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For centuries, Korea has viewed itself as an ethnically homogenous society but now globalization has 
pushed South Korea to be increasingly multicultural in composition. The issue of how to integrate 
migrants into society so as to achieve a healthy balance between diversity and national unity 
has become problematic. Korean Society as a whole has responded well to this new multicultural 
reality. Policymakers have taken actions, albeit slowly, to accommodate the needs of migrant 
workers and marriage migrants. However, the existence of many different interpretations of 
´PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVPµ�KDV� FDXVHG�FRQIXVLRQ��$V�D� UHVXOW��JURXS�VSHFLÀF�SROLFLHV�KDYH�EHFRPH� WKH�
norm. However these policies are inconsistent and discriminatory, making it inappropriate for the 
foundation of coexistence among peoples of different cultural background. Thus, the article argues 
for more universal and inclusive policies of social integration that can be applied to all members 
of Korean society.

Keywords: South Korea, multiculturalism, globalization, marriage migrants, migrant 
workers, foreign brides

Introduction

The advancement of communication and transportation technology has broken down 
traditional boundaries and blurred national borders. Increasingly, citizens of the world 
are linked and united in an unprecedented way. An understanding and toleration 
of national and social differences, however, remains important, even as the people 
of the world forge one large global society. The notion of single ethnic nationalism 
in contemporary Korea is being replaced by an emergent multiculturalism with the 
growth of foreigners residing in the country. For centuries, Korea has viewed itself as 
an ethnically homogenous society and maintained an almost zero immigrant policy. 
The growing multicultural character of Korea is consistent with broad trends of global 
migration. The growth in the number of migrant workers and marriage migrants 
LQ�.RUHD�LQGLFDWHV�WKH�DFFHOHUDWLRQ�RI�PLJUDWLRQ��7KH�LQÁX[�RI�IRUHLJQHUV�LQWR�.RUHD�
EHJDQ�ZLWK�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV��EXW�H[SDQGHG�WR�LQFOXGH�IRUHLJQ�EULGHV��LOOXVWUDWLQJ�WKH�
differentiation of migration.

The majority of immigrants come from China, the United States, Vietnam, and 
the Philippines. The main reasons they came to Korea to work (56 %), to live with their 
partners (14 %), and to study (7 %). Since early 1990, the number of foreign workers 
KDV�JURZQ�GXH�WR�.RUHDQV·�ORZ�ELUWK�UDWH�DQG�DYRLGDQFH�RI�GRLQJ�GLIÀFXOW��GLUW\��DQG�
GDQJHURXV�ODERXU�LQWHQVLYH�MREV��)RU�WKH�ODVW�VL[�\HDUV��WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PDUULDJH�UDWH�
has gone up remarkably as well, prompted by the growing number of foreign workers 
in South Korea. Another reason for the rise in the international marriage rate is that 
many Korean men in the countryside have begun to marry women from other Asian 

1 The author wishes to acknowledge that this study was sponsored by a 2013/2014 Korea 
Foundation Grant.
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nations such as China, Vietnam, and the Philippines because of a great disproportionate 
ratio of men to women within Korea2. Rapid urbanization has drawn young Korean 
women to the cities where they have more job opportunities for a better life. This new 
WUHQG�SRVHV�WKH�LVVXH�RI�KRZ�WR�LQWHJUDWH�QHZ�FRPPXQLWLHV�ZLWK�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�JURXS�
and by what means to achieve a healthy balance between diversity and national unity.3

Korean Society as a whole has responded well to this new multicultural reality. 
The government has taken actions, albeit slowly, to accommodate the needs of migrant 
workers and marriage migrants. For migrant workers, the government has taken 
measures to grant them more rights and create better working conditions. For marriage 
migrants, the government has provided Korean language and cultural programs to 
help them better adjust into Korean society. In view of carrying out these policies, the 
government has enacted the Foreigners Treatment Act and the Multicultural Family Support 
Act and the Korean Immigration Service manages the affairs of immigrants. Also, 
multiculturalism has become a guiding principle of policies dealing with foreigners, 
particularly focusing on measures to help multicultural families and their children. Civil 
groups have done their part in campaigning for the rights of foreign-born residents 
and supporting their adjustment in Korea. The role of mass media in Korea is also 
noteworthy. Irrespective of their political orientation, newspaper editorials have called 
for more tolerant attitudes toward foreigners and news media routinely report on cases 
involving discrimination and human rights violations suffered by foreigners, raising 
public awareness. As a result, many surveys have shown that Koreans largely hold 
positive view of migrant workers and marriage migrants.

Understanding the Concept of Multiculturalism in Korea

Multiculturalism is one of the most popular academic topics in Korea today. However, 
WKH� H[LVWHQFH�RI�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�GHÀQLWLRQV� DQG� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�
is the cause of serious confusion. The concept of multiculturalism has been debated 
in academic circles and in the media since 1990s.4 In 2006, the term multiculturalism 
became a way of describing government policy;5 in 2009, “multicultural family” became 
a legal term. The Ministry of Health, Welfare and Family established the Department of 
Multicultural Families in 2008, and as a result, some colleges have launched institutes 
or departments for multicultural studies.

Damunhwa (multicultural) has become a key term in describing contemporary 
Korean society, much like the key slogans of the development period, such as geundaehwa 
(modernization), saneophwa (industrialization), jeongbohwa (informatization) and 
segyehwa (Globalization). The concept damunhwa stands in contrast to homogenous, 
LGHQWLFDO�FXOWXUH�DQG�GHVFULEHV�D�VWDWH�RI�WKH�FRH[LVWHQFH�RI�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUHV�6 References 
to, and arguments about, multiculturalism (damunhwa) as both descriptive of increasing 

2  Kim, A., “Global Migration and South Korea: Foreign Workers, Foreign Brides and the Making 
of a Multicultural Society, Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 32, No. 1, 2009, pp 70–92.

3  Jungsoon Choi, “Educating Citizens in a Multicultural Society: The Case of South Korea,” 
The Social Studies, Vol. 101, No. 4, 2010, p 174. 

4  Seol Dong-Hoon, Foreign Labourers and Korean Society, Seoul: Seoul National University Press, 
1999.

5 �,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�RIÀFLDOV�IURP�YDULRXV�PLQLVWULHV�LQ�6HRXO��.RUHD��-XQH������
6  Seol Dong-Hoon, “Which Multiculturalism? Discourse of the Incorporation of Immigrants 

into Korean Society,” Korea Observer, Vol. 41, No.4, 2010, pp 593-594.
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demographic diversity, and prescriptive of policy, have proliferated in the media, in 
academic scholarship, in education and immigrant incorporation policies.7 Newspapers 
feature stories with titles like ‘‘More Koreans Open to Multiculturalism,’’ ‘‘Korea 
Celebrates 2nd ‘Together Day,’’’ and ‘‘Is Korea Homogeneous Country?.’’ Academics 
publish articles with titles like ‘‘Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of 
Multiethnic Shift in Contemporary Korea?,’’ ‘‘Emerging Multiculturalism in Korea: 
&RPSHWLQJ�'LVFRXUVHV�RI�,QFOXVLRQ�DQG�([FOXVLRQ�··�DQG�¶¶0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&KDOOHQJHV�LQ�
Korea: the Current Stage and a Prospect.’’ The 2009 First Basic Plan for Immigration Policy 
calls for Korea to develop ‘‘into a more mature, multicultural society where human rights 
are respected’’.8 The Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology has, since 2007, 
XQGHUWDNHQ�WH[WERRN�UHYLVLRQV�WR�WHDFK�.RUHDQ�VWXGHQWV�DERXW�¶¶WKH�GLIIHUHQW�OLIHVW\OH�
RI� IRUHLJQHUV�RU�GLIÀFXOWLHV� RI�PL[HG� UDFH� FKLOGUHQ··9, and the ministry announced 
SODQV�WR�¶¶UHPRYH�ZRUGV�IURP�WH[WERRNV��ZKLFK�KDYH�FRQQRWDWLRQV�RI�VXSHULRULW\�RI�D�
single race and homogeneous cultural tradition.’ Given the new development, there 
is overwhelming interests in symposiums, seminars, conferences, lectures, festivals, 
DQG�FODVVHV� � �RQ�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�DV�ZHOO�DV�H[SHUWV� LQYROYHG�LQ� WKLV�QHZ�¶ERRPLQJ�
multicultural industry.’’10

However, the notion of multiculturalism in Korea is a diffused version of 
Western liberal multiculturalism either in word or deed or both. Is the Korean version 
of multiculturalism different in meaning than the way it is used in the West in a 
descriptive, normative, and ideological sense? Some native Korean scholars, notably 
cultural anthropologists, suggest that Koreans use the term Multiculturalism in their 
own way to describe an increasingly ethnically and racially diverse society in Korea. 
Multiculturalism in this sense is being used as a counter concept to a single notion of 
ethnic nationalism that seems to have originated in response to Japanese colonialism 
and this sentiment seems to have persisted from the beginning of the nineteenth to 
HDUO\�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�

Kim Hyun Mee writes that the term multiculturalism was coined in Korea after the 
UDFLDO��VH[XDO��DQG�FODVV�YLROHQFH�VWHPPLQJ�IURP�HWKQLF�QDWLRQDOLVP�EDVHG�RQ�SXUH�EORRG�
ideology. This seriously encroached on the rights of migrant workers, biracial citizens, 
and migrant women. Multiculturalism in Korea is thus used as a counter concept to 
Korea’s violent mono-ethnicity, rather than its general meaning of recognizing cultural 
differences.11 Further, Han Geon-Soo is critical of the way Koreans use multiculturalism,

7 Han, G.S., “Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of Multiethnic Shift In Contemporary 
Korea?” Korea Journal, Vol. 47, 2007, pp 32-62; Lee, J.B., “The Current Status and Tasks of 
Educational Support for the Students from Korean Multi-Cultural Students,” 2010, pp 71-88.

8 Lim, T., “The Politics of Immigration And Multiculturalism in South Korea,” paper presented 
at the Annual Meeting of the Association for Asian Studies, Honolulu, 31 March to April 3, 2011, 
p12.

9 Kim, N.K., “Multicultural Challenges in Korea: The Current Stage and a Prospect,” International 
Migration, 2009, p 20.

10 Michael R. Olmeck, “Facing multiculturalism’s Challenges in Korean Education and Society,” 
$VLD�3DFLÀF�(GXFDWLRQ�5HYLHZ, Vol. 12, 2011, p 675.

11 Kim Hyun Mee, “The State and Migrant Women: Diverging Hopes in the Making of 
‘Multicultural Families’ in Contemporary Korea” Korea Journal, Vol. 47, 2007, p 103.
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,Q�.RUHD�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�VRFLHW\�DQG�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�DUH�QRW�XVHG�DV�DQDO\WLFDO�FRQFHSWV�UHÁHFWLQJ�
the reality of Korean society, but merely as rhetoric concepts or political slogans for future visions 
of Korea.12

Han Kyung-Koo, on the other hand, characterizes Korean multiculturalism as a weak 
form of “state sponsored multiculturalism” or “government-led multiculturalism.”13 As 
a consequence, in 2006, the South Korean government announced A Plan for Promoting 
the Social Integration of Mixed-Race and Immigrants as well as A Plan for Promoting the 
Social Integration of Female Marriage Migrants and their Family. More importantly, in 2008, 
the government introduced the Multicultural Families Support Act, which indicates that 
multicultural families are at the center of governmental policy on multiculturalism.14

The only legal foundation that regulates multiculturalism is the Multicultural 
Families Support Act��ZKLFK�SURYLGHV� VHUYLFHV� H[FOXVLYHO\� IRU�PXOWLFXOWXUDO� IDPLOLHV��
([FHSW�IRU�VRPH�DFWLYLVWV�LQ�YDULRXV�1RQ�*RYHUQPHQWDO�2UJDQL]DWLRQV��IHZ�PHPEHUV�RI�
WKH�.RUHDQ�SXEOLF�RU�RIÀFLDOV�LQ�WKH�.RUHDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�UHFRJQL]H�VRPH���������IRUHLJQ�
workers, both legal and illegal, as multicultural or as issues for multiculturalism policy. 
Little effort has been made to protect their human rights in Korea. They are governed 
by the Act on the employment of foreign workers and are not allowed to stay any 
ORQJHU�WKDQ�ÀYH�FRQVHFXWLYH�\HDUV�DV�RWKHUZLVH�WKH\�FRXOG�EH�HOLJLEOH�IRU�QDWXUDOL]DWLRQ��
Obviously, this suggests that Korea’s commitment to multiculturalism has its limitations 
DQG�SROLFLHV�GR�QRW�UHÁHFW�UHDOLW\�

Multiculturalism, as it is understood in this study, is the invention of Western 
political philosophers in the twentieth century. Multiculturalism was a political and 
social response to accommodating ethnically and culturally diverse immigrants, and in 
some countries, indigenous minority groups. Because Koreans have been indoctrinated 
since the early twentieth century to believe that Korea is a homogenous, mono-ethnic 
society, there has previously been no word in the Korean language equivalent to western 
GHÀQHG�´PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�µ�+RZHYHU�� WKH� WHUP�damunhwa does not carry the same 
PHDQLQJ�DV�WKH�(QJOLVK�ZRUG�EHFDXVH�.RUHDQV�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�WHUP�ZLWKRXW�ÀUVW�WKH�
LPSOLFDWLRQV�DQG�UDPLÀFDWLRQV�RI�LW�15

Some scholars have pointed out that a rapid increase of migrant workers and 
international marriages promotes the idea of multiculturalism in South Korea.16 They 
KDYH�H[DPLQHG�YDULRXV�VRFLDO�IDFWRUV�WKDW�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�PDNLQJ�RI�D�PXOWLHWKQLF�
.RUHD��+H� VLWXDWHV� WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ� FDVH� LQ� WKH� FRQWH[W�RI� WKHRUHWLFDO� IUDPHZRUNV�

12 Han Geon-Soo, “Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of Multiethnic Shift in 
Contemporary Korea”, Korea Journal, Vol. 47, 2007, p 37.

13 Han Kyung-Koo, “The Archaeology of the Ethnically Homogeneous Nation State: 
Multiculturalism in Korea,” Korea Journal, Vol. 47, 2007, p 9.

14 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and The Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 
Difference Through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” Journal of Multicultural 
Discourses, Vol.8, No.1, 2013, p 32.

15 Kim Choong Soon, Voices of Foreign Brides; The Roots and Development of Multiculturalism in 
Korea��S�[[��������$OWDPLUD�3UHVV��.RUHD�

16 Han Geon-Soo, “Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of Multiethnic Shift in 
Contemporary Korea”; Kim, N.K., “Multicultural Challenges in Korea: The Current Stage 
and a Prospect”; Ahn, J H., “Transforming Korea into Multicultural Society: Reception 
of Multiculturalism Discourse and its Discursive Disposition in Korea”; Kim, H.M., “The 
State and Migrant Women: Diverging Hopes in the Making of ‘‘Multicultural Families’’ in 
Contemporary Korea.”
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of globalization and migration.17 Along the same lines, scholars also hold views on 
WKH�PXOWLHWKQLF�DQG�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�VKLIW�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�PDWUL[�RI�FODVV��
gender, ethnicity, and physical space.18 At the same time, he is also critical of Korean 
multiculturalism, viewing it is as more of a political rhetoric than an analytical concept 
for understanding social changes in South Korea. Meanwhile, other scholars apply a 
PRUH�JHQGHU�VSHFLÀF� IUDPHZRUN� WR�.RUHDQ�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�SROLF\�� 6KH� HVSHFLDOO\�
pays attention to the conditions and status of migrant women in South Korea. She 
demonstrates that the South Korean government rigorously tries to incorporate 
multicultural families into South Korean society, as female migrants are the most easily 
H[SORLWHG�UHVRXUFH�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�FLUFXODWLRQ�RI�ODERXU�19 

0XOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�RULJLQDWHG�LQ�&DQDGD�ZKHUH�WKH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�HWKQLF�PLQRULWLHV�
and the dominant majority was troubling.20 It is thus highly problematic to apply it to 
.RUHDQ�VRFLHW\�ZKHUH�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�HWKQLF�PLQRULWLHV�LV�VWLOO�UHODWLYHO\�VPDOO��7KHUHIRUH��
this study focuses more on the discursive shift within the immigration policy; it does so 
E\�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�WRSRORJ\�RI�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�SROLF\�IURP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�D�UDFLDO�
SURMHFW�DQG�DQDO\]LQJ�VSHFLÀF�SROLFLHV�WRZDUG�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�DV�ZHOO�DV�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�
families. This study focuses on the governmental sector not only because it is interested 
in how the hegemonic idea of multiculturalism is shaped, but also because governmental 
SROLFLHV�KDYH�OHJDO�SRZHU�WKDW�DFFRPSDQLHV�VSHFLÀF�VRFLDO�SUDFWLFHV��,Q�WKH�IROORZLQJ�
VHFWLRQV��,�H[DPLQH�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�VRFLHW\�EURXJKW�DERXW�E\�WKH�
discourse of multiculturalism; by analyzing governmental policies and practices, I also 
H[SORUH�KRZ�WKLV�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�FUHDWHV�UDFLDO�OLQHV�DPRQJ�YDULRXV�HWKQLF�PLQRULWLHV�21

Ethnic Diversity of Korea

*OREDOL]DWLRQ�KDV�IRUFHG�6RXWK�.RUHD�WR�H[SHULHQFH�D�PDVVLYH�QHZ�LQÁX[�RI�LPPLJUDQWV��
According to the statistics, there are now over 1,200,000 foreigners in South Korea22. This 
number represents about 2.3% of the total population in South Korea, which signals a 
new level of racial diversity. The current trend of global migration is not merely about 
individuals’ movement across national, territorial borders, but also about transformation 
of the global economy and diffusion of new technologies as well. South Korea has 
become a labour receiving country due to its aging population and labour shortages in 
��'��GLIÀFXOW��GDQJHURXV��DQG�GLUW\��LQGXVWULHV�23

17 Kim, N.K., “Multicultural Challenges in Korea: The Current Stage and a Prospect.”
18 Han Geon-Soo, “Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of Multiethnic Shift in 

Contemporary Korea.”
19 Kim, N.K., “Multicultural Challenges in Korea: The Current Stage and a Prospect.”
20 Seol Dong-Hoon Seol, “Which Multiculturalism? Discourse of the Incorporation of Immigrants 

into Korean Society,” p 607.
21 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project in Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 

Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” p. 33.
22 According to the Hankyoreh newspaper in 2010,in the era of 1,200,000 foreigners, multicultural 

society, education is the key to integration. [in Korean].
23 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project in Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 

Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” p. 33.
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,QÁX[�RI�,PPLJUDQW�:RUNHUV

.RUHD�EHFDPH� D� ODERXU�H[SRUWLQJ� FRXQWU\� IURP� WKH� HDUO\� ����V� WR� WKH� ODWH� ����V��
Thousands of Korean workers emigrated annually in the 1960s and 1970s, notably to 
Germany, when miners and nurses made up the bulk of outgoing migrant workers. 
During the “construction boom” of the 1970s and early 1980s, tens of thousands were 
sent to the Middle East to work as construction workers for Korean companies. In the 
1980s, more than 30,000 Koreans migrated annually as labourers to other countries. 

6LQFH�WKH�ODWH�����V��.RUHD�FKDQJHG�IURP�D�ODERXU�H[SRUWLQJ�QDWLRQ�WR�D�ODERXU�
importing nation.24 When migrant workers began arriving in Korea in 1987, manual 
workers were estimated at 100,000, mainly in small-and medium-sized manufacturing 
ÀUPV�25�6LQFH�WKH�PLG�����V��.RUHD�H[SHULHQFHG�D�GHFHOHUDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�JURZWK�RI�GRPHVWLF�
labour force as   rural labour declined and the participation rate of youth (15-19 age 
JURXS��GURSSHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�GXH�WR�ORQJHU�VFKRROLQJ��7KH�ODERXU�VKRUWDJH�ZDV�DOVR�
caused by the booming construction industry, which drew Korean workers out of 
relatively low-paying factory jobs into higher-paying construction work. Moreover, 
growing labour market segmentation since the early 1990s brought about uneven 
ODERXU�VKRUWDJHV��ODUJH�ÀUPV�VXEFRQWUDFWHG�VRPH�RI�WKHLU�ODERXU�LQWHQVLYH�SURGXFWLRQ�
OLQHV�WR�VPDOOHU�ÀUPV�������HPSOR\HHV��WR�FRSH�ZLWK�JURZLQJ�QDWLRQDO�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
FRPSHWLWLRQ��OHDGLQJ�WR�DQ�LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�HPSOR\HHV�LQ�VPDOO�ÀUPV�IURP�
�������LQ������WR��������LQ�������/DERXU�VKRUWDJH�EHFDPH�PRUH�VHULRXV�LQ�VPDOOHU�ÀUPV�
than in larger ones, and in unskilled jobs rather than in highly skilled jobs.26 Lack of 
ZRUNHUV�LQ�PDQXIDFWXULQJ�EHFDPH�FULWLFDO�LQ������ZKHQ�XQÀOOHG�SURGXFWLRQ�MREV�WRWDOHG�
222,000.

At the end of 1992, when migrant workers were legalized, many overseas 
investment enterprises that have overseas branches started to admit migrant workers. 
Furthermore, starting from November 1993, migrant workers entered Korea more 
easily through the introduction of the Foreign Industrial Trainee program that various 
industrial organizations, such as Korea Federation of Small and Medium Business, 
National Federation of Fisheries Cooperatives, and Construction Association of Korea, 
implemented. Also, the number of migrant workers gaining illegal access to jobs in Korea 
using tourist visas increased. The number of migrant workers in 1991 was 45,449 and 
it quickly increased to 144,000 by 1995. Though the number slightly decreased in the 
�����ÀQDQFLDO�FULVLV��ZKHQ�WKH�HFRQRP\�TXLFNO\�UHFRYHUHG��WKH�QXPEHU�ERXQFHG�EDFN�
to 258,866 by July 2000.27 Particularly, Korea attracts migrant workers from developing 
QDWLRQV�IRU�HPSOR\PHQW�LQ�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�¶�'·��GLIÀFXOW��GLUW\�DQG�GDQJHURXV��MREV�RU�

24 Park, Y., “The Turning Point in International Migration and Economic Development in Korea,” 
$VLDQ�3DFLÀF�0LJUDWLRQ�-RXUQDO, Vol. 3, No. 1, 1994, pp 149-74.

25 Kwon, Kisup, “The prospect s and challenges for The Employment Permit System,” a paper 
presented at the 3rd Meeting of the Immigration Policy Forum��*ZDFKHRQ�*RYHUQPHQW�&RPSOH[��
Gwacheon, Korea, 17 June 2004, p.1.

26 Lee Hye-Kyung “The Employment of Foreign Workers in Korea: Issues and Policy Suggestion,” 
International Sociology, Vol. 12, No. 3, 1997, pp 357.

27� <RRQ�,Q�-LQ��́ 0XOWLFXOWXUDO�0LQRULW\�*URXSV�DQG�0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&RH[LVWHQFH�LQ�.RUHDQ�6RFLHW\�µ�
Korea Observer, Vol. 41, No. 4, 2010, p 527.
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GHPHDQLQJ�PDQXDO�MREV��$OPRVW�����RI�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�DUH�FODVVLÀHG�
as economic migrant workers.28

Thus, migrant workers became an important component of intersection between 
LPPLJUDQWV�DQG�WKH�.RUHDQ�SRSXODWLRQ��7KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�KXJH�LQÁX[�RI�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV��
especially from near Asian countries (Figure 1). Given that it was a labour issue, this 
LQÁX[�ZDV�QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�D�PDMRU�HYHQW�WKDW�VKDSHG�UDFLDO�RUGHU�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD��,Q�
RWKHU�ZRUGV��PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�DUH�RQO\�YLHZHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�ODERXU�GLYLVLRQ�DQG�
circulation despite challenging the myth of a racially homogenous Korea. 

As shown in Figure 1, the number of migrant workers has been gradually growing 
VLQFH�WKH�ÀUVW�ZDYH�LQ�������$OWKRXJK�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�DUH�D�YLVLEOH�LQGH[�WKDW�LOOXVWUDWHV�
the increase of foreign population in South Korea, they have not been the main object 
RI� WKH�FRXQWU\·V�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�SROLF\�� ,QVWHDG�� WKH�PDLQ� WDUJHWHG�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RI�
multiculturalism policies are female marriage migrants and multicultural families that 
FRQVLVW�RI�LQWHUUDFLDO�SDUHQWV�DQG�WKHLU�PL[HG�UDFH�FKLOGUHQ�29

)LJXUH���,QÁX[�RI�0LJUDQW�:RUNHUV�WR�6RXWK�.RUHD������������

1RWH�����7KLV�ÀJXUH�LV�WKH�VXP�RI�ERWK�GRFXPHQWHG�DQG�XQGRFXPHQWHG�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�
Source:  Ministry of Justice, Republic of Korea (2005).

Demographic changes often involve three key elements – birth, death, and the 
movement of people – but what is unique about the demographic trends of Korea is 
LWV�H[FHSWLRQDOO\�UDSLG�SDFH�RI�FKDQJH��.RUHD�LV�QRZ�RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG·V�PRVW�UDSLGO\�
aging societies and its fertility rate, which is the number of children a woman has in her 

28 Jin-+HH�.LP��´$�&KDQJHG�&RQWH[W�RI�/LIHORQJ�/HDUQLQJ�XQGHU�WKH�,QÁXHQFH�RI�0LJUDWLRQ��
South Korea,” International Journal of Lifelong Education, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2010, p 256.

29 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 
Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” pp 34-35.
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lifetime, has fallen at a record pace to nearly one, a level well below the replacement 
rate of 2.1 children per family.30 Rapid aging in Korea is a result of country’s increasing 
OLIH�H[SHFWDQF\�²�H�J��LW�URVH�IURP�������LQ������WR�������LQ������²�DQG�DERYH�DOO�LWV�ORZ�
fertility rate. Korea’s total fertility rate was 1.15 in 2009, one of the lowest, if not the 
ORZHVW��LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��7KH�ÀJXUH�LV�D�VOLJKW�LPSURYHPHQW�IURP�WKH�UHFRUG�ORZ������LQ�
2005. If low birthrate persists, as demographers anticipate, in 2007, the National Statistic 
2IÀFH�SURMHFWHG�D�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�������PLOOLRQ�LQ������� IDOOLQJ�IURP�WKH�FXUUHQW�
48.29 million. Over the past twenty years, South Korea has faced dramatic demographic 
changes. 

One of the dire consequences of such rapid aging of the population is the decline of 
the economically active population (15-64 year olds). As of 2010, 62.7 % of the population 
is economically active, which is already relatively low, but the proportion will fall to 
as low as 53.7% by 2050.31 What this portends is a declining labour supply. As early as 
2005, the Korea Labour Institute predicted that Korea will face a severe labour shortage 
from 2010. Assuming that Korea’s economic growth average is 4.5% annually and that 
WKHUH�ZLOO�EH�DQ�DQQXDO��������LQFUHDVH�LQ�GHPDQG�IRU�ODERXU�GXULQJ�WKH�QH[W����\HDUV��
there will be a shortage of 586,000 workers in 2015 and 1.23 million in 2020. Unless 
redressed through labour importation, the projected labour shortage will undoubtedly 
have a serious negative impact on the Korean economy. The low birthrate also poses 
PDQ\�HFRQRPLF�SUREOHPV��VXFK�DV�GLPLQLVKLQJ�FRQVXPSWLRQ��GHFOLQLQJ�WD[�UHYHQXHV��
GHFOLQLQJ�VDYLQJV��ZDQLQJ�LQYHVWPHQW��DQG�HYHQ�EXGJHW�GHÀFLWV��$OO�RI�WKLV�OHDYHV�.RUHD�
with little choice but to bring in larger numbers of foreign labourers. The availability of 
a large pool of migrants in developing countries in many parts of the world, coupled 
ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�ZLVK�WR�PRELOL]H�IRUHLJQ�ODERXU�IDFLOLWDWHV�D�FRQWLQXRXV�ÁRZ�RI�
migrants into Korea.31

However, migrant workers face numerous obstacles. Issues associated with 
PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�DUH�����WKH�H[FHHGLQJO\�H[SHQVLYHO\�UHIHUUDO�IHH�����GLIIHUHQWLDWLRQ�RI�
terms in contract and reality, 3) long working hours and low wages, 4) overdue wages, 
5) industrial accidents and lack of safety education, 6) verbal abuse and discriminatory 
WUHDWPHQWV�����YXOQHUDELOLW\�WR�GLVHDVHV��LQMXULHV��DQG�PHQWDO�VWUHVVHV�����H[FOXVLRQ�IURP�
public social welfare and medical check-ups, and 9) violation of human rights of detained 
migrant workers at the Foreigners Detention Center.32 Most migrant workers face 
PHQWDO�VWUHVV�GXH�WR�WKH�IHDU�RI�UHJXODWLRQ�YLRODWLRQV�DQG�H[SRUWDWLRQ��,Q�WKHLU�GDLO\�OLYHV��
PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�KDYH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�ZLWK�.RUHDQ�ODQJXDJH�DQG�IDFH�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�EHFDXVH�
of their background, especially if they are from developing countries. Furthermore, 
WKHLU� H[FOXVLRQ� IURP�PHGLFDO� DQG� VRFLDO�EHQHÀWV��SRRU� UHVLGHQWLDO� HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�
HGXFDWLRQDO�EHQHÀWV�IRU�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�ODFN�RI�OHJDO�SURWHFWLRQV�PDNHV�
living in Korea incredibly harsh. Last but not least, being unable to communicate well 

30 Kim Andrew Eungi, “Increasing Ethnic Diversity in South Korea: An Introductory Essay,” 
Korea Observer, Vol. 41, No. 4, 2010; Kim, A., “Global Migration and South Korea: Foreign 
Workers, Foreign Brides and the Making of a Multicultural Society, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
Vol. 32, No. 1, 2009, pp 70–92.

31 Dong-A ilbo, 20 January, 2005.
32 Han,Geon Soo and Seol Dong-hoonl, “Korean Policy and System from Immigrants,” Perspective, 

Seoul: Hanguk Yeoseong Jeongchaek Yeonguwon, 2007, pp 57-58.
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in Korean forces them to be vulnerable to accidents and minor disputes that can lead 
WR�UDFLDO�FRQÁLFWV�33

'HYHORSPHQW�RI�0LJUDQW�0DUULDJHV

International marriages have a long history in Korea and have contributed to the 
GLYHUVLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�.RUHDQ�JHQH�SRRO��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�Samguk Yusa (Memorabilia 
of the Three Kingdoms), according to Korean history written by Ilyon, a thirteen 
FHQWXU\�PRQN��WKH�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�.RUHDQ�.LP�6XUR��WKH�NLQJ�RI�.D\D��PDUULHG�D�SULQFHVV�
of Ayodhya, India, in AD 48.34 Later, during the period of the Koryo dynasty (918-
1392), a succession of four kings married Yuan princesses. These foreign immigrants 
introduced their native cultural traditions to Korea, thus enriching Korea culture.35 The 
contemporary history of international marriage in Korea goes back to the Korean War. In 
RUGHU�WR�EORFN�WKH�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�FRPPXQLVP�LQ�1RUWKHDVW�$VLD�DIWHU�WKH�ZDU���������86�
soldiers were stationed in Korea  annually. From 1950-1964, about 6,000 Korean women 
were married to American soldiers and moved to the US. But, gradually, the number 
of Korean women who emigrated overseas for the purpose of marriage decreased; the 
number dropped to 6,187 in 1981 and further to 1,113 in 2003. 

1HYHUWKHOHVV��.RUHDQV�KDYH�D�KLVWRU\�RI� LPPLJUDWLQJ�WR�RWKHU�FRXQWULHV�WR�ÀQG�
ZRUN�RU�RWKHU�PHDQV�RI�LPSURYLQJ�WKHLU�HFRQRPLF�VLWXDWLRQV��)RU�H[DPSOH��IURP�WKH�
mid 1960s through much of the 1970s over the ten thousand Korean nurses went to 
West Germany to earn foreign currency, which was desperately needed in Korea. 
Not long ago, in 1980, some 17,000 Korean women, most of whom were relatively 
well educated but economically deprived, relatively older than what was considered 
the ideal marriageable age, or divorced, married Japanese men using the services of 
Japanese marriage brokers. The characteristics of the Japanese men they married were 
almost identical to those of the Korean men who marry foreign women today. They 
were relatively older, economically deprived, and living in remote prefectures such as 
Yamagata. In 1997, an additional 300 Korean women went to Japan to marry Japanese 
men for the same reasons and under the same conditions. At that time, Korea’s economy 
was struggling with challenges from the foreign currency crisis that swept across Asia 
WKDW�\HDU��7KH�RXWÁRZ�RI�EULGHV�WR�-DSDQ�ZDV�KDOWHG�ZKHQ�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�0RQHWDU\�
Fund (IMF) stepped in and bailed out the Korean government.

The turning point of international marriages occurred in early 1992. As the 
diplomatic relations between Korea and China were established, Korean bachelors 
in rural areas married female Korean Chinese, and from then, the number of Korean 
Chinese increased. Furthermore, Japanese and Filipino women entered Korea to get 
PDUULHG�DV�ZHOO��ZLWK�UHOLJLRXV�SXUSRVHV�HPSKDVL]HG�XQGHU�WKH�8QLÀFDWLRQ�&KXUFK��
In 2000, international marriages became the norm with the introduction of marriage 
brokers and bureaus. Foreign brides began coming into Korea from the Philippines, 
Vietnam, Thailand, Mongolia, Russia, and Uzbekistan. The number of Vietnamese 
EULGHV�LQFUHDVHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�DIWHU�WKH�\HDU�������,W�LV�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�LQ�WKH�\HDU�������

33 Gyeonggi Research Institute, Housing and Living Condition of Foreign Migrant Workers, Gyeonggi: 
Gyenggi Kaebal Yeonguwon, 2006, pp 208-210.

34 Ilyon,” Samguk Yusa: Legends and History of the three Kingdoms of Ancient Korea,” trans. 
Ha Tae-hung and Grafton K. Mintz , Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 2007, pp 158-73.

35 Kim Choong Soon, Voices of foreign brides; the roots and development of multiculturalism in Korea, 
S��[LY�
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1.2% of all marriages in Korea were international marriages, which later increased 
to 13.6% by 2005 and slightly decreased to 11% by 2008.36 Seeking foreign women as 
mates is a logical, practical choice for many single Korean men in rural villages. At the 
same time, there are factors that make the option of marrying a Korean man attractive 
to a non-Korean woman. According to a study conducted by the Korean Ministry of 
Health, Welfare and Family Affairs in July 2005, 41% of all the foreign women who have 
married Korean men are searching for economic betterment and the avenue for sending 
money to their families back home. Over 73% of those who married via international 
marriage brokers wanted to improve their economic status. In some areas of Southeast 
$VLD��ÀQGLQJ�IRUHLJQ�KXVEDQGV�IRU�\RXQJ�EULGHV�LV�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�WKH�EHVW�URXWH�RXW�RI�
poverty. By marrying foreigners from richer countries, brides believe they can provide 
for their family back home.37

With rapid economic development, marriageable women in Korean farms and 
ÀVKLQJ�YLOODJHV�DUH�GHFUHDVLQJ�GXH�ODUJHO\�WR�WKH�PDVVLYH�H[RGXV�RI�UXUDO�SHDVDQW�IDPLOLHV�
from the countryside to the cities and industrial zones. The lower income and poor 
living conditions in rural areas has motivated peasant farmers to leave their homes for 
urban areas and industrial zones, as these locales promise higher wages and modern 
living conditions along with the prospect of better education for their children. With 
the traditional custom of arranged marriage no longer in vogue, younger generations of 
Koreans are opting out of arranged marriages and choosing mates independently. This 
PDNHV�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�WKDW�PXFK�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�UXUDO�PHQ�ZKR�DUH�ORRNLQJ�WR�PDUU\�
since now they must depend on their ability to convince someone to marry them rather 
than have a match made for them. A variety of demographic changes have complicated 
UXUDO�PHQ·V�HIIRUWV�WR�ÀQG�.RUHDQ�PDWHV��0DQ\�RI�WKHP�KDYH�WXUQHG�WR�IRUHLJQ�EULGHV�
and often have looked to local government agencies for assistance. These government 
agencies have a vested interest in such marriages since they ultimately serve to keep 
young people from immigrating to the city which would allow for the rise in fertility 
rates in order to stabilize declining populations.

Between 2004 and 2008, the number of foreign spouses married to Koreans 
LQFUHDVHG�QHDUO\����WLPHV�DQG�WKH�WUHQG�FRQWLQXHV�WR�ULVH��&XUUHQWO\��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����
RI�.RUHDQ�PHQ�ZKR�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�DJULFXOWXUH�VHFWRU��IRUHVWU\��RU�LQ�WKH�ÀVKLQJ�LQGXVWU\�
are married to foreign women. The number of children born into these families is 
increasing at a rapid pace. By 2010, the total had reached 121,935.

To compensate for the shortage and to attempt to keep men on the farm, local 
Korean governments have spearheaded campaigns to recruit foreign brides by relying 
heavily on international marriage brokers. The success of this effort has ensured that 
Korea will become an increasingly multicultural society. While the program itself has 
been a success, the central government has not responded effectively to the needs 
DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RI� IRUHLJQ�EULGHV��8QWLO� UHFHQWO\�� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�GLG�QRW�KDYH�D�
formal mechanism for addressing and coordinating the affairs of foreign brides. Now 
this responsibility belongs to the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family. However, 
there is still some confusion since several branches of government that often compete 
with one another monitor the affairs of these international brides. In response to such 

36� <RRQ�,Q�-LQ�<RRQ��´0XOWLFXOWXUDO�0LQRULW\�*URXSV�DQG�0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&RH[LVWHQFH�LQ�.RUHDQ�
Society,” pp 529-530.

37 Kim Choong Soon, Voices of foreign brides; the roots and development of multiculturalism in Korea,” 
S��[[YLL�
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shifting demographics, multiculturalism has become one of the most talked-about 
issues in Korea. Increasingly, the public, government, and many civic organizations 
DUH�GHPDQGLQJ�WKDW�WKH�FRXQWU\�UHFRJQL]H�DQG�DIÀUP�HWKQLF�GLYHUVLW\�ZLWKLQ�.RUHD�38

2QH�VLJQLÀFDQW�IHDWXUH�RI�PLJUDWLRQ�LV�WKDW�LW�LV�JHQGHUHG�DQG�WKH�SKHQRPHQRQ�LV�
called ‘feminization of migration.’  This means female immigrants are becoming more 
DQG�PRUH�LQYROYHG�DV�VH[�ZRUNHUV�DQG�LQ�FRQWUDFW�DV�ZHOO�DV�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PDUULDJHV��
Not surprising, mail-order brides have become such a crucial social phenomenon in East 
Asia. 39�6RXWK�.RUHD�LV�QR�H[FHSWLRQ��7KH�UDSLG�LQFUHDVH�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PDUULDJHV�DQG�
mail-order brides from other   Asian countries, such as Vietnam, China, and Cambodia 
UHÁHFW�WKLV�WUHQG��,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��LW�LV�QRW�D�FRLQFLGHQFH�WKDW�IHPDOH�PLJUDQWV�ZKR�KDYH�
migrated to South Korea for the purpose of marrying South Korean men - are the most 
targeted subject of South Korean multiculturalism policy40. Thus, analyzing policy 
GRFXPHQWV�DQG�SXEOLF�GLVFRXUVHV�RI� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK�JHQGHU��FODVV��DQG�UDFH�DUH�
articulated under within multiculturalism is essential.41

The proportion of intermarriages in total marriages in Korea has jumped more 
than ten-fold since 1990, accounting for nearly 14% in 2005. As many Korean men in 
WKH�FRXQWU\VLGH�KDYH�JUHDW�GLIÀFXOW\�LQ�ÀQGLQJ�PDUULDJHDEOH�SDUWQHUV�GRPHVWLFDOO\��
the number of foreign brides in Korea has increased remarkably in the last decade. For 
H[DPSOH��WKHUH�ZHUH�VRPH��������IRUHLJQ�EULGHV�LQ�.RUHD�LQ�������EXW�E\�0D\�������LW�
LQFUHDVHG�VL[�WLPHV�WR����������6LQFH�.RUHDQ�VRFLHW\�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�VXIIHU�IURP�D�VHULRXV�
EULGH�VKRUWDJH�LQ�WKH�QH[W�WZR�WR�WKUHH�GHFDGHV��WKH�RQO\�ZD\�WR�UHGUHVV�WKLV�VLWXDWLRQ�
is to bring in more marriage migrants.42

$QRWKHU�UHDVRQ�IRU�WKH�SURMHFWHG�VKRUWDJH�RI�EULGHV�LV�XQEDODQFHG�VH[�UDWLR�DW�ELUWK��
Sons are preferred over daughters in Korea. Although it is less prevalent now, preference 
IRU�D�VRQ�ZDV�VWURQJHU�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�����V��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�DQ�XQEDODQFHG�VH[�UDWLR��
8QGHU�QRUPDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��VH[�UDWLR�DW�ELUWK��ZKLFK�LV�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�PDOH�ELUWKV�SHU�
����IHPDOH�ELUWKV��LV�DURXQG������EXW�WKH�ÀJXUHV�IRU�.RUHD�KDG�EHHQ�QRWLFHDEO\�KLJKHU��
HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��ZKHQ�XOWUD�VRXQG�WHFKQRORJ\�ZDV�LQWURGXFHG��7KH�ÀJXUH�
reached as high as 116.5 in 1990. The data is even more startling for the birth-order-
VSHFLÀF�VH[�UDWLRV��WKH�VH[�UDWLR�DW�ELUWK�IRU�WKH�IDPLO\·V�WKLUG�DQG�IRXUWK�ERUQ�FKLOGUHQ�
has hovered between 130 and 140 in Korea43��,W�JRHV�ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ�WKDW�VXFK�VH[�UDWLR�
DW�ELUWK�LQ�IDYRU�RI�PDOHV�EHFDPH�FRPPRQ�WKURXJK�ZLGHVSUHDG�VH[�VHOHFWLYH�DERUWLRQV��
$V�D�FRQVHTXHQFH��.RUHD�ZLOO�IDFH�D�VHULRXV�VKRUWDJH�RI�EULGHV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��)RU�H[DPSOH��
WKH�VH[�UDWLR�RI�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�LQ�WKHLU�PRVW�´VXLWDEOHµ�\HDUV�IRU�PDUULDJH�²�L�H���������
\HDUV�ROG�PDOHV�DQG�������\HDU�ROG�IHPDOHV�²�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�EH�������LQ�������������LQ�

38 Will Kymlicka and Baogang He, (eds)., Multiculturalism in Asia��1HZ�<RUN��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�
Press, 2005, p 2.

39� ,QWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�RIÀFLDOV�DW�YDULRXV�PLQLVWULHV�LQ�6HRXO�LQ�-XQH������
40 Kim, H.M., “The State and Migrant Women: Diverging Hopes in the Making of ‘‘Multicultural 

Families’’ in Contemporary Korea,” Korea Journal, Vol. 47, 2007, pp 100-122.
41 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 

Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” pp 31-32.
42 Andrew Eungi Kim, “Increasing Ethnic Diversity in South Korea: An Introductory Essay,” 

p. 504.
43 Park Chai Bin and Nam-Hoon Cho, “Consequences of Son Preference in a Low-fertility Society: 

,PEDODQFH�RI�WKH�VH[�UDWLR�DW�ELUWK�LQ�.RUHD�µ�Population and Development Review, Vol. 31, No. 
1, 1995.
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2020 and 116 in 2030. This means that hundreds of thousands of males in their teens and 
HDUO\���V�WRGD\�ZLOO�EH�XQDEOH�WR�ÀQG�.RUHDQ�ZLYHV�ZKHQ�WKH\�UHDFK�PDUULDJHDEOH�DJH�44 

The projected rise in intermarriage in the near future suggests that the nature of 
intermarriages will change. While intermarriages to date have been largely limited to 
farmers and blue-collar workers, it is likely to increase involving urbanites and even 
college-educated white-collar workers. What is certain is, consistent with international 
PDUULDJH�WUHQGV��.RUHDQ�PHQ�ZLWK�ORZ�LQFRPHV�DUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�ÀQG�.RUHDQ�ZLYHV�

7KH�.RUHDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�GLVFRXUDJHG�DERUWLRQV�LQ�JHQHUDO�DQG�VH[�VHOHFWLYH�
DERUWLRQV� LQ�SDUWLFXODU�� ,Q� IDFW�� DERUWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ� LOOHJDO� LQ�.RUHD�� H[FHSW� LQ� FDVHV�
of pregnancies resulting from rape or incest, involving deformities of fetuses, and 
endangering the lives of pregnant women. And doctors are prohibited from informing 
WKH�PRWKHUV�DERXW�WKH�VH[�RI�WKH�IHWXV��7KH�KDUVKHVW�SHQDOW\�IRU�YLRODWLQJ�WKLV�ODZ�IRU�
doctors is loss of their license to practice, but no doctor has ever been “convicted” that 
GHJUHH��7KXV�IDU��QR�FRXQWU\�KDV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�SUHYHQWHG�VH[�VHOHFW�DERUWLRQV�45

Although female marriage migrants are increasing in numbers, they face economic 
GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�.RUHD��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH������VXUYH\�RI�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�IDPLOLHV��������RI�
WKH�LQWHUYLHZHG�IDPLOLHV�HDUQHG�OHVV�WKDQ�����PLOOLRQ�ZRQ��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�86������86��
1,724) per month, and 21.3% earned even smaller income of less than 1 million. Only 2% 
HDUQHG�PRUH�WKDQ���PLOOLRQ�ZRQ��86���������PRQWKO\��%HFDXVH�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�GLIÀFXOWLHV��
the families that failed to pay their medical insurance or utilities bills, borrowed loans 
IRU�OLYLQJ�H[SHQVHV��VXVSHQGHG�RU�JDYH�XS�PHGLFDO�WUHDWPHQW�DFFRXQWHG�IRU�����RI�DOO�
interviewed families46.

Despite the apparently growing public acceptance of multiculturalism, social 
SUHMXGLFH�DQG�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�VWLOO�H[LVWV�WRZDUG�PDUULDJH�PLJUDQWV��7KH�PRVW�IUHTXHQWO\�
UHSRUWHG�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQFOXGH���� ODQJXDJH�EDUULHUV�����ÀQDQFLDO� LQVHFXULW\�DQG�OLPLWHG�
DFFHVV� WR� VRFLDO� VHUYLFHV�� DQG� ��� GLIÀFXOWLHV�ZLWK� HGXFDWLQJ� DQG� UDLVLQJ� FKLOGUHQ��
(VSHFLDOO\��WKRVH�ZLWK�FKLOGUHQ�DW�WKH�DJHV�RI�HOHPHQWDU\�VFKRRO�KDYH�H[WUD�GLIÀFXOWLHV�
of paying tuition fees for private educational institutes and tuition. High levels of 
perceived discrimination in terms of social marginalization and discrimination because 
of low status and physical appearances persists. However, North America, Austrian, 
:HVWHUQ�(XURSHDQ�DQG�&DPERGLDQ��7KDL��DQG�9LHWQDPHVH�PDUULDJH�PLJUDQWV�H[SUHVVHG�
higher levels of life satisfaction while Japanese marriage migrants reported the lowest 
level of satisfaction. This difference shows that the stability of international marriages 
is fragile. The husbands’ lack of economic progress, domestic violence, language and 
cultural barriers are hard to overcome and many international marriages have come to 
an end. According to divorce statistics released in April, 2010 by the Korean National 
6WDWLVWLFDO�2IÀFH47, the number of divorces in international marriages increased rapidly 

44 Kim Andrew Eungi, “Increasing Ethnic Diversity in South Korea: An Introductory Essay,” 
p. 505.

45 Kim Andrew Eungi “Demography, Migration and Multiculturalism in South Korea,” The 
$VLD�3DFLÀF� -RXUQDO�� -DSDQ� )RFXV, accessed: 11 November 2014, http://japanfocus.org/-
Andrew_Eungi-Kim/3035.

46 Ministry of Health and Welfare, National Survey of Multicultural Families, Seoul: Bogeon-bokjibu, 
2009.

47� .RUHDQ�1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFDO�2IÀFH��.162���Divorce Statistics of 2009, April, 2010, pp 2-3.
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from 1,744 in 2002 to 4,171 in 2005 and to 11,692 in 2009. By contrast, divorce cases of 
ordinary Korean couples decreased from 144,900 in 2002 to 124,000 in 2009.48

0XOWLFXOWXUDO�)DPLOLHV�DQG�&KLOGUHQ

Along with the rapid rise in intermarriages, the number of multicultural children have 
also increased. The issue of children from multicultural families has been debated 
DPRQJ�UHVHDUFKHUV��JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFLDOV��FLYLF�DFWLYLVWV��DQG�LPPLJUDQWV�WKHPVHOYHV��
Bride migration is intimately related to the issue of bi-ethnic / bi-racial children, who 
are referred to as “multicultural children” in Korea. These children used to be called 
´WKH�UDFLDOO\�PL[HGµ�RU�´FKLOGUHQ�RI�PL[HG�EORRGµ�EXW�WKRVH�WHUPV�ZHUH�UHSODFHG�ZLWK�
“children of multicultural family,” giving a more positive meaning and connotation.

 The offspring of marriages involving Koreans and persons of other Asian heritage 
DUH�FDOOHG�.RVLDQV��ZLWK�SUHÀ[�´.Rµ�GHULYLQJ�IURP�WKH�WHUP�´.RUHDQµ�DQG�WKH�VXIÀ[�
´VLDQVµ�IURP�WKH�WHUP�́ $VLDQV�µ�$V�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�LQWHUPDUULDJHV�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�ULVH�RYHU�
the years, their number too is likely to rise. Accordingly, nearly a third of all children 
ERUQ�LQ������DUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�EH�.RVLDQV�DQG�WKHLU�DFFXPXODWHG�WRWDO�ZLOO�VRDU�WR������
million or 3.3 % of the population by that year.49 In addition, the number of bi-ethnic/
bi-racial children in elementary and secondary school reached 13,445 in 2007, up 68.1 
per cent from the previous year (7,998). The proportion of bi-ethnic/bi-racial children 
LQ�WRWDO�HQUROOPHQW�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�ULVH�WR����SHU�FHQW�LQ������DQG�WR�PRUH�WKDQ���������RU�
���SHU�FHQW�LQ�������(OHPHQWDU\�WH[W�ERRNV�ZLOO�VRRQ�LQFOXGH�D�VHFWLRQ�RQ�EL�HWKQLF�EL�
racial children and multicultural families, highlighting the need to understand diverse 
cultural backgrounds and to develop more tolerant attitudes. This is a major change 
from emphasizing on ethnic homogeneity, which presents Korea as a consanguineous 
community comprised of the descendants of one common ancestor. Major television 
networks have started to feature immigrant brides and multicultural families. Korean 
society is starting to implement measures to accept the multicultural reality, at least for 
those who share “Korean blood.”50

The children of multicultural family have different appearances, ways of speaking, 
DQG�SRRU�ODQJXDJH�SURÀFLHQF\�ZKHQ�FRPSDUHG�WR�QDWLYH�.RUHDQ�FKLOGUHQ��DQG�DUH�RIWHQ�
alienated from mainstream South Korean culture and by their peers at school. This 
FUHDWHV�GLIÀFXOWLHV�IRU�WKHP�LQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�VHOI�LGHQWLW\�DV�.RUHDQV�51 As a result, the 
number of students who dropout or discontinue the pursuit of education is increasing 
– 14% of multicultural family children do not attend elementary school, 40% do not 
attend middle school, and 70% do not complete high school.52

According to Cho, who evaluated educational problems of children of multicultural 
families, these children are referred to as “falling-behind children,” children of migrant 
workers as “neglected children”, and children of North Korean migrants as “drop-
out children.” About 8,000 children of migrant workers are not receiving any type 
48� <RRQ�,Q�-LQ��0XOWLFXOWXUDO�0LQRULW\�*URXSV�DQG�0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&RH[LVWHQFH�LQ�.RUHDQ�6RFLHW\��

p. 532.
49 ‘A Possibility of the Political Empowerment of Kosians,’ Joong-Ang Ilbo, 5 April, 2006.
50 Andrew Eungi Kim, “Demography, Migration and Multiculturalism in South Korea.”
51 Kim, Wang-Bae, “Immigration of Foreign Workers into Korea: From Periphery to the Global 

Labour Market,” Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2004, pp 316-335.
52 Kim, Wang-Bae, “Immigration of Foreign Workers into Korea: From Periphery to the Global 

Labour Market.”
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of education, and moreover, undocumented migrant parents hesitate sending their 
FKLOGUHQ�WR�SXEOLF�RU�DFFUHGLWHG�VFKRROV�EHFDXVH�RI�XQFRQÀUPHG�UHVLGHQFH��ÀQDQFLDO�
insecurities, and fear of disclosing their identities. Children of migrant workers, 
especially undocumented ones, however, are neglected and abandoned from basic 
public education because they are not Korean citizens. On the other hand, the children 
of marriage migrants and North Korean migrants are Korean citizens and civil 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV��$OWKRXJK� WKHVH� FKLOGUHQ� VXIIHU� IURP�GLIÀFXOWLHV� LQ� IROORZLQJ�.RUHDQ�
curriculum at school, but they are offered better support, such as guaranteed educational 
opportunities and access to various programs carried out by the government and civic 
organizations to improve educational performance.53

Multiculturalism and Migrant Policies in Korea

Korean sociey have responded well to the multiculturalism phenomenon. Korean 
scholars have introduced theories and discourses of multiculturalism developed in 
:HVWHUQ�VRFLHWLHV�DQG�KDYH�H[DPLQHG�FXUUHQW�VLWXDWLRQV�DQG�SUREOHPV�RI�YDULRXV�W\SHV�
of migrants. Civic organizations have advocated rights of migrant workers, marriage 
migrants and supported their adjustment in Korea. Mass media has transformed 
PLJUDQWV·�SUREOHPV�LQWR�D�VRFLDO�LVVXH�DQG�UDLVHG�SXEOLF�DZDUHQHVV�RI�GLIÀFXOWLHV�IDFHG�
by migrants. The Korean government has taken proactive measures to accommodate 
needs of foreigners and migrants. Although acting  too quickly and hastily, the central 
JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�LWV�DIÀOLDWHG�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�KDYH�PDGH�VRPH�UHPDUNDEOH�DFFRPSOLVKPHQW�
in immigration and multicultural policies. They included 1) establishment of the 
Employment Permit System and Healthy Family Support Centers, 2) legislation of the 
Foreigners Treatment Act and Multicultural Family Act, and 3) involvement of legal and 
institutional infrastructures like the Korea Immigration Service. These developments 
have resulted in a more positive perspective towards multiculturalism among Koreans. 
Today they have a much more open-mind and positive viewpoint towards migrant 
workers, marriage migrants, and a multicultural society. These changes were possible 
due to the work done by many progressive civic organizations and media, which actively 
challenged infringement of human rights, social prejudices and discriminations faced 
by migrant workers, marriage migrants, and their children. They also have spotlighted 
the urgency of granting support and attention to migrants.54

0LJUDQWV�3ROLFLHV�LQ�.RUHD

$W�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�PDWWHU� LV�.RUHDQ�GHPDQG�IRU�FKHDS��XQVNLOOHG�ODERXU�WR�ÀOO� MREV�
shunned by locals. In congruence with dual labour market theory, the demand for 
foreign labour came about as relatively better-educated, more status-conscious, and 
wealthier Koreans began to turn away from low-paying and less prestigious manual 
jobs. To mitigate the labour short age in unskilled, manual jobs, since 1992 the Korean 
JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�VRXJKW�WR�EULQJ�LQ�DQG�FRQWURO�WKH�LQÁRZ�RI�XQVNLOOHG�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV��
The number of such workers entering Korea increased from 33,861 in 1994 to 49,345 in 

53 Cho Youngdal, $�6XUYH\�RI�(GXFDWLRQDO�&RQGLWLRQV�RI�&KLOGUHQ�RI�0XOWLFXOWXUDO�)DPLO\��6HRXO��
Kyoyukinjeokjawonbu, 2006 quoted in Yoon  In-Jin, “Multicultural Minority Groups and 
0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&RH[LVWHQFH�LQ�.RUHDQ�6RFLHW\�µ�Korea Observer, Vol. 41, No. 4, 2010, p 534.

54� <RRQ�,Q�-LQ��́ 0XOWLFXOWXUDO�0LQRULW\�*URXSV�DQG�0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&RH[LVWHQFH�LQ�.RUHDQ�6RFLHW\�µ�
pp 519-520.
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2000, and 106,688 in 2004. Korea attracted workers from a dozen or so Asian countries, 
including China (predominantly ethnic Koreans), Vietnam, Indonesia, Bangladesh, 
and the Philippines. Recently, however, unskilled migrant workers are now coming 
from other parts of the world, including Russia, Pakistan, India, Uzbekistan, Brazil, and 
1LJHULD��7KH\�DUH�HPSOR\HG�LQ�DJULFXOWXUH��ÀVKHU\�DQG�VHUYLFH�LQGXVWULHV�DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�
3D jobs in industries including construction, metal works, dyeing, auto-parts, tanning, 
WH[WLOHV�� IXUQLWXUH�PDQXIDFWXULQJ� DQG�RWKHU� VPDOO�WR�PHGLXP�VFDOH�PDQXIDFWXULQJ�
industries. 55

)RXU�W\SHV�RI�ZRUN�SHUPLWV�UHJXODWH�WKH�LQÁX[�RI�IRUHLJQ�ZRUNHUV��3URIHVVLRQDO�:RUN�
Permit System (PWPS), Industrial Training System (ITS), Employment Management 
System (EMS) for less-skilled overseas Koreans, and Employment Permit System (EPS) 
for unskilled foreign workers. The work permit system stipulates different conditions 
and entitlements for skilled and less-skilled or unskilled workers. Skilled foreign workers 
are subject to lesser regulations than their less-skilled counterparts. The Immigration 
Bureau does not limit the number of visas for skilled workers, while setting visa quotas 
IRU�OHVV�VNLOOHG�IRUHLJQ�ZRUNHUV�LQ�VSHFLÀHG�,QGXVWULDO�VHFWRUV�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�QHHGV�

The Industrial Training System (ITS) was implemented in January 1994. In the 
inaugural year, 31,830 Asian workers arrived. Since then, the number of industrial 
WUDLQHHV�ÁXFWXDWHG�EHWZHHQ��������DQG���������7KH� WUDLQLQJ�SURJUDP�FRQVLVW� V�RI� D�
one-year training and two-year work permit system: trainees are eligible to apply 
for a work permit after completion of the training program. If they are successful in 
obtaining a work permit, they can work as regular workers with the full range of labour 
rights. Four main sectors in which these trainees work are manufacturing, construction, 
DJULFXOWXUDO��DQG�LQODQG�DQG�FRDVWDO�ÀVKHULHV��+RZHYHU��WKH�WUDLQHH�SURJUDP�FUHDWHG�
many problems: trainees often became undocumented workers as they ran away from 
the trainee program for better pay elsewhere (trainees were paid barely more than 
minimum wage and were often forced to work overtime with no overtime pay); there 
were many reports of abuses as trainees were not protected by the Labour Standard Law. 

)XUWKHU�� WKH�SURJUDP�KDG� D�YHU\� FUXFLDO�ÁDZ�DW� WKH� RXWVHW�� ,W�ZDV�RULJLQDOO\�
introduced to provide undocumented workers with skills and legal status. However, in 
opposition to its initial purpose, the program resulted in the departure of foreign workers 
from the program because they were considered trainees, not workers; therefore, with 
trainee status, they were paid much less than undocumented workers.56 

The Employment Permit System (EPS) for less-skilled or unskilled foreign workers 
was implemented on August 17, 2004 to ultimately replace the problematic ITS. From 
2004 to 2007, ITS and EPS were practiced together, but the ITS became discontinued 
as of 1 January 2007. Unlike the ITS, which was controlled and operated by business 
associations, all activities of the EPS—registration of potential migrant workers, 
selection, pre-departure orientation, post-arrival orientation, job placement , return 
and reintegration, and monitoring—are strictly regulated by government agencies. 

55 Seol Dong-Hoon, Foreign labourers and Korean society, Seoul: Seoul National University 
Press, 1999; Seol, Dong –Hoon, “Past and Present of Foreign Workers in Korea, 1987-2000,’ Asia 
Solidarity Quarterly, Vol. 2, 2000, pp 6-31: Kim, Wang-Bae, “Immigration of Foreign Workers 
into Korea: From Periphery to the Global Labour Market”, Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2004, 
pp 316-335.

56 Skrentny, J., and D.H. Seol, South Korea: Importing Undocumented Workers, 2004. In 
&RQWUROOLQJ�,PPLJUDWLRQ��$�*OREDO�3HUVSHFWLYH, ed. W.A. Cornelius, T. Tsuda, P.L. Martin, et al, 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, pp 475-513.
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The new system is aimed at providing equal treatment to foreign workers, including 
basic labour rights, employment insurance and legal minimum wages, while ensuring 
a stable supply of manpower for Korean employers. However, foreign workers are 
banned from changing workplaces on their own and are allowed to work in Korea for 
D�PD[LPXP�RI�WKUHH�\HDUV��7R�HVWDEOLVK�ODERXU�PLJUDWLRQ�WKURXJK�ELODWHUDO�DJUHHPHQWV�
between the sending and receiving countries, the government entered a memorandum 
RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��028��ZLWK�VL[�$VLDQ�FRXQWULHV³7KDLODQG��9LHW�1DP��0RQJROLD��6UL�
Lanka, Indonesia, and the Philippines—from which about 25,000 workers arrived in 
2004. In 2006, three other countries were added—Uzbekistan, Pakistan, and Cambodia—
followed by MOU with China, Bangladesh, Kyrgyz Republic, Nepal, Myanmar and 
East Timor in 2007. More than 100,000 workers arrived from these countries in 2007 
alone. The Korean Ministry of Labour assigns annual quotas to all sending countries 
according to employer preference, evaluation of sending procedures, and the number 
of illegal workers. Consequently, sending countries competed for quotas, and this 
brought higher quality workers to Korea and guaranteed fairness in recruiting in the 
sending countries. Eligibility is restricted to manufacturing companies with less than 
300 workers which can prove that they previously tried to employ Korean workers. 
However, this initiative has been criticized by civic activists for being advantageous to 
employers. In other words, migrant workers are not given full details and information 
about the workplace environment and it restricts workers’ from making any autonomous 
decisions. Furthermore, the right to rehire migrant workers solely resides within the 
HPSOR\HUV��7KLV�PHDQV�ZKHQ�D�ZRUNHU·V� HPSOR\PHQW� FRQWUDFW� H[SLUHV�� HPSOR\HUV�
are most likely to take control over the amount of wages and plight of the migrant 
workers. All in all, the system is criticized for severely restricting workers’ right to 
change workplaces, for paying them lower wages and being trapped in subordinate 
employment.57

In addition, an Employment Management System (EMS) for overseas Koreans 
has been implemented since December 2002 for overseas Koreans who have foreign 
nationalities. To be eligible, they have to be at least 30 years old and have a relative 
living in Korea. EMS permit holders were originally allowed to stay for up to two years, 
EXW�IURP�$XJXVW������SHUPLVVLRQ�ZDV�H[WHQGHG�WR�WKUHH�\HDUV��7KURXJK�WKHVH�ODERXU�
importation schemes, several hundred thousand foreign workers, skilled and unskilled, 
have been brought to work in hotels, restaurants, as cleaners and maid.58 Table 1 shows 
a summary of the policy changes for migrant workers.59

57 Kim Hee Sung, “Legal Problems and Proposal on Employment of Migrant Workers,” 
Gyeongyeong Beopryul, Vol. 13, No. 2008. pp 290-294.

58 Kim Andrew Eungi, “Demography, Migration and Multiculturalism in South Korea.”
59 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 

Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” p 38.
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Table 1 Governmental Policies on Foreign Labour Recruitment from 1988 to the   Present.

Period Enacted Policy Policy and Consequences
1988-October
1991

Absence of policy ,JQRULQJ�WKH�LQÁX[�RI�IRUHLJQHUV�ZKR�YLVLW�UHODWLYHV�
DQG�WUDYHO�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�DW�ÀUVW��\HW�ODWHU�VHWWOHG�
down in South Korea as undocumented migrant 
workers

January 1992 Industrial Trainee of
Overseas Investment
Enterprise

7KH�ÀUVW�JRYHUQPHQWDO�SROLF\�IRU�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV

January 1994 ITS Importing foreigner labourers on ‘student’ status/
visas
([FOXGLQJ�WKHP�IURP�WKH�VRFLDO�ZHOIDUH�V\VWHP��DV�
they were not ‘(legal) workers’ based on the Standard 
Labour Law
Migrant workers suffered from long hours of work 
and low wages
Number of undocumented workers increased

November
2002

EMS One year of training and two years of employment

August 2004 Combining the ITS 
with EPS

Introducing the EPS
Enforcing a law on hiring foreign workers

January 2007-
Present

EPS Abolishing the ITS and validating only the EPS

Source: Kim, A.E. 2009. Global migration and South Korea: Foreign workers, foreign brides and the making of 
a multicultural society. Ethnic and Racial Studies 32: 70-92., Lee, S.O. 2009. Migrant workers’ movement and 
multiculturalism in Korea. Multiculturalism in Korea: Reality and issue, ed. K.S. Oh, 81-107. Seoul: Hanwool 
Academy., Skrentny, J., and D.-H. Seol. 2004. South Korea: Importing undocumented workers. Controlling 
immigration: A global perspective, ed. W.A. Cornelius, T. Tsuda, P.L. Martin, et al, 475-513. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.

0XOWLFXOWXUDO�3ROLFLHV�IRU�)RUHLJQ�%ULGHV

Prior to 2004, the Korean government was not concerned about foreign spouses, while 
local governments and NGOs were. The central government began paying attention to 
WKH�QHZ�LPPLJUDQWV�ZKHQ�VL[WHHQ�FRQJUHVVPHQ��PRVW�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�UXUDO�FRQVWLWXHQFLHV��
submitted a petition in February 2005 proposing that international marriage agencies 
be regulated. Upon their request, the Ministry of Health and Welfare asked several 
VFKRODUV�WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�IRUHLJQ�ZLYHV�LQ�������%DVHG�RQ�WKH�ÀQGLQJV�RI�WKLV�QDWLRQZLGH�
survey, the government announced the ‘Grand Plan’ on April 26, 2006. The Ministry of 
Gender Equality and Family became the leading coordinating department, while other 
ministries, including the Ministry of Justice, Labour, Health and Welfare, along with 
local and central government departments were required to participate. The 2006 ‘Grand 
Plan’ includes various services, such as Korean language instruction, cultural education 
and employment training. Since 2006, the government has devoted considerable funding 
to social services for immigrant wives.60

60 Danièle Bélanger , Hye-Kyung Lee & Hong-Zen Wang, “Ethnic Diversity and Statistics in 
East Asia: ‘Foreign Brides’ Surveys in Taiwan and South Korea,” Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
33:6, 2010.
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The term “multiculturalism” in Korea has evolved from the concept of multicultural 
families. Most Koreans still tend to understand multiculturalism as something pertaining 
DOPRVW� H[FOXVLYHO\� WR� IRUHLJQ�EULGHV�� )RU� WKDW� UHDVRQ�� YDULRXV�SURJUDPV�� DLG�� DQG�
campaigns related to multiculturalism is still built largely around foreign brides and 
their circumstances. Other immigrants, such as migrant workers, foreign students, 
or even North Korean escapees are not considered critical to the development and 
implementation of multiculturalism policies. Therefore, understanding the meaning of 
multiculturalism and the development of related operational policies is most effectively 
achieved by emphasizing foreign brides.61

In governmental policy designed to regulate increasing foreign population, 
this broad shift from the framework of labour (migrant workers) to that of family 
(multicultural family) has been (in)directly affected by the rise of the discourse of 
multicultural society since 2005.62 As mentioned earlier, the South Korean government 
and press initiated the discussion of multiculturalism; in this process, the unit of family 
has moved to the center of the discussion as a type of assimilation policy. For instance, 
one of the newspaper articles, titled ‘From labour policy to immigration policy,’ argued:

Although policies for migrant workers are important, it is discussed that the careful welfare policies 
for multicultural family and their mixed-race children are more urgently needed. In other words, 
since the children of migrant workers and the children of Korean citizens and foreign spouses 
(known as ‘Kosian’), are continuously increasing these days, a comprehensive governmental policy 
should be enacted.63

As seen above, the main subject of governmental immigration policy is now children, 
ZKHWKHU�WKH\�DUH�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�RI�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�RU�PL[HG�UDFH�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�LQWHUUDFLDO�
marriage, which signals that the framework of immigration policy has shifted from 
labour to family. It is also interesting to note that the issue of migrant workers, in the 
case that they start a family in South Korea regardless of their visa status, begins to be 
covered under the rubric of multicultural family rather than that of labour. Aside from 
the press, academia has also problematized the sudden discursive shift ‘from migrant 
workers to multicultural society’ or ‘from labour to neighbor.’

The government’s awareness towards immigrants, including migrant workers and 
IHPDOH�PDUULDJH�PLJUDQWV��KDV�LQFUHDVHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\��7KH�ODXQFK�RI�WKH�Foreign Policy 
Committee set a new policy direction under the slogan of ‘living together with foreigners.’ 
Hence the emphasis has shifted from ‘low-skilled labour’ and ‘care and control’ to a 
new paradigm with ‘respect for human rights and social integration of foreigners’ and 
‘living with foreigners and an open society.’64 In other words, the increase in discourses 

61 Kim Choong Soon, Voices of Foreign Brides; The Roots and Development of Multiculturalism in 
Korea��S�[[LY�

62 Ahn, J H., “Transforming Korea into Multicultural Society: Reception of Multiculturalism 
Discourse and its Discursive Disposition in Korea,” Asian Ethnicity, Vol. 13, 2012, pp 95-107.

63 Oh, S.W., “From Labour Policy to Immigration Policy,’ Nail Newspaper, 16 November, 2005, 
http://www.naeil.com/news/politics/View News.as p?sid_E&tid_0&nnum_233408.

64 Jung, K.S., Korean Government’s Immigration Policy, 2006, “Government’s Immigration 
Policy Caring and Leaping,” paper presented at the Annual Symposium of Network for Migrants 
Rights, 2006, p 12.
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on multiculturalism has played a role in shifting the immigration policy agenda from 
labour to family welfare.65

7KH�%DVLF�$FW�RQ�WKH�7UHDWPHQW�RI�)RUHLJQHUV�LQ�.RUHD

Korea’s National Assembly passed the 2007 Basic Act after years of debate, research, and 
negotiations between policymakers and civil society organizations. Following a 2006 
meeting of representatives from the major government ministries, migrant advocacy 
organizations, and scholarly community, the government announced plans to enact the 
Basic Act with the stated purpose of promoting immigrant social integration and mutual 
respect between foreigners and Korean nationals. This act calls for the implementation 
RI�D�%DVLF�3ODQ�IRU�,PPLJUDWLRQ�3ROLF\�HYHU\�ÀYH�\HDUV�WKDW�HQWDLOV�WKH�FRRSHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
national, municipal, and local governments and the designation of the Foreigner Policy 
Committee to coordinate all policies regarding foreign residents. The First Basic Plan for 
Immigration Policy (2008-2012; “First Basic Plan”), which included a total budget of 612.7 
billion Korean won, set the basis for designing and funding programs and assigning 
VSHFLÀF�PLQLVWULHV�ZLWK�WDVNV�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�IROORZLQJ�IRXU�JRDOV�����HQKDQFLQJ�QDWLRQDO�
competitiveness with a proactive openness policy; 2) pursuing quality social integration; 
3) enforcing immigration laws; and 4) protecting human rights of foreigners.66

Although the Basic Act�LV�PHDQW�WR�VHUYH�DV�D�JHQHUDO�JXLGH�IRU�GUDIWLQJ�WKH�ÀYH�\HDU�
%DVLF�3ODQ�IRU�,PPLJUDWLRQ�3ROLF\��LW�LV�QRWDEOH�IRU�LWV�H[SOLFLW�SURYLVLRQ�WR�VDIHJXDUG�
the human rights of foreign residents in Korea (Article 10). As minorities in Korean 
society who are vulnerable to “human rights abuse”, foreigners require “national-level 
protection against discrimination”.67 In addition to outlining broad plans for reviewing 
and reforming discriminatory practices and institutions, the First Basic Plan offers 
VSHFLÀF�SURYLVLRQV� IRU�SURWHFWLQJ�PLJUDQW�ZRPHQ�� IRUHLJQHUV� LQ�GHWHQWLRQ� IDFLOLWLHV��
and refugees.

Migrant women, especially marriage migrants, are also central to the First Basic 
Plan’s second goal of “pursuing quality social integration.” Among the four major tasks 
assigned to this objective are two that are devoted solely to marriage migrants and their 
children: “helping immigrants through marriage get settled” and “creating a sound 
environment for multicultural children.” In a similar vein, the last task in this section 
concerns the social integration of co-ethnic immigrants or the “Korean Diaspora” while 
WKH�ÀUVW�VHFWLRQ�WKDW�GLVFXVVHV�UHIRUPV�WR�LPPLJUDWLRQ�SROLFLHV�PDNHV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH\�
have priority over other foreign nationals in entry and employment rights. This section 
additionally includes a framework for equalizing working conditions for foreign and 
Korean workers from workplace abuse. Accordingly, the Basic Act and the First Basic 
3ODQ�VHWV�GLVWLQFW�JXLGHOLQHV�IRU�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�VSHFLÀF�LPPLJUDQW�SRSXODWLRQV��VRFLDO�
integration for marriage migrants, preferential entry and employment rights for co-
ethnic immigrants, and human rights protection for migrant workers.68

65 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 
Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” p 37 .

66 Korea Immigration Service (KIS), Korea Immigration Service Statistics 2009 (2009).
67 Korea Immigration Service (KIS), p 13.
68 Chung Erin Aeran, “Korea and Japan’s Multicultural Models for Immigrant Incorporation,” 

Korea Observer, Vol. 41, No. 4, 2010, p 663.
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'\QDPLFV�RI�GLVFXUVLYH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��H[FOXVLRQ�DQG�LQFOXVLRQ

$V�PHQWLRQHG�EHIRUH��PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�DUH�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�H[FOXGHG�IURP�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�
SROLFLHV��+RZHYHU��LW�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�HQWLUHO\�H[FOXGHG��7KH�DSSHDUDQFH�
of migrant workers in South Korea is not accidental, even though they were not 
welcomed. It took about 15 years to earn EPS, which guarantees migrant labour rights 
with certain limitations. In contrast, the multicultural family became the foremost object 
of governmental multiculturalism policy after 2005. But then the question is how did 
the discussion move to multicultural families instead? 

)LUVW�RI�DOO��ZH�QHHG�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�ORJLF�WKDW�HVSHFLDOO\�H[FOXGHV�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�
more than the multicultural family, even though both migrant workers and multicultural 
families are racial others in South Korea. When the ITS resulted in migrant workers 
undocumented, the EPS was designed to guarantee migrants the same basic labour 
ULJKWV�DV�RWKHU�.RUHDQ�ZRUNHUV��+RZHYHU��D�SULQFLSOH�RI�H[FOXVLRQ�DQG�LQFOXVLRQ�LV�VWLOO�
in place as migrant workers can only stay up to 5 years, and their movement is restricted 
from one job to another. 

6HFRQGO\��WKH�H[FOXVLRQ�OLHV�LQ�WKH�GLFKRWRP\�EHWZHHQ�QDWLRQDO�DQG�QRQ�QDWLRQDO�
that is related to state racism. Since migrant workers are not citizens who have political-
legal rights, they are distinguished and discriminated against in the form of a group. The 
logic is based on the ideology of being national and non-national: Who are the nationals? 
And who does not belong? Moreover, regulating and governing the population is a 
very political issue from beginning to end because it distinguishes a citizen from a non-
citizen and a legal worker from an illegal one. Furthermore, citizenship accords one 
with legal political rights and it also distinguishes abnormal from normal according to 
RQH·V�VH[XDO�RULHQWDWLRQ�DQG�PDULWDO�VWDWXV��

As we can see from Table 2, migrant workers, regardless of their status eventually 
UHWXUQ�KRPH��KHQFH�WKH\�EHFRPH�REMHFWV�RI�H[FOXVLRQ��,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�IDPLO\�
automatically acquires legal status and is the object of assimilation. Simply put, migrant 
workers are considered temporary residents who earn money and bring it back to their 
KRPH�FRXQWU\��ZKLFK�PDNHV�WKHP�DQ�REMHFW�RI�H[FOXVLRQ��ZKHUHDV�WKH�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�
family (and their children) is considered a member of Korean society, which allows 
them to be an object of assimilation and governmental support.69

Conclusion

Korean multiculturalism as a governmental policy has a strong inclination toward 
assimilation and social integration. While Western multiculturalism fought racism, 
Korean multiculturalism assimilates individuals of differing races into the process 
of nation-building. I have argued that racial projects have been formed through the 
discourse of multiculturalism whereby a discursive transformation from migrant 
workers to the multicultural family has developed. First, the process of inclusion and 
H[FOXVLRQ�FRQWUROV�DQG�UHJXODWHV�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ��7KLV�LV�LPSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�
from migrant worker to multicultural family is one of the state’s techniques to govern 
its citizens. Second, the multiculturalism discourse in South Korea has shaped an order 
based on race and racial categories determine the distribution of social resources. Lastly, 
IDPLO\�DV�WKH�EDVLF�XQLW�LV�PHGLDWHG�E\�VH[XDOLW\�DQG�UDFH�

69 Ahn Ji-Hyun, “Global Migration and the Racial Project In Transition: Institutionalizing Racial 
Difference through the Discourse of Multiculturalism in South Korea,” p 41.
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The discursive disposition of migrant workers changed after it began to be 
discussed under the discourse of multiculturalism, which resulted in a new discursive 
order through the process of rearranging the racial discourses in South Korea. Thus, 
the discursive transformation from migrant workers to the multicultural family is 
FRPSOLFDWHG��)RU�H[DPSOH�� LW� LV� WUXH� WKDW�PLJUDQW�ZRUNHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�
H[FOXGHG�IURP�JRYHUQPHQWDO�SROLFLHV�EHIRUH�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�SROLF\�ZDV�HQDFWHG��ZKHUHDV�
multicultural families and female marriage migrants have become the main subjects 
of multicultural policies. However, this process is not dichotomous, as in ‘migrant 
ZRUNHUV�RXW��PXOWLFXOWXUDO�IDPLO\�LQ�·�'\QDPLF�PRYHPHQWV�RI�LQFOXVLRQ�DQG�H[FOXVLRQ�
are still happening within the migrant workers. It is more accurate to argue that that 
the discursive position of migrant workers has been renegotiated.

Foreign residents in Korea comprise only 2.4% of the Korean population and the 
percentage of long-term foreign residents is even lower. Therefore, it is premature to 
call Korean society a multicultural society. Yet, the number of foreigners and the level of 
racial and ethnic diversity keep growing, transforming Korea into a multicultural society. 
Low fertility and aging is reducing population growth, especially the economically active 
population and it would be inevitable Korea to admit more foreign labour force in order 
to keep up with the current level of economic growth and living standards. Furthermore, 
in addition to migrant workers, marriage migrants and foreign students enter Korea in 
increasing numbers and many of them manage to settle permanently. As a result, Korean 
society will become more diverse in term of race, ethnicity, and culture, and achieving 
social integration out of diversity has become the major task for Korean society. The 
question now is not about whether to accept multiculturalism or not, but is about what 
form of multiculturalism should be implemented. The discourse on multiculturalism 
should seek solutions to actual problems of an increasing multicultural society.

Table 2 Control Mechanism that Regulates Migrants in South Korea

Detailed
FODVVLÀFDWLRQ

Legal
status

Regulating mechanism Assimilation or
exclusion

International
marriage

Female Legal Multiculturalism Assimilation
Male Legal

Children Multicultural
family children

(Legal)
Korean

Multiculturalism Assimilation

Migrant worker
children

Illegal Very limited human
rights

([FOXVLRQ

Migrant 
worker

Documented
worker

Legal EPS ([FOXVLRQ

Undocumented
worker

Illegal Forced deportation,
purposeful connivance

([FOXVLRQ

Overseas
Koreans (in
China)

Legal/
illegal

Employment for
compatriots

Assimilation/
H[FOXVLRQ

Source: Lee, S.O. 2009. Migrant workers’ movement and multiculturalism in Korea. Multiculturalism in Korea: 
Reality and issue, ed. K.S. Oh, 81-107. Seoul: Hanwool Academy.
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.RUHDQV� VKRXOG�SUHSDUH� IRU�SRWHQWLDO� ULVNV� DQG� FRQÁLFWV� WKDW� D�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�
society can bring . Western countries that used to admit large numbers of immigrants 
DUH�QRZ� IDFLQJ� UDFLDO� DQG� UHOLJLRXV� FRQÁLFWV�GXH� WR� WKH�PDMRULW\�JURXS·V�SUHMXGLFH�
and discrimination against foreigners. Koreans now are tolerant toward immigrants 
because there are not big in numbers. When foreigners increase in numbers, they are 
likely to compete with natives and resist assimilation to the mainstream culture. In 
order to avoid such a situation, Korean society needs to improve its acceptability of 
multiculturalism and create environments where multicultural minorities can feel they 
DUH�HTXDOO\�SURGXFWLYH�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�VRFLHW\��0XOWLFXOWXUDO�FRH[LVWHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
majority and minority groups requires both attitudinal changes of society and systematic 
changes of laws and institutions.

)LUVW�� DOO� NLQGV�RI�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ� DQG� VRFLDO� H[FOXVLRQ� VKRXOG�EH� VWRSSHG�DQG�
everyone should have equal opportunities for self-development. Thus, the Prohibition 
Act on Discrimination which prohibits any mistreatment and discrimination against 
multicultural minority groups should be strengthened.

Second, Koreans need to actively support the protection of human rights that 
JXDUDQWHHV� VRFLDO� DQG� FXOWXUDO� ULJKWV�RI�PLQRULW\�JURXSV��)RU� H[DPSOH�� FKLOGUHQ�RI�
PXOWLFXOWXUDO�IDPLO\�ZKR�IDFH�OHDUQLQJ�GLIÀFXOWLHV�QHHG�WR�EH�DFNQRZOHGJHG��IXQGHG�
and given rights to receive special education tailored to meet their needs.

7KLUG��.RUHDQV�QHHG�WR�ÀQG�D�VROXWLRQ�IRU�XQGRFXPHQWHG�IRUHLJQ�UHVLGHQWV�ZKR�
are actual members living in the society. They are stuck as they lack basic human 
rights like education and medical care because they are not legally Korean citizens. 
3ODQV�RI�OHJDOL]DWLRQ�QHHGV�WR�EH�GHYHORSHG�E\�VHWWLQJ�TXDOLÀFDWLRQV�DQG�FRQGLWLRQV�
RI� OHJDOL]DWLRQ�� VHOHFWLQJ�TXDOLÀHG� LQGLYLGXDOV��JLYLQJ� WKHP�FRQGLWLRQDO� OHJDO� VWDWXV�
XQWLO�WKH\�JDLQ�SHUPDQHQW�OHJDO�VWDWXV�DIWHU�WKH\�SURYH�WKHLU�DELOLW\�RI�VHOI�VXIÀFLHQF\��
%HQFKPDUNLQJ�WKH�SUHFHGHQWV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WR�GHYHORS�D�.RUHDQ�VSHFLÀF�PRGHO�
of legalization of undocumented migrants should be done.

Attitudinal changes of society require long-term investments in education and 
WUDLQLQJ��7KXV�.RUHD�QHHGV�WKH�H[SDQVLRQ�DQG�VWUHQJWKHQLQJ�RI�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�HGXFDWLRQ�
not only for migrants but also ordinary Koreans so that they can appreciate multicultural 
values, lifestyles, and modes of behavior.

Finally, Korea must develop a new principle of social integration suitable for a 
multicultural society. There is a need for a more universal and inclusive principle of 
social integration that can be applied to all actual members of a multicultural society. 
South Koreans apply the principle of national to naturalized married migrants and their 
children, the principle of compatriot to overseas Koreans, and the principle of legality 
to foreigners. Naturalized marriage migrants and their children become the target of 
inclusion and assimilation. Overseas Koreans receive preferential treatment over non-
Korean foreigners. Legal foreigners are protected from discrimination and receive 
support for social adjustment and economic activities while illegal or undocumented 
RQHV�DUH�H[FOXGHG�IURP�VXFK�VXSSRUW�DQG�SURWHFWLRQ��

7KHVH� JURXS�VSHFLÀF�SULQFLSOHV� DUH�GLVFULPLQDWRU\� DQG�QRW� DSSURSULDWH� LQ� D�
multicultural setting. The attitude of citizens must change. Thus far, most Koreans 
have a positive attitude toward immigrants, but we can never be sure that they will 
not become hostile in the future.  Hence, Koreans and immigrants need to adapt to 
living with each other despite their ethnic and cultural differences. In sum, citizens 
have a role to play as it is not the sole task of the government to make preparations for 
a multicultural society.
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