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How is Incheon’s Urban Identity Forged in the Museum?:
A Case Study of the Korea Emigration Museum

Jung, Ji-Eun Ph.D. Candidate, Digital Culture Policy,
Seoul National University of Science and Technology

Son, Dong-Hyuk Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Cultural Management, Inha University

This study analyzes how the ‘politics of memory’ surrounding the Museum of Korea
Emigration History interacts with the formation of Incheon's urban identity, and
examines how the city’s ‘origin myth’ becomes institutionalized in this process. Incheon
has appropriated its historical spatiality as the departure point for labor emigration
to Hawaii in the early 20th century as a powerful mechanism of ‘Korea’s first and
best’ to elevate its urban status. The findings reveal that the emigration museum
institutionalized this ‘origin myth’ into a linear official narrative rooted in nationalistic
heroism. In this process, ‘counter-memories’—including those of women, victims
of forced migration, overseas adoptees, and contemporary incoming immigrants—were
structurally marginalized. The recent controversy over relocating the museum to Songdo
serves as a political arena where the civic counter-memories of Wolmido collide
with the official memory of urban power, which aims to establish a ‘global platform’
in Songdo International City. This case contributes to the fields of memory and museum
studies by demonstrating how the urban branding desires of South Korean local
governments directly structure museum exhibition narratives, thereby systematically
excluding countermemories.

Keywords : The Museum of Korean Emigration History, Urban identity,
Politics of memory, Spatiality, Diaspora
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