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Abstract
This special section challenges the conventional view of islands as isolated entities, aiming to 
portray island life through various lenses like literature, geography, and history. By merging 
mobility studies with island studies, it explores how movements within and around islands 
shed light on societal phenomena such as climate change, infrastructure development, 
migration policies, and trauma borne out of violent historical events. The articles, stemming 
from a conference on Jeju Island, South Korea, analyze power dynamics, imagination, and 
re-imagination between mainland and island, center and periphery. They reflect on islands 
as subjects for social scrutiny and platforms for cultural expression. Through diverse subjects 
like Robert Smithson’s Floating Island, Korean island literature museums, Zainichi Korean 
literature, wartime mobilization policies, film, and migration, the section showcases the 
richness and complexity of island experiences. It examines themes of identity politics, violence, 
and migration within island contexts. Ultimately, the articles engage in critical dialogues, 
revealing how various factors shape mobility and influence the movement of ideas, resources, 
and commodities on islands. Through interdisciplinary perspectives, the section highlights the 
interconnectedness of islands with broader socio-cultural and historical dynamics, emphasizing 
the need for nuanced understandings of island life.
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INTRODUCTION 

Island studies aims to challenge the conventional notion of islands as isolated 
entities defined solely by their geographical boundaries. By offering perspectives 
that conform to what Godfrey Baldacchino identifies as a strand in island studies 
that is “development-oriented, vulnerability-focused island research on the one 
hand and radical localization of research perspectives” on the other (Grydehøj 
5), this special section seeks to show a wider sense of islandness in reference 
to literary, geographic, and historical factors that make sense of what island 
life is. By exploring these factors, this special section endeavors to portray the 
multifaceted nature of island life. Through diverse subjects explored in the articles, 
it showcases the richness and complexity of island experiences, highlighting why 
the interdisciplinary approach of merging mobility studies with island studies is 
not only feasible but also enriching.

Broadly speaking, mobility studies examines the factors that influence movement 
of human beings, objects, and ideas. Mobility “engages with the notion that human 
social worlds are in multiple states and forms of circulating spatial and temporal 
flux, and, as such, are variously implicated in trajectories of movement between 
and among human actors, physical objects and intangible information, ideas and 
capital” (Norum). By adopting this perspective, mobility studies offers insights into 
how the movements within and around islands serve as a lens to scrutinize various 
societal phenomena. This includes questioning policies concerning climate change, 
examining government priorities regarding infrastructure development that reflect 
mainland attitudes toward peripheral spaces, closely analyzing migration policies 
affecting workers who navigate between islands and mainland for employment, 
and reflecting on historical moments of violence that shape a fragmented sense of 
belongingness within island communities.

Building on the collaborative efforts between scholars from island studies and 
mobility studies, we are delighted to present articles stemming from a conference 
held on Jeju Island, South Korea, from March 29 to April 1, 2023. These articles 
prompt a re-evaluation of the concept of islands as “a legitimate subject for 
social scrutiny, whether as a conceptual device, metaphor, or distinctive location” 
(Skinner, qtd. in Baldacchino 6). The conference, jointly organized by the Cultural, 
Literary, and Art Studies Society, Inc. (CLASS), Kritika Kultura, UNITAS,  and the 
Academy of Mobility Humanities (AMH), was hosted by AMH and sponsored by 
Konkuk University and the National Research Foundation of Korea. The articles 
explore the intersections between mobility studies and island/archipelagic studies, 
while also engaging with contemporary trends in literary and cultural studies. They 
scrutinize power dynamics between mainland and island, center and periphery, 
past and present, as well as notions of imagination and re-imagination. Implicit in 
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these discussions is the inquiry into how a dialogue among these distinct fields can 
collectively challenge dominant discourses in national and transnational literary 
and cultural studies through the lens of islands as subjects.

Jaeeun Lee’s article, “Island and Mobility in the Face of Climate Change: Robert 
Smithson’s Floating Island,” delves into Robert Smithson’s Floating Island, an art 
piece that embodies the dialectical interplay between the center (life, structure, city, 
etc.) and the periphery (death, debris, island, etc.). Floating Island was conceived by 
Smithson as a temporary artificial mobile island, crafted from earth, rocks, native 
trees, and shrubs. Although Floating Island was never realized during the lifetime 
of the artist, Lee’s study of Smithson’s work is interested in finding an explanation 
why the artist “focused on islands in the context of entropy in the early 1970s 
before the public took on the climate-conscious mindset.” Lee further highlights 
that Smithson’s design of Floating Island not only redefines the significance 
attributed to island symbolism but also underscores the mobility of the artwork as 
rooted in the dynamic vitality of nature. The dialectical process of entropic change 
inherent in a floating island enables observers to perceive the island and the city, 
conventionally seen as separate entities, as part of a single, continuous relationship. 
This provides a thought-provoking framework for contemplating sustainability that 
surpasses dichotomous thinking, resonating particularly in today’s era grappling 
with the challenges of climate change.

Meanwhile, the relationship between island and the city also emerges as an 
important concern in Inseop Shin’s article “The Island Literature Museum in 
Korea.” Shin draws attention to the stark contrast in infrastructure between Korean 
islands and their mainland counterparts, revealing a landscape marked by relative 
neglect and limited alternative avenues for island development. By examining 
the recent institution of island literature museums such as the Museum of Jeju 
Literature (opened in 2021), ·Yun Seondo’s Literature Museum on Bogildo (opened 
in 2016), and Nodo’s Island of Literature (opened in December 2021), Shin seeks to 

“explain the factors behind the rise of literature museums and to closely examine 
the impact of such phenomenon.” Shin’s article not only delves into the impact of 
literary museums in crafting narratives that shape perceptions and representations 
of islands but also illuminates the convergence between island studies and mobility 
studies in addressing a central inquiry: “How does a literature museum, by fostering 
the movement of ideas and people, serve as a catalyst for generating new forms 
of island storytelling?” Through the establishment of island literature museums, 
Shin illustrates a transformation in the cultural status of islands, elevating them as 
platforms for the dissemination of literature. This transformation not only enriches 
the artistic fabric of the islands but also positions them as hubs for the creation and 
transmission of literary works. However, Shin contends that the island’s capacity 
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for literary communication remains disproportionately constrained compared to 
mainland counterparts.

The third article in this special section further enriches our comprehension 
of how literary works influence the identity politics of island inhabitants, with a 
specific focus on novels by Zainichi Koreans. Myungsim Yang’s “Zainichi, Mobility, 
and Jeju Island: On the Representation of Island in the Novels of Kim Sok-Pom 
and Lee Yangji” focuses on Kim Sok-pom’s Death of a Crow and Lee Yangji’s Hae-
nyeo and sheds light on how these pivotal works in Zainichi Korean literature look 
at Jeju Island as a reservoir of historical narratives and memories. These novels 
provide Zainichi subjects—Koreans who migrated from the Korean Peninsula 
and settled in Japan during the Japanese occupation of Korea (1910-1945)—with a 
collective space, a “hometown” where they attempt to establish a sense of belonging. 
Yang’s focus on these two representative Zainichi Korean authors is rooted in an 
interest on their personal connection with Jeju Island, which informs the thematic 
conflicts explored in their literary works. Through their narratives, these novels 
offer a distinctive perspective on the construction of collective memories among 
Koreans experiencing an identity crisis due to displacement. At the heart of this 
crisis, Yang looks into the ways “the two writers rediscover [a sense of ] collective 
identity [for] Zainichi Koreans” by seeing Jeju Island as an “imaginary hometown” 
that “represents the diasporic consciousness” that suggests a sense of identity 
both for the subject of the novels and the writers as Zainichi Koreans as well. The 
island as a concept then, as represented by Jeju Island, becomes a site to address 
generational trauma created by the “loss of [a] homeland.”

While Yang explores the impact of violent historical events like the Japanese 
Occupation of Korea and the Jeju 4.3 massacre on island life, Jinyhoung Lee also looks 
at literature such as Kim Sa-ryang’s novel Bada-ui Norae [Songs of the Sea] (1943-
1944) to discuss “the wartime mobilization policies implemented by the Japanese 
Empire on the Korean peninsula during the Pacific War (1941-1945) in terms of 
mobility necropolitics.” Using mobility necropolitics as a critical framework—a 
term that merges insights from mobility studies with Achille Mbembe’s concept of 
necropolitics—Lee contends that during the Pacific War, the colonial administration 
in Korea “weaponized Koreans” by conscripting them as instruments of violence, 
effectively subjecting their lives to “the power of death” and engendering what 
Lee characterizes as “death worlds”—environments inhabited by “the living dead.” 
Through an analysis of Bada-ui Norae, Lee illustrates how the novel shifts the spatial 
imagination of the island from utopian to deadly as a consequence of Japanese 
mobility necropolitics. However, the article also underscores the limitations of 
wartime mobilization policies, particularly concerning “harmless islanders” whose 

“ambiguous sense of belonging” epitomizes the intricate dynamics of “governability 
and ungovernability” among Korean islanders as colonial subjects.
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In the concluding essay of this special section, Joel David’s “Chaotic 
Waters and Well-Tempered Specters: The Philippines as Source of Overseas 
Labor,” delves into migration practices—whether coerced or voluntary—
during the precolonial era across the territories that eventually formed 
the Philippines and neighboring regions in archipelagic Southeast Asia.  
David’s analysis extends to the Philippine presence in various film contexts, 
spanning from appearances in Hollywood productions to representations in 
neighboring Asian cinemas and occasional portrayals in contemporary Western 
films, including two European releases from 2022.  The article offers a compelling 
perspective within island studies by focusing on the portrayal of Filipina Overseas 
Filipino Worker (OFW) characters in Lorcan Finnegan’s Nocebo and Ruben 
Östlund’s Triangle of Sadness, highlighting how these films depict islands as 
spaces reminiscent of the homelands that migrant workers left behind in search 
of employment opportunities. He delves into the depiction of migration within 
these films, aiming “to make a connection between this readiness to relocate—
prevented by the exigencies of Euro-American colonial interests and reinforced 
by the interests of post-independence presidential regimes—with the labor-export 
policy initiated by the martial-law dictatorship of Ferdinand E Marcos.”  David then 
argues that Nocebo and Triangle of Sadness show “that the West, at this stage in 
millennial history, has unofficially sanctioned what the Philippines has long offered 
up: the availability of a well-trained, compliant, island-crossing population willing 
to slave for what their own country cannot provide.” Lastly, David provides “a 
speculation on how labor export succeeded (for better or worse) for the Philippine 
population because of a cultural predisposition toward nurture.”

By examining the fluidity of cultural constructs and geographical 
territorializations, the articles in this special section engage in critical dialogues 
between mobility studies and island studies. They highlight how various factors 
such as imperial necropolitics, infrastructural developments, violent upheavals, 
climate change, and labor-export policies influence the processes, structures, and 
outcomes of mobility—shaping the movement of ideas, resources, and commodities 
on islands.
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