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Abstract
The existence of inter-Korean transactions across the Sino-Russian border 
is little known. This chapter describes the use of kinship categories to 
build initial trust between Koreans living in China and Russian Koreans 
in the Russian Far East, which after a long period of closure and separation 
became possible when the border re-opened in the early 1990s. Based 
on ethnographic research, I argue that these kinship categories were 
insuff icient: the last decade has seen the re-creation of a boundary 
between Russian and Chinese Koreans following the breakdown of the 
equilibrium between trust and economic interest they had established 
for their symbiotic cooperation. The boundary between the two groups 
developed when calculative economic reason in the form of betrayal and 
deception become prevalent in inter-personal relationships. This shift is 
related to the recent collapse of the local border economy due to state 
interference and the consequent loss of hope in a prof itable joint future.

Keywords: kinship, trust and treason, Chinese Koreans, Russian Koreans, 
Russian Far East

On my way to Mudanjiang, Heilongjiang Province, China in 2012, I happened 
to stay at a guesthouse in Harbin run by a South Korean man, who I shall 
call Mr. Bae. The purpose of my trip to northeast China was to discover the 
views of the people on the Chinese side concerning the Sino-phobia or anti-
Chinese sentiments found in the Russian Far East (hereafter RFE) across the 
border. There is considerable research on the causes of Sino-phobia inside 
Russian and Mongolia (Alexseev 2001 and 2006; Dyatlov 2000 and 2012; 
Billé 2015), but little is known about the stance of Chinese people towards 
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these seemingly racist attitudes taken by people living in neighbouring 
countries. And my particular concern in this paper is the Koreans, who 
have a complex history of migration to both China and Russia: Where do 
they stand amid these ethnic sentiments? During a conversation in the 
evening, when I talked about Sino-phobia in Russia with the owner of the 
guesthouse, he said straight out: ‘They [the Chinese] deserve it, because 
they are so greedy and like money too much’ – by ‘the Chinese’, he actually 
meant Chinese Koreans who had gone to Russia for business. I objected to 
his generalization, saying that I knew a typical Chinese Korean woman 
in Ussuriisk in the RFE who was not greedy at all, but instead very kind 
and trustworthy. The guesthouse owner was not convinced. He carried on 
giving examples of his low opinion of the Chinese Koreans he had known 
in northeast China, listing all kinds of unfortunate cases of betrayal and 
deception of his own folk, South Korean businesspeople.1

Talk of betrayal inevitably invokes the issue of trust. In one story, Mr. Bae 
described how a South Korean man had lost all his money and possessions 
when he was deceived by a Korean Chinese woman who had helped him 
open a factory and buy a house in a small city in Heilongjiang Province, 
but had then switched the ownership of the house and factory to her male 
sibling. This happened because he had trusted the woman enough to let 
her to deal with important f inancial matters. He had come to China as a 
wealthy businessman and ended up by losing his money and betrayed by a 
woman he trusted. I responded with a gasp: ‘How could that happen?’ Mr. 
Bae shocked me by replying, ‘You have just said that you trust that Chinese 
Korean woman in Russia, haven’t you? He also trusted the woman, just as 
you do.’ He then implied that trust can only be maintained when economic 
interests are not involved, and that it can easily turn into betrayal when 
money or other economic matters are intermingled with trust. He added 
that trust is only really sustained when two people have children together. 
This observation manifests a folk intuition about what constitutes the 
vulnerability and resilience of social relationships based on human bonds.

This paper aims to further explore the complexities of trust in cross-
border market situations. Its focus will shift to a different context: the sour-
ing of trusting relationships between two branches of Koreans in the RFE, 
the Chinese Korean incomers and the long-settled local Russian Koreans. 
What Mr. Bae had implied was that trust and treason are complementary 

1 For an extensive record of such occasions, see Kim (2010). There is increasing research, 
mostly in Korean, on the relationship between South Koreans and Chinese Koreans in both 
China and South Korea.
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and indispensably inherent properties of social relationships, rather than 
separate and independent opposing terms. This insight can be related to 
Ernest Gellner’s contribution to an edited volume on trust (1988), in which 
he challenges two perceived assumptions about trust and social cohesion. 
First, Gellner argues that the absence of governance by state authority 
may engender social cohesion. This claim in effect refutes the Hobbesian 
characterization of society, in which the absence of an absolute ruler is as-
sumed to put societies into a state of chaos or generalized distrust. Gellner, 
by contrast, argues that the absence of an overall governing polity creates 
social cohesion through bonds of trust among kinsmen, taking his example 
from pastoral societies in arid zones. His other interesting argument, which 
also challenges the conventional understanding of trust, is that the social 
cohesion based on this kind of trust is nevertheless fundamentally subject 
to treachery, especially in certain cultures. Furthermore, ‘treason within 
it [a society such as Arab tribes] performs the same role that price changes 
perform in a market society. It helps to maintain equilibrium through 
realignment’ (my emphasis) (Gellner 1988, 146). Thus, I infer that Gellner 
is suggesting that trust and treachery co-exist and may in fact be two cog-
wheels, which enable some non-state societies to work despite the absence 
of government or regulatory authority’.

In my view, this idea could well be applied to societies in the Russia-China 
borderland, where the states’ reach is intermittent. Governments f ind it 
hard for the regulating administration to reach the margins due to their 
remoteness from the centre of the state power. Although ‘political remote-
ness’ is not in principle necessarily geographical, in the sense of measuring 
the distance between the centre and the borderland, nevertheless the vast 
territory of the two countries under consideration in this paper – China 
and Russia – makes geographical remoteness particularly problematic for 
central powers attempting to govern their peripheries. In fact, the ending 
of socialist regimes in both countries left the borderlands on both sides 
particularly anarchic, especially in terms of the absence of a regulating 
power over cross-border activities.2

The equilibrium Gellner referred to was that between sub-groups of 
tribes and groups of kinsmen. In this paper, I discuss transactions across the 
Sino-Russian border between different groups of Koreans. I will examine 
how ‘trust’ and ‘treachery’ are enacted and narrated in inter-personal rela-
tions, and in what conditions a relational equilibrium between actors is 

2 In Park (2016), I discussed cross-border trading in this region with a focus on the state’s 
policy orientation.
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maintained or breaks down. My focus will be on a kinship category called 
‘bon’, which can provide an integrative framework for these relations in 
some kind of equilibrium. I will argue that, rather than assuming the dis-
junction between sub-groups of Koreans in advance, it is the unsettling of 
the equilibrium that leads to the separation of sub-groups.

As the introduction to this edited volume suggests, trust goes hand-
in-hand with calculations in inter-personal relationships. As I will argue, 
mutual economic interest sustains relations in the framework (or guise) of 
trust, and this facilitates the local economy of the borderlands. It is therefore 
important to ethnographically explore the precise character of such slippery 
socio-economic relationships. When does economic calculation, rather 
than trust based on moral norms, emerge as dominant, and vice versa? 
Economic reasoning may support trust, or on the other hand it may suggest 
that mistrust would be more rational. I suggest provisionally that the latter 
realization emerges when the potential for future mutual interest fades 
away, a situation that is usually brought about by wider social and political 
conditions rather than by either the immediate economic transactions 
between two parties or by the affective aspect of their social relationship. 
This observation arises from the particular case of the recent demise of the 
Chinese-operated market in Ussuriisk, a border city in the RFE. The collapse 
occurred through the increasing intervention of the Russian federal state 
into the local border economy (until the early 2000s the border economy 
had been self-governed locally and was in effect outside the administration 
of Russian federal authority). More generally, in comparative perspective, 
this changing situation provides an interesting arena in which to explore 
Gellner’s ideas on government, trust, social relations, and the economy.

Background: historical ties and dis-connections across the border

The vast majority of both the Koreans in northeast China3 and the Koreans 
in the RFE4 originated from the northern region (especially Hamgyeong 
Province) of current North Korea, which borders China and Russia. Due to 
the limited space and scope of this paper, I am not able to discuss the history 
of these two branches of Koreans in detail, but still a brief note on their 

3 They are known as Chiaoxianzu in Chinese and Joesionjok or Joseon saram in Korean. I call 
them Chinese Koreans in this paper.
4 They are called Koreets (pl. Koreitsy) in Russian, and call themselves Goryo saram in Korean. 
However, I will call them Russian Koreans in this paper.
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history is required: their connectivity, dis-connection, and re-connection 
across the border over the last one and a half centuries is relevant for the 
present situation.5

Of all the more than seven million overseas Koreans, these two groups 
(totalling more than two million people) probably share the most common 
features. Firstly, they shared regional, temporal, and occupational (probably 
interchangeable with ‘class’) origins when they migrated to northeast China 
and the RFE. As Hyun Ok Park (2011) has noted, these migrant Koreans can 
be called ‘colonial diasporas’, in that their displacement coincided with 
the colonization of Korea (then the Joseon Kingdom) by Japan from the 
late 19th century onward. Although there were some exceptions, such as 
political exiles, who had a higher social status and more diverse regional 
backgrounds, the vast majority of the early migrants were poor peasants 
from the northern part of Korea. Later, in the 1930s, the regional origin of 
Korean migrants expanded to include the southern provinces (Jeolla and 
Kyeong-sang Provinces) of Korea; many of these people ended up travelling 
further into the northern Heilongjiang Province of China, as the Yanbian 
region of Jilin Province that is adjacent to the Korean Peninsula was already 
settled by the earlier migrants from the northern provinces of Korea. These 
differences in local origin from the Korean Peninsula still appear as a certain 
cultural difference between the Chinese Koreans in Yanbian Autonomous 
Region and in Heilongjiang, which has been further reinforced by the differ-
ence of provincial administration in China. Yanbian Koreans, for example, 
take great pride in the fact that they are from a national autonomous region. 
Nevertheless, the majority of Koreans in both northeast China and the RFE 
came from the northern region of Korea, and historical research shows 
that these two branches of Koreans transacted with each other until 1937.

Along with the political ties among anti-Japanese socialist partisans, 
kinship ties were the basis for the transactions between the two branches 
of Koreans across the Sino-Soviet border, a situation that remained until the 
Russian Koreans were deported en masse to Central Asia in 1937. During 
my f ieldwork in the RFE, I heard testimonies from Russian Koreans about 
retaining ties with relatives in northeast China until 1937. Indeed, suspicion 
of cross-border ethnic ties with Japanese-occupied Korea and with China 

5 There is an increasing literature on Chinese Koreans, not only in Korean but also in English. 
In English, the f irst monograph-length work was written by Olivier (1993), which focused on 
the implementation of the Soviet-influenced nationality policy in Yanbian Korean Autonomous 
Region. This was followed by other signif icant sociological and anthropological works such as 
Park (2005; 2015), Freeman (2011), and Kim (2013).
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was the main reason for the deportation (Martin 1998; Chernolutskaya 2011). 
The massive out-migration of Koreans from the RFE to China during Soviet 
collectivization – numbering around 50,000 in the late 1920s – was taken as 
clear evidence that the Koreans were not ‘reliable’, and hence must be cleared 
from the border region and relocated by the Soviet authority (cf. Wada 1987).

Despite the wholesale removal of RFE Koreans to Central Asia in 1937, they 
were able to revive some kinship ties across the border when some Koreans 
returned to the Far East in the late 1950s after the death of Stalin. However, 
next it was the Chinese side that became suspicious of treachery; a second 
cessation of cross-border ties happened during the Cultural Revolution and 
the Sino-Soviet split.6 One elderly man in Yanji (Yanbian Province) told me 
that his parents had to denounce themselves in a sogo (‘public confession’) 
during the Cultural Revolution for having received some factory goods 
as gifts from his father’s sister’s family who had returned to Khabarovsk 
from Central Asia (my f ieldnote, May 2012). The complete closure of the 
Sino-Soviet border after the late 1960s conflict between China and Russia 
about the Damanskii Island in the Ussuri River ensured that connections 
between Koreans across the border became virtually impossible.

After decades of separation during the Cold War, the two groups of Ko-
reans, Chinese and Russian, came to have very different cultural features. 
This was despite the many things they had in common, such as the same 
provincial origin in Korea and both being located as diaspora minorities in 
socialist countries. It was only with perestroika and the subsequent opening 
of the border between China and Russia in the early 1990s that these two 
groups of Koreans were able to meet again. At this point, many Koreans 
returned from their Central Asian exile to the Russian Far East. Various 
transactions across the Sino-Russian border were then set up, and some 
Chinese Koreans moved to the RFE to do business, but all of this was in a 
very different context than in the past.

Repairing elapsed ties: the question of whom to trust

One icy cold morning in December 2002, I went to a Japanese second-hand 
car market on the outskirts of Ussuriisk to buy a car. A Chinese Korean boy 
called Sasha (then aged 18), whom I had gotten to know at the Institute I was 
aff iliated with (he was learning Russian language) was keen to accompany 

6 See Hyun Ok Park (2015, Chapter 5) for a more detailed discussion on memories of the 
Cultural Revolution in Yanbian Korean Autonomous Province. 
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me, as he liked cars and was dreaming of driving one for himself, as a 
young man typically does. Immediately upon entering the car market I 
was overwhelmed by the large scale of the place and the sheer number 
of car sellers. I did not know where to begin. In contrast to my confusion 
and bewilderment, it seemed to be very simple for Sasha to know what 
to do. Without hesitation, he directly approached an East Asian looking 
woman and began to talk in a strong dialect of Korean (from Hamgyeong 
province) that he had not used at all in conversing with me (he spoke in 
the standard South Korean accent). Although we ended up buying a car 
from another dealer, not from the Russian Korean woman he had initially 
addressed, the way he approached buying a car shows a certain general 
tendency among Chinese Koreans when they initiate economic transactions 
in strange places. I suggest that it would not be absurd to assume that the 
Chinese Koreans who f irst crossed the border might also have begun their 
trading activities in this way.

Chinese Koreans proactively approached Russian Koreans, and the 
language they normally used was dialectal Korean. This pattern of initiating 
transactions, i.e., Chinese Koreans’ more proactive approach, was due to 
certain demographic features concerning the Koreans in China and the 
RFE and the predominance of Slavic people in Primorskii Krai, Russia. 
There is a great imbalance: the number of Chinese Koreans is nearly 2 
million in northeast China,7 while the number of Koreans in Primorskii 
Krai is 18,824, according to the 2010 census.8 However, the actual number of 
Chinese Koreans in Primorskii Krai is unknown, as they are considered to be 
Chinese citizens when they cross the border, and are mentioned as such in 
the local authority’s statistics on migration. In the town of Ussuriisk, where 
I was mainly based during my fieldwork, the proportion of Chinese Koreans 
among the traders in the Chinese market was approximately 40-50 percent 
in 2002-2004, as conjectured by my Chinese Korean acquaintances. But I 
could see that Koreans appeared to be taking the leading roles in creating 
and administering the market. For example, the partners of the limited 
company Ussurii Tsentr, which owns and manages the Chinese market, 

7 A large number of these Chinese Koreans moved to South Korea for migrant labour after 
1992, when diplomatic relations were established between South Korea and China, leaving the 
Yanbian region populated with many fewer Koreans than in the past.
8 This is much smaller than the number estimated by the Koreans themselves. In 2001, a 
Russian Korean civil organization estimated that around 40,000 Koreans were living in Primorskii 
Krai (Troyakova 2004), and some Russian Koreans told me that that around 10 percent of the 
Ussuriisk population is Korean, i.e. around 10,000. This is not a verif ied number and could be an 
overestimate, but it can be read as a statement on the signif icant presence of Koreans in the city. 
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include a Chinese Korean man, a Russian Korean (supposedly a powerful 
Mafioso), and a Russian man who was a former communist party member 
and also a high off icial of the railway operators’ union.9

Accurate data for the number of Chinese Koreans in Russia are not avail-
able; this unidentif ied number tells something interesting about the f lex-
ibility of their belonging. Their double belonging – being Chinese citizens 
by jurisdiction and Korean by culture and history – is particularly useful 
for entrepreneurship and the creation of a f lourishing border economy. 
In other words, although Chinese Koreans are categorized as Chinese in 
the off icial migration statistics, when they cross the border into Russia 
they tend to present themselves as Koreans during their actual economic 
and social transactions, particularly when they encounter Russian Kore-
ans. However, this common origin, usually expressed by using dialectal 
Korean, is not something that all of the Russian Koreans always welcome 
and embrace for themselves. From the Russian Koreans’ perspective, it 
is nearly impossible to discern the difference between the Han Chinese 
and Chinese Koreans unless the latter begin to speak in Korean, since all 
Chinese citizens, including minorities, are lumped together as ‘Chinese’ 
– not only in the authority’s statistics, but also in the public perception of 
the local residents.

In fact, it was a burden and tension for the Russian Koreans to accept 
the affection emanating from the Chinese Koreans. In general, their at-
titude toward the Chinese Koreans was much more cautious than that of 
the Chinese Koreans toward them, mainly because of the general public 
perception of ‘the Chinese’. When anti-Chinese sentiments were high in 
the RFE in the 1990s and early 2000s, it was common for Russian Koreans 
to display their differences from the Chinese Koreans, highlighting their 
pride in belonging to the Soviet Union and their appreciation of Russian 
culture (see Park 2013). Many adopted the Russians as their model: for 
example, a businessman who was collaborating with the Chinese Koreans 
for the export of wood to China said in a meeting with some South Korean 
NGO delegates, ‘Just as the behaviours (povedeniia) of the Chinese Koreans 
resemble those of the Chinese, ours are similar to the Russians’ (rossiiany)’ 
(my f ield notes, February 2003).

9 A triangular collaboration among the same three parties – a Chinese Korean, a Russian 
Korean, and an ethnic Russian working for the local authority – seems to be the basic combina-
tion pursued for ‘big’ businesses in the RFE, according to my informants in Dongnying in 
Heilongjiang Province (my f ield notes, May 2012). My paper (Park 2013) discussed a triangular 
collaboration between three groups of Koreans – Chinese Koreans, old resident Russian Koreans, 
and newcomer Russian Koreans – in the RFE in the 1990s.
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In the early 2000s, many Russian Koreans were in fact able to quickly 
accumulate wealth through collaboration with Chinese Koreans, but these 
enterprises hardly emerged onto the surface and were not acknowledged 
publicly. Instead, rumours about the ‘Korean mafia’ became widespread. 
This meant that many Russian Koreans, especially those who lived in urban 
areas, became extra cautious, since they were anxious about being targeted 
by Sinophobia like they had been in the late 1960s during the border clashes 
between China and Russia. In recent years anti-Chinese sentiments have 
diminished and the encompassing category of ‘the Chinese’ has begun to 
be dismantled. Accordingly, Korean media such as the local newspaper 
published by the National and Cultural Autonomy of Koreans in Ussuriisk 
(May 2014 Koryo Sinmun, 1) which had previously rarely included any article 
on the Chinese Koreans, now highlights their contacts and popularizes 
tourism from Russia to the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture, and 
especially to the Chinese border town of Hunchun.

One of the important arguments of Edmund Leach’s Political System of 
Highland Burma (1971) is that inter-tribal relations must be considered to 
understand the historical changes in the social structure of certain groups 
of peoples. In this light, I would like to examine a structural rule that is 
available to define the insiders and outsiders of the imagined consanguineal 
groups among the Koreans. While Leach discussed the political models 
of gumsa, gumlao, and Shan as the ideal types of egalitarian and more 
hierarchical political orders, the Chinese and Russian Koreans’ conundrum 
in hovering between two modes of being (citizenship and ethnic belonging) 
hinges not on models of power, but on the contrast between the moral values 
of humanity and calculative economic reasoning. It is their choices in this 
situation that invoke, or on the other hand destabilize, their identif ication 
of each other as ‘the same people’. This problem is the most acute for the 
Chinese Koreans, who try to show a certain favour toward their co-ethnic 
Koreans in the RFE as a token of humane intimacy towards them: i.e., they 
assert the affinity between themselves and the Russian Koreans, and expect 
a similar attitude from Russian Koreans in return. It is in this ‘ethnic mode’ 
that trusting economic relationships may well be orchestrated if the actor 
wants to create a long-term and close relationship for serious business 
ventures rather than a one-time transaction for small commerce. However, 
most encounters are temporary, and the general tendency in such ephemeral 
transactions is still largely def ined by the contours of the negative public 
image of ‘Chinese traders’ in general. It is not just that customers hold this 
image, but that the sellers conform to it by differentiating their practices. For 
example, Chinese Korean traders tend to say that, when they sell goods to 
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non-Korean customers (with whom they seldom create long-term partner-
ships), they have the same trading policy as that of Chinese traders: to try 
to gain as much as profit from the sale as possible with arbitrary and high 
pricing. They are less likely to do this with Korean customers. Nevertheless, 
the prevalence of temporary transactions even with the latter could be a 
reason for the limitations in forming any closer social relationships, which 
require something to be considered above and beyond economic interest.

This pricing practice, together with the low quality of the goods, was one 
of the main causes of the rise of anti-Chinese sentiments among Russians. 
Traders were considered to obmanut’ (‘cheat’) the customers, leading to 
public distrust of all ‘Chinese traders’.10 As recent research by Stern (2015) 
shows, this perception had a consequence: it caused hostile bargaining 
tactics to be adopted by Russian shoppers in the Chinese border town of 
Manzhouli. The Russian customers rudely ask for ridiculously low prices, 
thus arousing the rage of the Chinese traders in the town, who in turn 
demand ‘respectability’ from the Russian shoppers in the framework of 
the Chinese idea of wenming (‘civilization’) (Stern 2015; see also Peshkov, 
this volume).

Of course, there are political-economic reasons for the totally different 
level of pricing in China and just across the border in Russia. It was the 
large divergence in the cost of living in general between the two countries 
that enabled cross-border trade to be so lucrative. In other words, due to 
low costs in China the profit margin of the Chinese traders was extremely 
high in the RFE; this gave the Chinese traders more room to set prices at 
will, i.e., the trading was still prof itable even with big discounts. Thus, the 
price of goods was not based on the exchange value of the commodity, but 
on the feelings of the traders towards each given customer. This is why 
Sasha, the boy I mentioned at the beginning of this section, approached the 
Russian Korean car dealer with the assumption that for him the price of the 
car would be reasonable and its condition trustworthy. However, as I show 
later in this paper, the spontaneous trust expected from co-ethnic people 
does not necessarily explain the flourishing of a border economy boosted 
by the collaboration between Chinese and Russian Koreans, and it is also 
of limited use for understanding the recent demise of this border economy. 
While Stern’s case shows that cultural misunderstandings between Russian 

10 One of my informants in China, a young Han Chinese trader in Hunchun, told me that 
such pricing practices – stating a higher price keeping in mind further negotiation with the 
customer – were considered normal ‘bargaining’ by the Chinese traders, but he was well aware 
of the Russian customers’ perception of them as cheating. 
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shoppers and Chinese traders concerning price negotiations and civilized 
commercial behaviour may have been a factor leading to the decline of 
border trading in Manzhouli, a description of retail scenes cannot explain 
the formation and change of the border economy at levels other than trad-
ing. It is necessary to explore economic transactions at a deeper level, not 
merely at that of transactions between sellers and customers. This is why I 
am moving on to discuss bon, one of the relational terms from which deeper 
trust can be grown.

Reconnecting kinship ties across the border: the meaning of bon

The central kinship relation under consideration is an indexical genealogical 
term called bon (not italicized hereafter).11 One common perception of the 
social relationship between the Chinese and Russian Koreans (but differenti-
ating these diasporic Koreans from Koreans in the Korean Peninsula) is their 
particular emphasis on bon. What is bon? In Korean custom, f irst names are 
diverse and numerous, but there is only limited number of surnames. Each 
surname consists of several bons.12 In short, bons are branches of family 
names. In South Korea, the social implication of bon lies only in its function 
of regulating exogamic marriage, not for forming a descent group – and even 
that exogamous function is vanishing since the 2005 amendment of the law 
prohibiting marriage among people who share the same bon. Bon was used 
to proscribe unmarriageable people, and was only rarely used to def ine 
descent groups by lineage because there were other social categories for the 
consolidation of kinship groups other than people with the same bon.13 It is 
usually the descendants of a famous ancestor, e.g., someone recognized with 
high status by the government or for their academic achievements, that form 
a descent group, usually accompanied in the Chosun period by the grant of a 
parcel of land from the king. Thus in South Korea descent groups are based 
on corporate land rights, ancestor worship rituals, and a written genealogical 
record. It was because I, as a South Korean, had this idea in mind that I did 
not at f irst take advantage of my bon during my f ieldwork. In the Chinese 

11 A more popular term in South Korea is bon-gwan, and is also called bonhyang or gwanhyang. 
However, Russian Koreans only use the term bon. Here, I adopt their usage. 
12 According to the census in South Korea in 2000, there were 286 surnames and 4,179 bons. 
Technically, it is possible to found a new bon, particularly when a foreigner is naturalized as a 
South Korean citizen. The place name (bon) can be decided by the person who founded the bon. 
13 However, for research on the mobilization of lineage groups based on bon in modern South 
Korea, see Kim (2014).
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market I met a young woman who discovered that we share the same bon, 
Hamyang (most Parks have Milyang as their bon). When she discovered this, 
she exclaimed, ‘We are relatives!’ and gave me her mobile phone number, 
asking me to get in touch with her for soobshchenie (‘socializing’). When I 
was growing up, it was not bon (place name) that mattered for our descent 
group, but a great ancestor who was a well-known Confucian scholar. I was 
often told that I should be proud of being a descendent of that great ancestor. 
I did not take her proposal seriously due to my own presumptions about 
kinship groups, and I regretted it later on.

After their displacement from the Korean Peninsula, the diasporic groups 
of Koreans in China and Russia did not have any of these territorial, ritual, 
or knowledge bases on which to form corporate kinship groups. This is why, 
I suggest, bon became a more meaningful kinship category for them, and 
a basis for developing intimate and affective kinship-like relations. Very 
often co-ethnic encounters lead to speculation about the commonalities 
shared between the two parties, including the bon if the two people happen 
to have the same family name. In the case of Russian Koreans, it must also 
be taken into account that the effect of their second and third displace-
ments, from the RFE to Central Asia and back to the RFE, deprived them 
of the possibility of consolidating other traditional kinship bases such as 
common residence or continuous social interactions. These people not only 
experienced dispersed residence, displacements, and urbanization during 
Soviet times, but also lack any Korean territorial autonomy inside Russia. 
This is why the meaning attributed to bon is stronger for Russian Koreans 
than for Chinese Koreans, who at least have an autonomous region and live 
fairly compactly in northeast China.14 Although the Chinese Koreans are 
also distant from their original homeland, they have put down more roots: 
in the rural areas of their region there are still some lineage-based villages 
of Koreans composed of people with the same family names and bon (I 
discovered one such village in Dongnying County in 2012).

Thus we may conclude that the fact of having migrated is not a unitary 
social feature, but carries different historical configurations; to simplify, 
the more severely uprooted the group, the more emphasis they place on the 
social function of bon. What is most interesting about bon is its connection 
with a place of origin. The bon can be a highly effective signif ier for the 
origin of a kinship connection, the imagined sharing of not only consan-
guinity but also of the soil of origin. Bon is in fact a place name in Korea, 

14 The mobility of the Chinese Koreans out of northeast China only began in the 1980s, with 
the opening and reform policy of the state. 
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where the founding father of each bon (an ancestral f igure) originated. For 
this reason, bon can potentially be an effective social vehicle for diaspora 
people to make a path towards the wider world beyond their households, 
as it provides them with the ground for an imagined connection with a 
place other than the territorialized space regulated by nation-states. This is 
especially important considering these diasporas’ unorthodox belonging to 
the several nation-states (Russia, China, and North/South Korea) with which 
they are entangled. This, in brief, is why many Russian Koreans consider bon 
to be their place of origin beyond the known birthplace of their immediate 
forefathers, even though this notion is absent in South Korea.

For example, my interlocutors tended to list the birthplaces of their 
parents, grandparents and, in some rare cases, great grandparents, and then 
they would wonder whether the place of their bon might be the origin of their 
ancestors about whom they have no further knowledge. In their critique of 
the neoliberal promotion of ethnicity, John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff 
(2009, 42) also discuss the component of place in compensating for the lack 
of genealogical knowledge of black diaspora individuals, as provided by 
genome-sequencing companies in the USA. American celebrities like Oprah 
Winfrey and Whoopi Goldberg have ‘discovered’ their African roots through 
DNA sequencing, the former in ‘the rainforests of Liberia’ and the latter in 
a ‘forgotten corner’ of Guinea-Bissau (cited source omitted, Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2009, 42). These places ‘discovered’ by DNA analysis were extracted 
and conjured up to produce a personal identity. For Russian Koreans, on the 
other hand, the importance of bon lies more in its definition of sameness/dif-
ference in social relationships than in its production of an individual identity. 
Most important for this paper, bon can become an effective vehicle to create 
imagined connections among Koreans across state borders, superseding 
differences such as citizenship, economic standing, and social status.

Establishing Deep Trust – and a Betrayal

It was in this context that my key interlocutor, who I will call Mrs. Kim, a 
Chinese Korean woman born in 1950, expanded her business beyond her 
retail stall in the Chinese market in Ussuriisk by resorting to the Russian 
Korean notion of bon as the basis for trust and intimacy.15 In the previous 

15 Chinese Koreans also show intimacy towards people with the same bon (Kwon Junehee, 
personal communication by email, 5 February 2016), but the prospect for bon-based relationships 
to develop further is greater among Russian Koreans. 
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section, I discussed co-ethnic encounters between Chinese Koreans and 
Russian Koreans as retailers and consumers across the border. Those trans-
actions in marketplaces and shops tend to be not only temporary but also 
largely circumscribed by the general atmosphere of anti-Chinese sentiment. 
In other words, stronger and more enduring business partnerships are not 
guaranteed simply because both parties are Korean.

Mrs. Kim was clearly aware of the need for trusting relationships with 
Russian Koreans to pursue business opportunities in Ussuriisk. Before she 
settled in Ussuriisk, she had carried out typical shuttle trading to Central 
Asia and southern Siberia. So when she perceived the need for a kinship-
like relationship with a Russian Korean, she dispatched her husband to 
Kazakhstan, to bring over a woman she had met during her trading trips 
to Central Asia who had the same bon as Mrs. Kim. Although her fam-
ily name, Kim, is the most common, the majority of Kims have the bon 
Kyungju; her bon, Kwangsan, is neither rare nor common. So Mrs. Kim’s 
husband went to Central Asia and brought another Mrs. Kim to Ussuriisk 
in mid-1995. Mrs. Kim called this woman brought from Kazakhstan her 
hyung-nim (‘sister’), and she helped her quasi-sister settle in Ussuriisk, 
including buying a house for her at USD 800 which would now be valued 
at more than ten times that price.16 My interlocutor Mrs. Kim needed help 
from somebody she could trust, as she had not only bought a f lat with 
the intention to permanently settle in Ussuriisk, but also because she 
wanted to expand her business beyond the Chinese market. In both cases, 
help from a native Russian speaker who also knew the law was absolutely 
necessary (Mrs. Kim is not literate in Russian, though her spoken Russian 
is quite f luent).

During my f irst stay in Ussuriisk in the early 2000s, the Chinese market 
was flourishing and had expanded beyond the territory of the marketplace 
with the development of additional houses and shopping malls. With her 
excellent business acumen, Mrs. Kim was exploring wider business op-
portunities in two directions. One was the expansion of her retail business 
into the wider Russian market; the other was the development of a property 
that would target the increasing number of Chinese traders. In 2003 she 
was able to secure a boutique in a large newly opened supermarket near the 
Chinese market. At the same time, she bought a plot of land just beside the 

16 After the early 2000s, Russia saw drastic inflation; the RFE had one of the highest inflation 
rates in the country. The price of a loaf of bread was 5 roubles in the early 2000s and rose to 30 
roubles in 2010. The price of properties rose much higher than the inflation rate, leading to a 
development boom in the urban areas of Primorskii Krai. 
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Chinese market. For this complex and risky process of property purchases 
(see Humphrey, this volume) – her flat and the land plot –,it was obvious 
that she needed some help from the other Mrs. Kim and from other Russian 
Korean acquaintances. When I re-visited her in 2010, she had withdrawn 
her retail business from the supermarket (which had been burnt down in 
a f ire) and had instead opened a guesthouse for Chinese traders, built on 
the plot she bought in 2000. To f inance the building of the guesthouse, 
she had sold every valuable she possessed, including her f lat, a stall in 
the Chinese market, and her much-loved Suzuki four-wheeled jeep. The 
guesthouse proved to be very profitable, bringing her a large cash income 
from renting over 60 rooms to Chinese traders; in 2010 she was able to charge 
a monthly rate between 5,000 and 10,000 roubles, which quickly returned 
her investment.17

However, when I visited her again in autumn 2013, she was selling her 
guesthouse and preparing to return to her hometown of Yanji in China. 
The immediate reason for the sale of the guesthouse was the unexpected 
deportation of her husband, who had overstayed his visa by two days, 
mistakenly remembering the wrong expiry date of his visa. Due to these 
two days of unlawful stay in Russia, he was not allowed to enter Russia 
for the next f ive years. Although it would not have been impossible for 
her to run the guesthouse on her own by employing people who would do 
the repair and maintenance jobs her husband used to do, she told me that 
she was ‘fed up with Russia’ and ‘didn’t want to live in Russia any longer’.18 
She listed many reasons for her ‘sickness’ with Russia, including deploring 
‘hopeless Russia’ when she contrasted her experiences of buying properties 
in Yanji and in Ussuriisk. In spring 2013, she had bought two new flats in an 
emerging popular residential area in Yanji, where the purchasing process 
was ‘so easy and simple’ requiring only ‘one thin envelope of documents’, 

17 In early 2008, the central government of the Russian Federation enacted a law forbidding 
foreign nationals from working as traders or retail staff. This legislation was followed by the 
investigation of the visa status of traders in the Chinese markets; many had only tourist visas 
and were deported. The result was a dramatic decrease in Chinese traders. However, Mrs. Kim’s 
guesthouse was still full, thanks to its convenient location to the Chinese market and better 
living conditions, compared to other guesthouses.
18 However, she also noted her attachment to Russia, which formed during the last two decades 
of her stay in Russia. She felt herself to be so different from other Koreans in Yanji – who had 
mostly only been to South Korea for migrant work – to the extent that she cannot communicate 
with them well. She also said that she would miss all f lora and fauna she loved, including the 
wild vegetables and mushrooms she used to gather or buy in the spring and summer season 
that are so clean and safe to eat, but which are not available in China.
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whereas she had had to process ‘two suitcases of paperwork’ in order to 
build her guesthouse in Ussuriisk.

Saddest of all, she dwelled at length on the betrayal of her adopted 
sister, the other Mrs. Kim from Kazakhstan. After the completion of the 
guesthouse, she discovered that her adopted sister had registered the place 
as a hotel. The problem with this was that it invited frequent inspections 
from various local regulating authorities such as for hygiene and f ire 
safety, resulting in her having to pay a large number of bribes to the civil 
servants. She would have been happy to give bribes to policemen who 
might be called in the case of violent incidents at the guesthouse, but 
this was too much. Furthermore, Mrs. Kim suspected that her adopted 
sister had taken some f inancial advantage as a mediator with the civil 
servants. More absurdly, Mrs. Kim from Kazakhstan had demanded half 
ownership of the guesthouse. This was based on her claims about her 
contribution to the construction and opening of the guesthouse, but did 
not take into account the various f inancial favours given to her by Mrs. 
Kim from Yanji, including the purchase of her house when she settled in 
Ussuriisk. Later, Mrs. Kim found out that it had not been necessary to 
register the guesthouse as a hotel: it would have been possible to register 
the guesthouse as a private house, which she could have done herself 
without drawing constant attention from the bureaucratic authorities. Mrs. 
Kim was deeply disappointed and upset by the fact that this person who 
had the same bon with her, and with whom she believed that she forged a 
quasi-siblingship that she had fostered over the past two decades, had not 
taken account of her interests – which evidently amounted to a dismissal 
of mutuality (Gudeman 2008).

Social Shifts: Difference and Hierarchy

The most remarkable change in Chinese Koreans’ perceptions of their lives 
in Primorskii Krai over the last two decades, exemplif ied by the personal 
business story of Mrs. Kim, lies in the creation of a clear boundary between 
themselves and the Russian Koreans. Now the Chinese Koreans emphasize 
their differences, rather than the similarities they so warmly highlighted 
in the early 2000s. In effect, a new social group has emerged. After two 
decades’ residency in Russia, they extended ethnic typecasting to other 
groups of people around the Chinese market, who fall largely into three 
categories: ‘black people’ (黑毛子hēimáozi), who are from Central Asia; 
‘Russian people’ (露毛子romaozi in pidgin Chinese-Korean or mauje in the 
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Hamgyong dialect of Korean, meaning Slavs); and ‘second-rate people’ (二毛
子 èrmáozi in Chinese), referring to Russian Koreans.19 In the 1990s and until 
the early 2000s, the Russian Koreans had been referred to respectfully as ros-
sia Choseonjok (‘Russian Korean people’) to denoting their commonalities, 
but recently the derogatory term ‘second-rate people’ has become widely 
used among the Chinese Koreans who have any direct or even indirect 
experience with them. Mrs. Kim made her own hierarchical evaluation 
of these three groups in terms of trustworthiness, in the order: ‘black 
people’, ‘Russians’, and then ‘Russian Koreans’. In other words, Mrs. Kim 
had concluded that ‘Russian Koreans’ are the worst people she encounters. 
They are people who do not value the trust placed in them, but are only 
interested in maximizing their own interests. Indeed, taking action based 
on this hierarchy, she sold her guesthouse not to a Korean but to a ‘black 
person’, a man from Central Asia, for USD 1.7 million in 2013.

Conclusion

I understand the betrayal Mrs. Kim felt from her quasi-sister as another 
affective indicator enabling her to make sense of her business experience 
in the obscure process of evaluating her future business prospects in Russia. 
Hypothetically, I think she would have continued her business in Ussuriisk, 
despite the untrustworthiness shown by the other Mrs. Kim, if the business 
had been guaranteed to continue successfully. It must be noted, however, 
that the Chinese market dramatically declined after the central government 
began to launch its own development initiatives in the RFE (Figure 9).

There were frequent raids on the Chinese market and tighter control of 
migrants through stricter visa regulations and the cutting of local connec-
tions across various sectors, such as with local authorities, wholesale busi-
nesses, logistics agencies, etc. I suggest that the fracture in the relationship 
between two Mrs. Kims of the same bon can be seen as the unsettling of 
the equilibrium between trust and calculative reasoning that had formed 
the core of their mutuality, but that the collapse of this mutuality did not 
really come from this betrayal but from the absence of a prospect of a ‘shared 
interest’ in future business in the RFE, i.e., from the gloomy prognostication 
that ‘the Chinese market is dying’.

19 Máozi is a derogatory term for Russians, and Europeans more generally, that is popularly 
used only in northeast China. It literally means ‘hairy bastards’. It is notable that both people 
from Central Asia and Russian Koreans are considered to belong to the Russian category. 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 16:07:21 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



118 Hyun- Gwi paRK 

Earlier, it had been the precarious balance of the mutuality of two par-
ties across the border that had enabled the frontier market economy to be 
sustained and flourish. In accounting for what happened next, it is useful 
to refer to Gellner. According to him (1988, 143), it is often the state ‘that 
destroys trust’, replacing the delicate equilibrium of social cohesion with 

Figure 9  Chinese market in Ussuriisk, 2016
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harsh controls set by the government. This idea applies to the role of central 
government in the case of the RFE, an example being what is now happening 
in the Chinese market in Ussuriisk. The central government is obliterating 
the hope in the future that allows trust to rise again, and in the process it 
is destroying the local economy.
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