discussed in this study and 

postcolonial theory ‘Orientalism’ by Edward Said as the theory used in the analysis. The writer collects 

data from the secondary sources to support the analysis. After that, the writer begins the analysis by 

relating the data collected from the novel and the theory of Orientalism to find out how the dependency 

on America that is shown by Keoko is related to the notion about the superiority of the West that become 

the main concern in Orientalism. Then, still related to the analysis about the portrayal of Keoko’s 

dependency in the novel, the writer will analyze didacticism about anti-colonialism that is contained in 

this novel. 

Before the writer begins the discussion, the writer will elaborate some previous studies in order to find 

the place of this study among the previous studies that has been done by other researchers. The writer has 

found three studies that discuss the same object as this study which is When My Name Was Keoko novel. 

Those studies come from Lara Zink entitled “Historical Fiction in the Classroom: Linda Sue Park’s When 

My Name was Keoko”, Sung-Ae Lee entitled “Remembering or Misremembering? Historicity and the 

Case of So Far from the Bamboo Grove”, and Belinda Y. Louie entitled “Unwrapping the Pojagi: 

Traditional Values and Changing Times in a Survey of Korean-America Juvenile Literature”. Those three 

studies do not analyze the novel using literary criticism such as what the writer does in this analysis. They 

focus on the historical content of the novel while this study will not only focus on the historical content 

of the novel but also to the narrative aspect of the novel in order to reveals the novel’s ideology. Although 

the three of those studies analyze the novel in different way to this study, but the writer hopes that this 

study can support those previous studies. Through this study, the writer hopes that the reader not only can 

learn the history of Japanese colonization in Korea at that time, but they can also learn deeply about the 

novel such as the ideology that is contained in the novel. 

The writer also found 2 other works that discuss similar issue and theory as this study that are done 

by other students of English Department in Universitas Airlangga. They are Laili Mahmudah entitled 

“The Representation of Orientalism in James Cameron’s Avatar” and Amanda Rahma Febrina entitled 

“Racial Discrimination toward Algerian Troops by French in Rachid Bouchareb’s Indigènes: An 

Orientalism Study”. Both of them analyze the representation of Orientalism ideology and racial 

discrimination in the movies (Avatar and Indigènes) using postcolonialism theory from the same theorist 

as this study, Edward Said. Through those studies, the writer found that the issue about dependency on 

the West/the Occident which becomes the result of the notion about the superiority of the West/the 

Occident has received less attention. Both of the studies only discuss about dependency issue briefly (only 

as an evidence for their analysis about the representation of Orientalism and racial discrimination in the 
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movie). It is different to what the writer does in this study. With the same theory as those previous studies 

which are Orientalism suggested by Edward Said, the writer analyzes the issue about dependency on 

America that is portrayed in the novel deeply, including how the thought of dependency come into the 

main character’s mind as a child and how the issue of dependency is related to Orientalism ideology. 

The theory of “Orientalism” suggested by Edward Said, which becomes the theory used in analyzing 

this novel, mainly discusses about binary, the West (the Occident) and the East (the Orient), which 

contradict each other. The Orient/the East is considered as inferior while the Occident/the West is 

superior. Said argues in his book Orientalism that the perception about the Orient/the East as inferior that 

is passed by the West from one generation to another generation is not a natural fact. This is created by 

the West. Said calls what happens to the East as ‘Orientalized’ (5). Said considers “Orientalism as a 

Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (3). However, through 

what Gramsci calls as hegemony, Said argues that even an independent and skeptical thinker cannot refute 

the notion about the superiority of the West and the inferiority of the East (7). Said also argues that “the 

relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of 

a complex hegemony” (5). Hence, the notion about the superiority of the West and the inferiority of the 

East is accepted as a universal truth in which it is not only believed by the West as the one who create it 

but also by the East. The dependency issue that is portrayed in this novel can be the result of the East’s 

belief of their own inferiority and the West’s superiority. 

Discussion 

As it has been mentioned in the introduction, the setting of this novel is in the Assimilation Period. It 

is portrayed in the novel that in this period, the Japanese make many laws which are intended to erase 

Korean identity such as requiring all Korean to change their Korean name into Japanese name, to speak 

Japanese, requiring all school in Korea to teach Japanese language, culture, and history instead of Korean, 

etc. All of these laws make Korean people (including Keoko) hate the Japanese very much. Keoko’s 

hatred toward the Japanese leads her into such a hope for America’s victory over Japan in the war. It is 

because Keoko thinks that the defeat of Japan in the war by America can make the Japanese lose their 

power to rule Korea. In this case, Keoko’s hope for the victory of America so that Korean people can be 

free from Japanese colonization which has made their life suffer, especially in the case of identity, can be 

considered as a form of Keoko’s dependency on America. It is because through her hope for America’s 

victory over Japan, Keoko indirectly relies the independence of Korea on America. 

The Portrayal of Keoko’s Dependency 

Keoko’s dependency on America is firstly revealed by Keoko herself when she and all students in her 

school are required by the Japanese to help in defense preparation for an invasion of Korea by America 

and their allies. She said in her mind, “I couldn’t understand what the Japanese were thinking. Did they 

really believe we Koreans had been transformed somehow, that we were now Japanese? Didn’t they know 

that we wanted the Americans to come to Korea and fight them?” (89). Through this thought, Keoko 

shows her rejection toward the way the Japanese consider the Korean has been transformed into Japanese. 

For Keoko, Korean is still Korean, not the cruel Japanese. As Korean, Keoko (and other Koreans) hope 

for the invasion to happen, because if the invasion really happens, it means that the Japanese has lost their 

power in the war which makes their enemy can easily attack their territory. And if the Japanese lose the 

war and have no power anymore, then the Japanese will no longer have power to rule Korea. They will 

leave Korea and Korea will be an independent country.  

In this case, it can be seen that Keoko thinks the only way for Korean to be free from Japanese 

colonization is if the Japanese lose the war. Keoko said in her mind, “for that to happen [Korean 

independence], the Japanese has to lose the war. If they won, they would be here forever” (106). For 

Keoko, the independence of Korea means that all the sufferings that Korean people experience as the 

result of Japanese colonization will end. Keoko thinks that “if the Japanese lost the war, Uncle could come 

home. If they lost, Abuji could be principal of his own school. We could learn Korean history. We could 

use our real names again!” (107). In this case, it can be seen that Keoko’s dependency on America, which 

is reflected in Keoko’s hope for America’s victory over Japan, is such a way for Keoko to resist the 



Dependency on America: Keoko’s Identity as a Korean under Japanese Colonization in When My Name Was Keoko by Linda Sue Park 

 

53 

 

Japanese colonization which has threatened Korean identity. In this case, a new question rises about why 

Keoko seems to depend on America to make Korean people free from Japanese colonization instead of 

hope that Korean people can free themselves from Japanese colonization with their own effort. The writer 

found that inferiority complex of Keoko as Korean toward the Japanese is the answer.  

Inferiority complex refers to the way one feels or thinks about his/herself as “lack of worth” (Alfred 

Adler ctd. in Fisher). Inferiority complex here is related to the way Keoko considers herself or Korean 

people as inferior to the Japanese as the colonizer. Her inferiority feeling as a Korean can be the result of 

what she sees around her, how Korean people are powerless to Japanese. It can be seen from the way 

Korean cannot do anything beside accept what Japanese wants them to do. For example is when the 

Japanese require all Korean to change their name into Japanese name. Keoko’s family, especially her 

Uncle, cannot accept this law. Her uncle even said, “Let them! Let them arrest me! They will have my 

body but not my soul—my name is my soul!” (5). But in the end, he and all the family have no other 

choice except to obey the law by changing their name into Japanese name. It is because they know that 

there is nothing they can do to refuse the law. Moreover, Keoko herself also experiences how she can do 

nothing when the Japanese burn her diary which contains of the writing about her resistance thought 

toward the Japanese (102). 

Even though Keoko also sees some people around her try to resist the Japanese and she is impressed 

by that, but no one of the resistance seems to be able to free Korean from Japanese colonization. For 

example is what her uncle does. Keoko’s uncle is one of adult in the novel who gives a lot influence to 

Keoko’s sense of nationalism. He is the one who keeps telling Keoko and her brother, Nubuo, about 

Korean old folktales that are also forbidden to be told at that time (3). He is also the one who shows Keoko 

and Nubuo the picture of Korean flag that is forbidden to be displayed at that time (13-14). He joins 

resistance movement with some other Korean people and ends up become a fugitive of the Japanese 

because of the resistance movement that he did. It is told in the story that Uncle uses his print shop as a 

place to print newspaper which contains of resistance articles. From Keoko’s point of view, it can be seen 

that the resistance movement cannot bring the freedom for Korean. The resistance movement even causes 

her uncle run away from home in order to avoid the Japanese punishment. She might think that Korean 

cannot defeat the Japanese by themselves, that the Japanese are too powerful for Korean. In this case, all 

that she sees around her and also that she is experienced by herself can bring her to feel or think that the 

Korean are ‘lack of worth’ in resisting Japanese colonization. Hence, the war that happens between 

America and Japan gives Keoko a new hope, especially because Keoko knows that Korea and America 

are in the same side. Both of them are opposing Japan.  

Being in the same side is not the only thing that makes Keoko depends on America. By depending on 

America, Keoko must think that America has a quality that she needs to fulfill her hope (to be free from 

Japanese colonization). The quality that the writer means here is power that the American have which can 

be used to defeat the Japanese. In this case, by thinking that America must be able to defeat Japan at the 

war means that Keoko admitting America’s superiority over Japan, that America as a Western country 

has stronger power than Japan as an Eastern country. This kind of thought would not come into Keoko’s 

mind by itself as a child. Adult’s perception about the American has a big role in introducing American’s 

power to Keoko. For example is when Abuji heard the news about the Japanese attack toward America. 

Abuji seems cannot trust the news. Keoko heard that Abuji said, “possibly a rumor. It seems highly 

unlikely...” (46). Abuji’s hesitate reaction can be interpreted that there is something unusual from the 

news, that the Japanese attack toward American is something that he considers as ‘unlikely’ or impossible 

thing. Abuji also said that what the Japanese do is a serious action and he also fear hard times would 

happen after the attack (47). Abuji might think that the Japanese’s decision to attack America is dangerous 

because he knows that the American will take revenge and when the American start the revenge, it  will 

be hard for the Japanese to handle it. By thinking that way, it implies that Abuji considers the Japanese 

are not strong enough to fight against the American.  

What Abuji said becomes reality. Keoko realizes it when the Japanese require all students in her school 

to practice in ‘driving the bayonet into a dummy made of straw’. Keoko said in her mind, “it seemed that 

the Americans and their allies were pushing hard—so hard that the Japanese feared an invasion of Korea 

or even the islands of Japan.” (88). Keoko seems to know that the Japanese’s order is like a form of the 
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Japanese’s fear of the American invasion, that when the invasion really happens, the Japanese want the 

children to help them, at least, to make the American confused by the children’s attack. So, Keoko might 

think that the American can make the Japanese, whom she always considers as powerful, afraid. The 

Japanese are too afraid until they need the help of children who are weak. Therefore, what Keoko hears 

from Abuji, which implies that Abuji considers America as a stronger opponent for Japan, and also what 

she sees in reality shapes her perception about America, that America is really strong, stronger than Japan. 

By considering that America is superior to Japan as the dominant power in her country, it means that 

Keoko is admitting the superiority of the West over the East. Even though she learns that Japan as the 

East is superior over the Korean who are also the East, in the case of power, but still, the America as the 

West is more superior. 

Moreover, by depending on America to defeat the Japanese which Korean people cannot defeat by 

themselves, it also means that Keoko is admitting the superiority of America toward Korea. The way 

Keoko sees America as superior to Japan and Korea is related to Orientalism ideology which is based on 

“the idea of European identity as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples and 

cultures” (Said 7). Keoko, as a Korean (and Eastern people) seems to believe in the notion about the 

superiority of the West and the inferiority of the East that has become such a universal truth. In the end 

of the story, Keoko’s hope becomes true. The American really wins the war and they really come to Korea. 

They help supervising the handover of the government from the Japanese to the Korean and help the 

Korean with food supplies (171). With the arrival of the American in Korea, the Japanese go back to their 

country and Korea becomes an independent country. This ending becomes such a justification of Keoko’s 

perception about the American’s superiority, that the American can really defeat the Japanese. It is also 

implies that without the help of America, Korean people will never be independent from Japanese 

colonization. 

Didacticism: Between Colonial and Anti-colonial ideology 

Children’s literature, according to Lesnik-Oberstein, is “a category of books the existence of which 

absolutely depends on supposed relationships with a particular reading audience: children” (Lesnik-

Oberstein in Hunt 15). In short, children’s literature is a literature which targeted children as its audience. 

Since it is written for children, children’s literature which is mostly written by adult is used as a tool for 

teaching and directing children into a certain attitude which adult considers as good for children. This is 

suitable to Edgeworth’s and Hunt’s views about children’s literature that it “exists as a way for adults to 

influence children for the children’s good” (ctd. in Nodelman 157). So, through the story, the adult writers 

try to make the children readers absorb certain value or ideology that can influence the children’s attitude. 

It is because children’s literature is “‘good’ for inculcating general (or specific) social attitudes toward 

the children” (Hunt 11). The way the adult writers teach or direct the children readers into a certain attitude 

through the story is related to what it is called as didacticism. Didacticism is based on the notion that 

children’s literature is used for education, in which adult think that they have a duty to teach the children, 

who are innocent and lack of knowledge, about what the children do not know yet (Nodelman 157).  

In this case, the writer argues that this novel contains of didacticism as well as other children’s 

literature. Didacticism in this novel can be seen from the way this novel tries to direct the children reader 

into anti-colonialism. Anti-colonialism itself means “the political struggle of colonized people against the 

specific ideology and practice of colonialism” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 14). The didacticism about 

anti-colonialism can be seen from the way this novel tells the story through the victim of the colonization 

point of view (the colonized people) who is represented by Keoko and her brother, Nubuo. Through Keoko 

and Nubuo’s first person point of view, the children readers are brought into the story to understand the 

sufferings of colonized people as the result of colonization, their hate toward the colonizer, and also their 

long for Korean’s independence. The first person point of view used in this novel can make the reader 

relate easily to the protagonist thought and feeling, just like Nodelman’s opinion that “readers tend to 

identify with the characters through whose perspective they view the action” (18). So, because the events 

in the novel are told through Keoko’s and Nubuo’s point of view as the colonized people, the children 

readers are expected to see the colonization through Nubuo’s and Keoko’s point of view that colonization 

is a bad action which only brings sufferings to the colonized people. Through this way, the children 
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readers are expected to internalize anti-colonialism ideology, so that they will not do any kind of action 

related to colonialism in their life.  

However, the portrayal of Keoko’s dependency on America which makes the American look good 

and superior to the Japanese and even to Korean in this novel makes the didacticism contained in this 

novel seems ambiguous. It can make this novel to be seen as promoting colonial ideology toward the 

children readers. It is based on what Sarland mentions that “by representing certain groups in certain ways, 

children’s books were promoting certain values” (Sarland in Hunt 41). The way the American are 

portrayed as superior in this novel can lead the American children readers to believe in their superiority 

as American. Because this novel is published in America, the way this novel portrays the American as 

superior can be seen as a way for this novel to direct the American children readers into nationalism. But 

from post-colonialist point of view, promoting the superiority of the West is the same as promoting 

colonial ideology. It is because the notion about the superiority of the West which becomes the main 

concern in Orientalism has become the basis of colonial ideology. The colonial ideology itself is the cause 

of many colonization practices that happen in this world since long time ago. So, reading this book can 

lead the American children to believe in their superiority as American. Their superiority feeling as 

American can lead the children to consider and treat other people from different nationality or race as 

inferior to them and it can leads them into certain kind of action related to colonization in the future. 

Conclusion 

This novel portrays the dependency that is shown by a child character in the novel namely Keoko. 

Through Keoko’s point of view, it can be seen how Korean people are suffered under Japanese 

colonization, especially because the Japanese has attempted to erase their identity. Keoko’s experience 

under Japanese colonization leads her into dependency feeling on America. Keoko’s dependency on 

America in this case can be seen as a form of Keoko’s resistance toward Japanese colonization. It is 

because the purpose of her dependency is to make Korean people free from Japanese colonization. The 

dependency itself reveals Keoko’s inferiority complex toward the colonizer (the Japanese) as a Korean. 

She depends on America because she knows that she, and other Korean people, cannot fight against the 

Japanese by themselves. So, in order to be free from Japanese colonization, she needs other people who 

are stronger than the Japanese to defeat the Japanese. In this case, Keoko’s dependency on America can 

be seen as a form of her avowal toward the American’s superiority because she considers America as a 

stronger opponent for Japan. The dependency can also imply that Keoko is admitting the American’s 

superiority over the Korean. It is because her dependency implies that she believes the American can 

defeat the Japanese whom she considers as too powerful for Korean people to be defeated by themselves. 

This is the evidence that the notion about the superiority of the West, which becomes the main concern in 

Orientalism, is what underlies Keoko’s dependency on America to happen. 

This novel can also become an evidence of didacticism that is contained in children’s literature. From 

the way this novel tells the story, which is from the victim of the colonization (Korean people), it can be 

seen that this novel is trying to teach the children readers to understand and agree that colonization is a 

bad action (anti-colonialism). But the didacticism about anti-colonialism in this novel seems ambiguous 

when it is seen from the way the American’s image is being glorified in this novel through Keoko’s 

dependency on America. Although the intention is to direct the American children into the sense of 

nationalism (because this novel is published in America), but from postcolonialist point of view, 

promoting the superiority of the West is the same as promoting colonial ideology.  
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