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Marrying into South Korea:
Female Marriage Migrants and Gendered Modes of National Belonging

In recent South Korean public discourses on the growth of diversity within the
country, the female marriage migrant emerges as a key figure. Remarkably, one out of ten
marriages in South Korea today are transnational; in three quarters of these marriages, the
foreign spouse is a woman (MoGEF 2012:19)." Introducing national, cultural, and often
ethnic/racial others into the intimate spheres of Korean society, the increasing commonality
of such conjugal unions has prompted citizens' reevaluation of longstanding nationalist
fantasies of a homogeneous nation-state.

Nevertheless, the influx of foreign women marrying into South Korea requires an
account more complex than the narrative of globalization leading to a cosmopolitan nation.
State-generated media representations of exemplary foreign wives tout them as contributors
to a more fimulticulturald Korea but invariably portray them as having fibecome Koreano; the
stateds continued focus on the family as the basic unit for its imulticulturalo policies discloses
its interests in the reproduction of the patriarchal family. Providing a glimpse into the array of
government media depictions of and policies addressing the growing population of marriage
migrant women, | argue that the fimulticultural familyo rhetoric and policies of the South
Korean state impose well-worn modes of female national belonging: they are premised upon
the imperative of turning foreign women into Korean wives, daughters-in-law, and most
importantly, mothers of Korean children. Hence, marriage migrant women come to occupy a
complex position in a structure of stratified reproduction (Ginsburg and Rapp 1995:3) in

South Korea. National leaders' interests in replenishing the nation-state's population,

! This means that in a total population of approximately 5 million, about 200 thousand are
marriage migrant women (MoGEF 2012:19).



perpetuating the structure of the family, and nurturing the potential figlobal talentso born from
transnational marriages elevate migrant women in the hierarchy of reproductive subjects.
Nevertheless, the encouragement to reproduce also presupposes that to do so is to receive
recognition as members of Korean society. (Marriage) migrant women then come to occupy a
paradoxical position as essential but marginalized individuals in the South Korean nation.

The transnational marriage that | focus on here has specific classed, geographic, and
ethnic/racial contours. Most commonly, it is the marital union between a Korean man of
lower socioeconomic status and an Asian woman hailing from a country in the global south.
Families created by such marriages are the ones targeted by the multicultural family policies
of the South Korean government, which reports that more than 75 percent of marriage
migrant women of the some 200 thousand currently residing in South Korea are from China
and Vietnam (MoGEF N.d.). Hence, | situate the phenomenon of transnational marriage in
South Korea within larger contexts of global hypergamy and the commodification of intimacy
as defined by anthropologist Nicole Constable (2005, 2009). In other words, | consider the
recent influx of female marriage migration into South Korea to be a part of the recent pattern
of labor migration in which certain women are permitted to cross borders into a more
prosperous country in exchange for establishing relations and performing acts of physical
and/or emotional intimacy. At the same time, the influx of female marriage migrants into
South Korea is made possible and shaped by culturally and historically specific notions of
femininity and instances of other gendered, and at times feminist, nationalisms in South
Korea.

In order to remain attentive to these specificities as well as the broader contexts that
give rise to transnational marriages in South Korea, | ground my analysis upon the
methodology of robust social constructionism (di Leonardo and Lancaster 1997:3). In their

introduction to The Gender/Sexuality Reader, Micaela di Leonardo and Roger Lancaster call






dwindling population, the demise of the traditional family, and more recently, the desire to
join the ranks of ethnically diverse fiadvanced nationso. The recent burgeoning of damunhwa
(multiculture/multicultural) rhetoric and policies on the fimulticultural familyo can then be
characterized as reactions to these internal and international contexts, which call upon the
marriage migrant women as not only solutions to the nationds social ills, but also as
individuals bringing diversity to a South Korea thought to be ethnically and culturally
homogeneous. Therefore, the female migrant becomes visible and worthy of membership in
South Korean society and nation only when she cooperates with the following intertwined
projects of the state: replenishing South Koreads dwindling population through the structure
of the family, and moving the country into the ranks of fiadvanced,0 cosmopolitan nations.

On one hand, recent studies on the phenomenon of transnational marriage in South
Korea largely focus on people's essentializing fantasies about the future bride and the her
nation of origin (Freeman 2005, 2011, Abelmann and Kim 2005). On the other, Korean-
language studies have made sociological inquiries into the impact of fimulticultural familyo
policies on the marriage migrant population, largely through interviews or surveys of the
migrant women (Seol et al. 2005, Eom 2006, Lee H.K. 2008, Jeong et al. 2007). Both these
streams of previous scholarship take the individualos experiences as their central material for
analysis. As an examination of state policies and rhetoric on marriage migrant women, my
essay occupies a middle ground between these past studies, while drawing from the

illuminating findings of both.

Marriage Migration as Gendered Labor Migration: the Commodification of Intimacy
In her 2009 essay of the same title, Nicole Constable defines the commodification of
intimacy as the rendering of relations of physical and/or emotional proximity, of love and

care, as objects for market exchange (50). She names transnational marriage, sex work, and






migrant from one nation-state to another, whose entry and residence in the country she
arrives in are strictly regulated by the policies of the receiving country. An examination of
the presence of the state in marriage migrant womengs lives thus constitutes another essential
step toward demystifying the phenomenon of transnational marriage. | hope to show that the
South Korean state has high stakes in the business of transnational marriage®after all, it is a

phenomenon state policy helped spark from the very beginning.

Origins: Rural Bachelors and Marriage Tours to China

The first waves of transnational marriage between Korean men and Asian women
emerged in the 1990s, as the South Korean government promoted it as a solution to the social
ill of bride shortage in the countryside. During South Koreads period of rapid industrialization

in the 1960s, many young women left their homes in rural areas to work in urban factories






the Chosanjok woman as untainted by the polluting forces of modernization: coming from a
less developed country, they were said to possess virtues of traditional femininity that the
urbanized Korean woman did not (Freeman 2011:42). The modern Korean woman, fispoiled
by commaodity fetishism,0 had become morally and sexually questionable, but the Chosanjok
woman embodied the feminine virtues of docility and chastity (Freeman 2011:42).
Descriptions of their innocence were also attributed to their upbringing in a relatively poorer,
less urbanized country (Freeman 2011:42).

In addition, the linking of life in a less developed country with the preservation of the
feminine virtues of docility and innocence or purity allows such essentialistic
characterizations to be applied to foreign brides from other countries of the global south. In
Nancy Abelmann and Hyunhee Kimds ethnography of a Korean motherds failed attempt to
find a Filipina wife for her disabled son, the mother fidescribe[s] the Filipina fianc®e as opured
for having lived in a less developed social reality that maps easily onto South Koreads [€ ]
pasto (2005:111). Such a characterization accords with the aforementioned rhetoric
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recruited to fulfill the model upon its perceived disintegration in the Korean female
population.

The demise of so-called traditional Korean femininity and the difficulty lower-class
men® have in finding spouses are intertwined branches of what might be identified as a larger
national crisis: the dissolution of the traditional family. In the wake of rising divorce and
declining birth rates, South Korea faces a predicament shared by many post-industrial
countries. Its native population is aging and growing smaller. Acts of care traditionally
provided by the family now increasingly need to be supplied by non-kin others: through the
private sector, organizations of charity and humanitarianism, and welfare programs of the
state. To some extent, upholding the traditional family through the recruitment of foreign
wives allows the modern state to deflect its responsibility for the well-being of its citizens.
Secondly, it addresses the problem of biological reproduction while ensuring the ficontinuity
of Korean patrilineageo (Abelmann and Kim 2005:112). Foreign wives, even if they may
disrupt the imaginary of an ethnically homogenous nation, permit the perpetuation of a
Korean patriline, whereas foreign husbands would not. Abelmann and Kim point out that "it
was only in 1998 that non-Korean husbands gained legal rights to naturalize, [while] non-
Korean wives...have been able to do so for decades™ (2005:108). In other words, transnational
marriage between Korean men and foreign women makes certain that new citizens fall under

the established organizing principle of South Korean society and nation.

Family as Building Block, Nation as Family

That the patrilineal family operates as a basic unit of the South Korean nation is

® Though the fimarriage problemd was initially identified in and continues to be associated
with rural areas, in 2006, 75 percent of marriage migrant woman were recorded as living in
urban areas (Kim Y.J. 2011:14). Kim Young Jeong writes that this misconception that
transnational marriage mainly occurs in rural areas ficontributes to the widespread othering of
the rural from the point of view of urban residentso (2011:14). | would add that this notion
contributes to the othering of marriage migrant women as well.






organizer not only among her peers but of the protests held in Chanan at large, she is






fifenced inod (2006:13). Looking beyond the binary of the passive exploited versus the actively
resisting, Wardlow explains that women as encompassed subjects have ficapacities for acting
on the social order [é but these energies and acts are] contained within and mobilized for
plans larger than themselveso (2006:12).

In Korea, a commensurate notion of encompassment can be identified in not only the
above-mentioned family-head system, but also adages such as fia woman dies after a life as a
ghost of the householdo or fieven when [a woman] dies, [she] must die behind the fences of
[her] family-in-lawd.> Both idioms restrict the realm in which women are active to that of the
household; the first goes further to deny the woman full participant status even in the
domestic sphere by likening her to a ghost (Bang 2004:72). The latter proverb, in its
invocation of the family-in-law, expresses the patrilineal expectation for women to marry into
the family of her husband. From the point of marriage onward, the family-in-law becomes the
kin group that claims exclusive possession of a womands body and energies.

In this context, the female marriage migrant as encompassed subject is always seen as
participating in or contributing to society as part of what the government calls the
fimulticultural family,0 with her husband as its expected head. Migrant women are not visible
until they come to create a imulticultural familyo. Hence, the marriage migrant woman
occupies a paradoxical position in the hierarchy of stratified reproduction (Ginsburg and
Rapp 1995:3). She is encouraged to reproduce within her marriage to a Korean male ofirst,
in the stateds interest of replenishing the dwindling population, and second, to provide the
nation with children who will later grow up to be AAsia bridgeso or at least indicators of

South Koreads status as a cosmopolitan nation. But policies that take the Aimulticultural

> The first proverb in Korean is fi 0; the second,
i 0. Though the latter does not explicitly name a
female subject, the word (sijib), which is only used to refer to the family-in-law of a

woman, indicates that the subject of the proverb is female.






childrearing and [family] disintegration have emergedo (2013:4). Though one might argue



The latter goal comes into view more starkly in light of sociologist Kim Hyun Meeds
observation that a number of damunhwa policies came into being just before the visit of
football player Hines Ward in April 2006. As the first Korean-American player to win the
Superbow!l MVP award, Ward received much attention from Korean media and was greatly
welcomed when he visited Seoul (J2ng 2006). Prior to his visit, then-president Roh Mu-hyun
ordered a series of policies addressing the foreigner and biracial population in South Korea
(Kim 2007:104). Whether or not Wardos visit was what triggered these policy decisions, it is
worth noting that Ward is a citizen of the U.S., one of the multiethnic, fiadvanced nationso
that Korea is constantly comparing itself to. Ward was named an honorary citizen of Seoul
during his visit for firaising the status of Korean peoples [in the international community]
through his extraordinary capacitieso (Jang 2006). This inclusion of Ward in the community
of the South Korea is a manifestation of a fihomogeneous ethnic vision that imagines a
0Koreand transnation that is centered in South Koreao (Abelmann and Kim 2005:107). The
policy decisions, on the other hand, attest to the fimulti-ethnic vision that calls for diversity in
South Korea as an index of its stature among nationso (Abelmann and Kim 2005:107). Both
projects intertwine in the effort to establish South Korea as a nation of global renown, with
international networks within and beyond the territory of the nation-state.

In the context of transnational marriage, the former vision can be identified as what
justified the government-sponsored matchmaking of Chosanjok women with Korean farmers
in the 1990s; the latter is part of the motivation underlying the recent proliferation of
multicultural family policies. The 2013 MoGEF Operation Implementation Plan states one of
the Ministryds damunhwa programos goals as fisupporting the positive self-formation and
strengthening the capacity of children [from multicultural families] to grow into talented
0Asia bridged individuals by operating 6Language-Gifted Childrends Classesd that provide

education of the languages and cultures of their motherbs (or fatheros) countryo (32, emphases



in original).® Here, learning the language of oneés non-Korean parent is recognized as
valuable, but only because this will help the children develop into internationally competent
individuals who can serve South Korea in its diplomatic relations. The goal of developing
this potential for global talent overshadows the sub-aim of facilitating the childrends positive
self-understanding: it turns the latter into another step in the project of national gain, rather
than a valuable end in itself. The description of the children as filanguage-giftedo at first
glance seems to support linguistic diversity, but such a characterization also discloses the
assumption that learning the language of their foreigner parent is an extra-ordinary step. It
implicitly asserts that the childrengs first-acquired language must be Korean. Finally, we
might note that non-Korean fathers are included in this goal, but as an anomaly, in

parentheses.

Domestic Interests: Reproducing the Nation/Family

The South Korean state perceives female marriage migrants as solutions in the
reproduction of its population and the preservation of the family as an institution. The two
goals are tightly intertwined, in the sense that reproduction must occur within the structure of
the family. A 2009 government blog post titled iWwhat Government Supports Are There for
Multicultural Families?0 outlines welfare programs available to families of transnational

marriage. It contains the following statement: fiMulticultural families have the proper positive



would have become just another statistic in the elderly population counter a looming dark
future through their marital unions. This rhetoric parallels the slogan of the Marriage Aid
Program of previous years: fibringing the sound of crying babies back to the countrysideo
(Freeman 2011: 39).

The use of the word soongineung is significant in that it reveals a heterosexist belief
about the function of the family: biological reproduction. The latter two syllables of the word
compose the Chinese loanword for fifunctiono; the fisoono prefix imbues the word with a
teleological tint. iSoono () can be translated as simply fipositive,0 but the positiveness must
be understood as deriving from fulfilling a correct or appropriate function. The antonym of

fisoono is iyak” (), which has the meanings “ against the order/current”

or “ contra” . Hence, the government document suggests that a family that

But biological reproduction of its population is not the stateds only concern;
reproduction must occur within and in maintenance of the traditional family structure, and
hence its support of multicultural families and marriage migrant women. After all, the
industry of transnational matchmaking is a marriage industry, rather than one of sex or

domestic work. Though all three are instances of the commodification of intimacy (Constable



well-paying jobs (Hwang 2009:12). The strong belief that childrearing is a motherds duty also
make it unlikely for Korean women and their families to envision delegating the care of a
child to another woman, albeit a linguistic and ethnic Other (Hwang 2009:12). Sociologist
Hwang Jung-Mee notes that migrant women hired as domestic workers in South Korean
homes are primarily Chosonjok women, who are thought to be ethnically and culturally
Korean (2009:12-3).

With the encompassment of the (marriage) migrant woman within the multicultural
family, femininity becomes nationalized in a familiar way. If former Prime Minister Lee
Kuan Yew of Singapore proclaimed that fimarry[ing] and bear[ing] children [is] a patriotic
dutyo for educated women of Singapore (Heng and Devan 1997:111), the South Korean
government through its policies on the multicultural family insinuates that female migrants
can only belong to the nation by exercising their reproductive capacity within the family. In
comparison to the 37 support centers for multicultural families established by MoGEF, there
were only two government-run centers for migrant women nationwide in 2006 (Kim H.M.
2007:105,109). At times government organizations use the term fimigrant womano as a
synonym for fimarriage migrant womano: MoGEFés fiPolicy Guide®Migrant womeno
webpage lists a series of programs that solely address marriage migrant women (MoGEF
N.d.). While migrant women were included in the 2005 Natural Basic Livelihood Security
Law, they could only become eligible to receive benefits as mothers of children with Korean
fathers (Kim H.M. 2007:109). Such policies do not recognize migrant women as members of
society in any form outside their role as mother, despite the fact that marriage migrant
women comprised just 35.2 percent of all women migrants in 2011, and there are over 270
thousand female migrant laborers currently in South Korea (Eom 2013). Furthermore, even
among mothers, only certain ones can qualify as potential members of the nation. Marriage

migrant women divorced from their Korean spouses and those in common-law marriages are






nations [é ] singing of greater dreams and hopes in the Republic of Koread.” On the right,
the first two lines of text proclaim the fiobeautiful harmonyd of the Republic of Korea
coexisting with multicultural familieso. The construction of this sentence places the phrase
Aimulticultural familieso as a counterpart of fiRepublic of Koreao, conceptualizing
multicultural families as entities that the country accompanies. In other words, the families
are subtly placed outside of the nation. This is in contrast with the use of the article fiino (an)
in the description of the Rainbow Choir singers. The children of the multicultural families are
certainly part of the nation®they are here the representatives of the family as a whole®but
the position of the family remains ambiguous. It is an entity now considered for integration.
To encourage the viewer to think of the multicultural family as part of the whole, the smaller
text below reminds the reader of a common factor: iOur hearts, dreaming the same dream
toward happiness, are the same. A society living together with multicultural families®as one,
[we] make a greater Republic of Koread®. The pursuit of happiness unites all, but
multicultural families are again described as an entity separate from fisocietyd. They are a
group that may coexist with Korean society, but which remains outside its borders. Even the
image of the Rainbow Choir is placed within a frame that further adds to the stagnant tone of
the advertisement; the multitudes of difference are neatly sealed off from the world of the
viewer. The diverse cultural backgrounds of the children are first simplified into clothing,
then the children as a group are distilled into an image within the larger image that is the

advertisement itself.

’ Original text: 7 27



True to the conception of damunhwa from its first emergence, the term fimulticulturalo
here also glosses difference of race/ethnicity. The children of multicultural families are raised
in Korea as Koreans, speaking Korean. Nevertheless, they are marked as somehow different,

a part of a rainbow in which no child born of two native, ethnic Koreans is involved. We are
reminded that damunhwa replaced the term honhyal (mixed-blood), and ethnic/racial
difference is an appealing measure of diversity because of its relative visibility.

On the other hand, MoGEFés 2013 Operation Implementation Plan allows a marriage
migrant woman to express her concern yet still manages to disregard it. Organized in the
format of a few quoted fivoices from the fieldo leading to a list of suggestions for policy

revision, the Plands section on fiapproach[ing] multicultural families as a warm neighboro
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