


My  Names



Yu Youngnan

“Ajumma, show me the way to the post office,” says a woman who looks much older than I do. I am offended. How could I be an Auntie to her? I don’t mind at all if children call me by that title, but it is a different matter when adults do it.

Once I refused to patronize a certain bank simply because the tellers there called all women customers (who looked over twenty-five) ajumma. “Ajumma, please sit and wait. We will call you.” Did they call male customers ajossi (Uncle)? No, they called them son-nim (Customer).

Recently I was getting a perm at a beauty shop, “Onni, come this way, please,” said my hairdresser. I was startled. How could I be a Big Sister to her? When onni was said to strangers, it is often to unmarried women, usually waitresses or shop girls. I can imagine them “slapping their laps” for coming up with the clever title for their customers.

Years ago, before my title was ajumma to strangers,  I was haksaeng (Student) or agassi (Miss). How strangers recognize whether a woman is an ajumma or an agassi, especially when she is still in her twenties, is beyond me. I still remember the shame and horror of the fateful moment I was called ajumma for the first time in my life. You see, I was still a student.

These days when my neighbors want to flatter me, they say, “My, you don’t look like an ajumma at all. You still look like a student.” I am getting nervous thinking how soon they will start complimenting me, “My, you look good. You still look like an ajumma (rather than halmoni [Grandmother]).” By then, perhaps I will miss the title ajumma, but for now I don’t fail to feel insulted whenever someone calls me ajumma.
Apart from strangers, my family and friends rarely call me Youngnan. To my husband, I am either yobo or tangshin (these two terms are reserved for use between married couples). When he introduces me to his friends, I am his chip-saram (House Person), an-saram (Inside Person) or anae (Inside Sun). When he talks about me to his parents I am emi (derogatory term normally used for animal mothers). Of course, my parents-in-law also call me emi.
My daughters call me omma (Mom). When they are married, they will call me Omoni (Mother) and their mother-in-law Omo-nim (more respectful form than Mother). To their children, I will be oye-halmoni (Outside Grandmother).

My younger sister-in-law calls me hyong-nim  (Big Brother), a strange term. Hyong-nim is normally used between men, the exception being when the younger sister-in-law calls her husband’s older brothers’ wives hyong-nim. Does this mean that older sisters-in-law can and do wield a manly power over the younger ones? If you want to find out, ask my tongso (Younger Sister-in-Law).

My older sisters-in-law call me Chi-Young’s Mom, and so do most acquaintances. Even my high school friends stopped calling me by my first name, thinking Chi-Young’s Mom is more polite.

My own sister calls me onni (Big Sister) now. When we were growing up, the title was a source of constant bickering between us because she called me by my first name just to see how upset I could get.  Not only my sister but my cousins who are younger than I use the term Big Sister.

What about male members of the family? My husband’s older brother calls me chesu-ssi, meaning Younger Brother’s Wife. My husband’s younger brother calls me hyongsu-nim (Older Brother’s Wife). All my husband’s younger cousins call me hyongsu-nim. To my younger sister’s husband I am chohyung, Wife’s Big Sister.

My nieces and nephews call me by several different names. My husband’s younger brother’s children call me chagun omma (Small Mother). To my husband’s older sister I am tulche oyesukmo (Second Outside Aunt). My sister’s children call me yimo (Mother’s Sister) and if I had a brother, his children would have called me komo (Father’s Sister).

Some acquaintances call me by the title, Mrs. Kim in English, especially those whose husbands hold far higher positions than my husband. My husband’s juniors’ wives call me samo-nim (Teacher’s Wife). I have had a monthly lunch with them for years, but they don’t know my name and I don’t know their names. Once I wrote down my telephone number for one of the wives with my own name instead of my husband’s. They were very embarrassed, so they laughed and pretended nothing unusual had happened.

Others call me samo-nim, too. Storekeepers and repairmen have finally sensed that most women don’t care for the title, ajumma, so they now call women customers samo-nim. In this society, it is hard for women to be Someone, instead of Someone’s Wife. 

In the professional area, however, sonsaeng-nim (Teacher) is the most frequently used title. When my publishers call me on the phone, they invariably say, “My I speak to Yu Youngnan Sonsaeng-nim?” or “Oh, Sonsaeng-nim.” It is all right as long as the caller is younger than I am. However,  when older ones call me by that title, I am ill at ease because the etymological meaning of sonsaeng-nim is The One Who Was Born Before Me.

The next common term used by people who know me professionally is ssi, which is attached to the end of my name. Unlike Mr. or Mrs. in English, ssi can be applied to both sexes, and if you use only the surname before ssi, instead of the full name, it means you are looking down on the other person.

“Yu Youngnan ssi” happens to be my favorite, as it implies  equality between the addressee and the addresser. Consequently it is considered poor manners if a much younger person or a person in a much lower social standing calls you by that title. I know a woman who works for a  publishing company and I always addressed her with the title ssi, while she called me Teacher. When I happened to learn that she is seven years older than I am, and furthermore went to the same high school, I tried my best to come up with a term I could use for her. Finally I settled on sonbae-nim (Senior).

Several older men I know professionally call me yosa (Madam) and whenever I hear that term I cringe. Yosa is usually used for women whose husbands hold immensely important positions in society. For example, the Korean president’s wife is called by the title yosa. The men who call me yosa typically inquire about my husband’s work and positions as soon as they meet me. Even though they know that my husband is not a cabinet minister, they insist on calling me yosa.
What is my favorite name of all? It is Youngnan, my given name. Perhaps I enjoy being with my American friends so much because I love to hear my name without any title attached to it. I still remember the first time a child called me Youngnan. I was a helping mother at my daughter’s co-op nursery school in Los Angeles, and a three-year-old boy shouted, “Youngnan, can you push me?” I smiled broadly, giving his swing a nice push.
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