Introduction

Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration
in East and Southeast Asia
Apichai W. Shipper1

E

ven in this age of globalization when people, ideas and goods readily
move across national borders on an unprecedented scale, political
rhetoric in support of prevailing notions of the static boundaries of
citizenship remain pervasive. In particular, the increasing frequency, intensity
and scale of transnational migrations—combined with innovations in
transportation and communications technologies—have generated new
challenges to the concept of citizenship. In the twenty-first century, it is
crucial to understand the transnational and increasingly fluid definitions of
collective consciousness and individual identity that cannot be understood
in the context of existing conceptions of race and territorially bounded
political community. Political communities across nations and historical
epochs have included or excluded groups according to different and often
shifting criteria. Treating citizenship and a sense of belonging as unfixed
and subjected to changes over time, this special issue examines the politics
of citizenship in selected East and Southeast Asian countries in the ages of
transnational gendered migration.
The special issue explores how transnational gendered—including both
female and male—migration has affected citizenship or a sense of belonging
from interdisciplinary and comparative perspectives. Transnational gendered
migration poses a challenge to the notion of citizenship and has been an
important instigator of legal and social reforms.2 Japan, South Korea, the
__________________
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Republic of China (hereafter Taiwan), the People’s Republic of China
(hereafter PRC or Mainland China) and Indonesia are selected in this volume
because they vary in their levels of homogeneity. For example, South Korea
has long been considered among the most ethnically homogeneous nationstates in the world. Its ethnic minority population accounted for a little over
1 percent of the total population. Ethnic minorities in South Korea include
Chinese, Japanese, “Amerasian” (children of United States soldiers and South
Korean women), a small number of “Lai Daihan” (children of South Korean
fathers and Vietnamese women during the Vietnam War) who recently
immigrated to South Korea, and a growing population of Kosian (children
of South Korean fathers and Asian mothers from China and Vietnam).3 In
Taiwan, approximately 98 percent of the population consider themselves as
Han Chinese, while the other 2 percent are Taiwanese aborigines. Similarly
in Japan, the Japanese also view themselves as a racially distinct and
homogeneous people, despite the historical presence of Koreans, Chinese,
Ainu, and Okinawans. The number of foreigners in Japan is less than 2 percent
of its total population. At the other end of this spectrum, the ethnic
composition of Indonesia is only 42 percent Javanese, while the remaining
population encompasses over 300 ethnicities. The People’s Republic of China
(PRC) is similarly composed of a patchwork of ethnicities with some 55 staterecognized minority groups, which account for over 9 percent of the overall
population or a total of 123 million people. Given the diversity of these
countries, the country case studies of East and Southeast Asia can offer
variation on the impact of transnational gendered migration on discourses
of citizenship and belonging.
In the last decade or so, scholarship on immigration and citizenship has
witnessed a growing focus on the role of gender in (im)migration trends
and outcomes, especially as women assume greater representation worldwide
among those on the move.4 This work has revealed important interrelationships between women’s family and work statuses, especially in the
Asian context where decisions to migrate for employment and marriage/
family reasons often are linked.5 In light of this recent scholarship on
citizenship and gender, this special issue systematically treats migration as a
gendered system and highlights the role of politics in understanding the
__________________
3
On the situation of Kosian children in South Korea, see The New York Times, 29 November
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variation in the type of transnational gendered migration within East and
Southeast Asia, the socio-political actors involved in (im)migration politics,
the debates between these political actors, and policy outcomes, particularly
on laws related to citizenship or nationality.
This special issue seeks to understand the politics of citizenship and its
mechanism for policy change under conditions of increasing pluralism
brought by the transnational gendered migration. Based exclusively on the
empirical essays in this volume from selected cases in East and Southeast
Asia, I have constructed a theoretical framework on the politics of citizenship
and transnational gendered migration. This framework, which treats the
concept of citizenship as fluid and constructed, features the important role
of state actors (both host and sending states), societal actors, and courts.
Formal, Substantive, and Differentiated Citizenship
Citizenship has been largely under-conceptualized and under-theorized in
the immigration scholarship on Asia and politically ignored by policy makers
in many East and Southeast Asian countries. This special issue aims to rectify
these theoretical shortcomings and begins by reviewing the conceptual
differences between formal, substantive, and differentiated citizenship.6 Formal
citizenship is membership in a nation-state or political community. Persons
with formal citizenship can be regarded as nationals but they may or may
not possess citizenship rights. Substantive citizenship, in contrast, entails the
possession of a body of civil, political and social rights. Often, it also imposes
obligations as well as engendered lived experiences. In most East and
Southeast Asian countries, laws that grant formal citizenship are based on
jus sanguinis (blood); that is, nationality is granted to a person whose father
or mother is, at the time of birth, a national of that country. In heterogeneous
societies, like the PRC and many Southeast Asian countries, formal citizenship
also includes some form of modified jus soli where citizenship is ascribed to
all persons born in the territory.
However, a person who possesses formal citizenship may lack substantive
citizenship. For example, in Taiwan, formal citizenship is provided to all
overseas Chinese as recognition to acknowledge the support that overseas
Chinese had given historically to the Kuomintang regime during the 1911
Revolution that overthrew the Qing dynasty. Moreover, Taiwan’s official
borders include all of the territories of the PRC and Mongolia; therefore,
persons of their territories are legally Taiwanese nationals. However, the
exercise of substantive citizenship, such as suffrage, labour rights, and access
to national health insurance, requires possession of a Taiwan National
__________________
6
On formal and substantive citizenship, see Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France
and Germany (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992, particularly pp. 40-43); T.H. Marshall,
Citizenship and Social Class and Other Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950).
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Identification Card, which is only issued to persons with household
registration in the Taiwan Area. Those Taiwanese who do not hold this ID
card do not have substantive citizenship rights. Moreover, Article 20 of its
Constitution restricts certain citizens from holding public offices. Similarly,
in South Korea, the government considers its territory to encompass the
entire Korean peninsula. Therefore, North Koreans are Korean nationals.
However, they must meet the same residency requirement as other foreigners
before acquiring substantive citizenship. In December 2009, the South
Korean government decided to grant dual (formal) citizenship to Koreans
who have acquired another nationality, as well as to foreigners who are born
in Korea or have married a Korean and lived there for more than 20 years.7
These dual citizens, however, will not be granted suffrage (or substantive
citizenship) until they have met a minimum year of residency requirement.
In the context of both formal and substantive citizenship, it is important
to note that identifications, such as race, gender, class, legality of status and
place of origin, have often qualified citizenship, if not explicitly defined it.8
In particular, attention to the restrictions women face as migrants and
potential citizens illuminates hierarchies of citizenship that grant only partial
or limited rights to specific categories of people.9 Scholars have exposed the
gendered nature of citizenship and migration processes and have shown
how immigration policies construct women specifically as dependents,
denying them full rights to initiate migrations or make citizenship claims
independent of male kin or employers.10 Recent research underscores the
unevenness and contradictory nature of the regulatory practices that
comprise citizenship and shape immigration trends. Scholars point to ways
in which women struggle within and against these contradictory practices,
in their diverse roles as labour migrants, transnational care workers, members
of families, and sponsors of new immigrants.
In heterogeneous societies, like the PRC and Malaysia, a form of
“differentiated citizenship” has been installed. Differentiated citizenship
takes into account the different positions, interests, and identities of citizens
that emerge from gender, racial, ethnic and religious discrimination. In
multi-ethnic societies with differentiated citizenship, the state acknowledges
the different histories, needs and goals of the various communities that
__________________
7
The Korea Times, 22 December 2009, available online at http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/
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eds., Women, Citizenship, and Difference (London: Zed Books, 1999).
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constitute its nation-state and grants privileges or rights to certain ethnic
groups.11 Differentiated citizenship demands that equal respect justifies
differential treatment and the recognition of special minority rights. For
instance, the PRC’s policies toward ethnic minorities entail the establishment
of several autonomous areas for minority groups where, at least officially,
they are free to study their languages, preserve their cultures, maintain their
customs and practice their religious beliefs.12 As Wang-Bae Kim illustrates,
minority groups are granted autonomy in running their cultural and
educational institutions. In principle, autonomous areas are supposed to
enjoy more power than other areas; in reality, they do not and “no significant
autonomy legislation has actually been passed.”13
However, embracing multicultural and minority rights can mean that
citizens lose their sense of collective belonging. This may then affect their
willingness to compromise and make sacrifices for each other. It may weaken
the levels of trust and loyalty between citizens, who may then develop a purely
strategic attitude towards those of different ethnic and social backgrounds.
Therefore, the state must develop a genuinely shared culture. The Chinese
Communist Party (CCP), for example, propagates an ideological union of
all ethnic groups (zhonghua minzu) to create a more unified nation. It insists
that its goals embody those of a nation that depends on the cultural, political
and sometimes territorial centrality of a dominant Han Chinese ethnic
group.14 This has worked with certain ethnic minorities, such as the Tujia,
Manchus, Zhuang, Hui, Kazakhs and Koreans, who are satisfied to remain
a part of China.15 Others, such as Tibetans and Uighurs, however, do not
identify themselves as “Chinese,” and have demanded ethnic preservation
or even independence. In early July 2009, the PRC experienced one of its
worst ethnic unrests in recent decades when a group of Uighurs protested
against the CCP for trying to erase their language and culture by encouraging
the migration of Han Chinese into the Xinjiang region, where approximately
nine million Uighurs live. As a result of this ethnic unrest, 197 people died
while 1,600 were injured. 16 Clearly, the growth of localized, ethnic
nationalism—a potential incubator for aspirations of independence—has
__________________
11
See Joseph Carens, Culture, Citizenship, and Community: A Contextual Explanation of Justice as
Evenhandedness (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Iris Marion Young, Inclusion and Democracy
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Melissa S. Williams, Voice, Trust, and Memory: Marginalized
Groups and the Failings of Liberal Representation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998).
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become a source of concern for the central government. Party leaders, who
see the nation as a territorial unit irrespective of ethnicity and seek political
identity involving a “national people” and strong multi-ethnic state while
attempting to promote their view of state nationalism, regard this divergence
as a serious challenge to national unity.17
In Malaysia, the government established an asymmetrically differentiated
citizenship, which accorded basic citizenship rights to Chinese and Indians
in exchange for special legal, political and economic rights for Malays.18 In
a constitutional agreement that was worked out in 1957, resident Chinese
and Indians were given citizenship rights in exchange for accepting Malay
dominance in politics and culture. Thereafter, major Chinese and Indian
political parties were incorporated into the National Alliance (BN), which
was led by the United Malays National Organization (UMNO). When the
Chinese (non-BN) opposition party challenged this agreement during the
national election in May 1969, race riots erupted, resulting in the death of
almost 200 Chinese. The government further instituted the New Economic
Policy (NEP) in 1971, which lasted until 1990, in its efforts to tackle the
economic imbalance between Malays and Chinese. The NEP was an affirmation
action to assist/facilitate the economic interests of the bumiputera (indigenous
Malays) in the form of government subsidies and contracts while
discriminating against Chinese (and Indians). Such discrimination, which
can hinder formal equality, constituted an important component of Malaysia’s
asymmetrically differentiated citizenship. In Indonesia, a debate on whether
citizenship rights (and duties) should be differentiated by religion was raised
among the framers of the constitution. Leading nationalists, however, decided
against such distinction.
In sum, formal citizenship implies equality of members of the polity, while
substantive and differentiated citizenships do not necessarily require that
rights be uniform between citizens. Deciding who enjoys which of these
rights has often been as contentious among political elites as establishing
the boundaries of the rights themselves. Women, who are typically associated
with reproduction and relegated to the domestic sphere, are historically
denied substantive citizenship. 19 As this special issue illustrates, these
decisions have been a central area of contention in much of Asia with an
increase in transnational gendered migration.
__________________
17
Gardner Bovingdon, The Uyghurs: Strangers in Their Own Land (New York: Columbia University
Press, forthcoming 2010).
18
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Indonesia,” in Robert Hefner, ed., The Politics of Multiculturalism: Pluralism and Citizenship in Malaysia,
Singapore, and Indonesia (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001).
19
Susan Okin, “Women, Equality, and Citizenship,” Queen’s Quarterly, vol. 99, no. 1 (1992), pp.
57-72.
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Political Construction of Transnational Gendered Migration
The recent and dramatic increases in foreign migrant workers and spouses
in East and Southeast Asia during the past three decades have become areas
of contention for formal, substantive and differentiated citizenship. Before
I discuss these areas of contention, it is useful to briefly review the
international migration in these regions. Foreign migrants in East and
Southeast Asia include Nikkei (Japanese descent) Brazilian manufacturing
workers in Japan, Chosŏnjok (Korean–Chinese) domestic workers in South
Korea, Filipino entertainers in Japan and South Korea, Southeast Asian
domestic workers in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, Indonesian
domestic workers and plantation workers in Malaysia, and Burmese
manufacturing and sex workers in Thailand, among others. Mainland China
is also experiencing an increase in international migration during the last
few decades, particularly from North Korea. The steady influx of North
Korean economic and political refugees and other foreigners into China
further challenges its notions of nationalism, ethnic relations and social
control.20 North Koreans have been illegally crossing the border in search
of refuge since the 1990s, when an estimated three million people died of
starvation and hunger-related illnesses during the North Korean famine.21
Approximately 100,000-300,000 North Koreans live in hiding in northeast
China, mainly in the province of Jilin, intermingling with the pre-existing
ethnic Korean community.
Of particular interest in this international migration is the fact that many
of these transnational migrants are women, albeit the percentage of foreign
women migrants differs from one country to another. For example, about
75 percent of the North Korean refugees in China are women.22 In Indonesia,
about 80 percent of the migrants (mostly domestic workers) who left the
country to work in Malaysia and Saudi Arabia are women. In addition,
transnational marriages involving foreign women have increased dramatically
in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, particularly in the rural areas. In Japan,
the ratio of international marriages to the total number of marriages reached
5.2 percent in 2001, 80 percent of which involved a foreign wife. By 2007,
Japanese men had married about 150,000 Filipino women alone. In South
Korea, for example, 40 percent of all rural official marriages that occurred
in 2006 were transnational, the majority of which were between Korean men
__________________
20
Meanwhile in North Korea, increasing migration in the form of a steady outflow of these
refugees has eroded the power of state ideology to maintain social control.
21
Andrei Lankov, “North Korean Refugees in Northeast China,” Asian Survey, vol. 44, no. 6
(2004), pp. 856-873.
22
Rhoda Margesson, Emma Chanlett-Avery and Andorra Bruno, “North Korean Refugees in
China and Human Rights Issues: International Response and US Policy Options,” (Washington, DC:
CRS Report RL34189, 2007), p. 4.
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and non-Korean women.23 In Taiwan, about 10 percent of Taiwanese men
annually marry Mainland Chinese women. Women and children—mostly in
the form of “entertainers” (and prostitutes)—who migrate (as well as being
trafficked) into Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, also account for a portion
of the female foreign migrant population. In this sense, international
migration is gendered.
Geography plays an important role in the transnational gendered
migration, for it carries symbolic meaning of places and the gendered
messages which they transmit.24 The two essays by Wang-Bae Kim and Timothy
Lim depict clear differences between Chosŏnjok women in the PRC and
South Korea. In the PRC, young Chosŏnjok couples prefer to migrate
together as couples and equal partners to and from major Chinese cities,
leaving their children behind in the care of their elderly parents. In South
Korea, Chosŏnjok women tend to migrate alone as domestic workers or
future wives to Korean men. Such international migration confines them to
the domestic sphere and relegates them to the household, thereby reinforcing
long-held South Korean patriarchal values.
Government policies and actions are responsible for much of this
transnational gendered migration. During the late 1980s, for example, over
half of Japan’s municipalities reported a shortage of Japanese women willing
to marry local farmers, who remained single into their forties. Some
municipal governments (for example, Akita) responded by inviting foreign
women to arranged meetings (miai) while others (for example, Yamagata)
actively sponsored miai tours to East Asian countries, seeking wives for their
local farmers.25 In South Korea, international marriages with Chosŏnjok also
have their origins in the intervention of government officials. In December
1990, the first example of such a marriage was arranged by a former
assemblyman and professor in order to unite Korea and its diaspora in
China. 26 After this, some local governments, assemblies, and related
agricultural associations arranged marriage meetings between their local
farmers and Chosŏnjok women.27 In Taiwan, international marriages with
Mainland Chinese occurred after the Taiwanese government relaxed a ban
on travel to the PRC in the late 1980s. War veterans then began to visit their
hometowns on Mainland China and found partners there. Then in 1992,
__________________
23
Yean-Ju Lee, Dong-Hoon Seol and Sung-Nam Cho, “International Marriages in South Korea:
The Significance of Ethnicity and Nationality,” Journal of Population Research, vol. 23, no. 2 (2006), pp.
165-182.
24
Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).
25
Yamazaki Hiromi, “Japan Imports Brides from the Philippines: Can Isolated Farmers Buy
Consolation?” in The Migrant Women Worker’s Research and Action Committee, ed., NGOs’ Report
on the Situation of Foreign Migrant Women in Japan and Strategies for Improvement (Tokyo: mimeograph,
1995), pp. 33-35.
26
Chosun Ilbo, 16 December 1990, p. 19.
27
Hye-Kyung Lee, “International Marriage and the State in South Korea: Focusing on
Governmental Policy,” Citizenship Studies, vol. 12, no. 1 (Feb. 2008), pp. 107-123.
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the Taiwanese government allowed Chinese wives to reunite with their new
families in Taiwan.
Government actions in sending countries also affect transnational
gendered migration.28 In the PRC, the Yanbian local government in Northeast
China has been encouraging Chosŏnjok to find work in South Korea and
even maintains a service centre in Seoul to assist them in adjusting to their
lives in South Korea and transferring money back home.29 Similarly, the 2006
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Indonesia and Malaysia
promoted and regulated the migration of Indonesian female domestic
workers to Malaysia. The importation of domestic maids figures in the
Malaysian “modernity project” (releasing Malay women from the bonds of
patriarchy and freeing them from domestic work); the policy nurtures a
modern Malay family with little regard for the rights and conditions of these
foreign women.30 As a result, there has been a drop in undocumented and
rise in documented migration from Indonesia to Malaysia. According to
Johan Lindquist (in this volume), this trend highlights a process whereby
the mobility of migrants has become increasingly regulated, as government,
market and civil society actors are largely in agreement regarding the form
that emigration should take, namely regulated contracts in which return is
guaranteed. Lindquist observes that debt-bondage transnational labour has
become increasingly gendered as a result of market deregulation and
government regulation of emigration. He details how agencies and
moneylenders engage in gendered strategies. Moreover, while men usually
have to pay prior to departure—often borrowing at 100 percent interest—
women have to pay off their debt through salary deductions upon arrival.
His findings reinforce the notion that men and women employ different
strategies when migrating and that their migration has different consequences
for the community as a whole.31
In addition to further complicating ethnic composition and gender
balance, the recent demographic shift also raises concerns regarding class
issues in Asian countries. Female migrant workers, whether they are
entertainers in Japan or domestic workers in Malaysia, usually occupy the
lowest class among foreign workers. The migrants’ expectation that
international migration offers greater social mobility and empowerment
when they emigrate to wealthier and more democratic societies is not always
realized. In fact, their situation can also worsen as they encounter new
__________________
Nana Oishi, Women on the Move (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005).
Outi Luova, “Transnational Linkages and Development Initiatives in Ethnic Korean Yanbian,
Northeast China: ‘Sweet and Sour’ Capital Transfers,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 82, no. 3 (2009), pp. 427446.
30
Christine Chin, In Service and Servitude: Foreign Female Domestic Workers and the Malaysian ‘Modernity
Project’ (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).
31
Sarah J. Mahler and Patricia R. Pessar, “Gender Matters: Ethnographers Bring Gender from
the Periphery toward the Core of Migration Studies,” International Migration Review, vol. 40, no. 1
(2006), pp. 27-63.
28
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injustices in their host societies where they must live under confinement
with restrictive movement.32 Moreover, they often receive lower wages and
fewer benefits than their male counterparts who are working in factories or
plantations. In Taiwan, Malaysia and Singapore, the governments even
monitor them for untimely pregnancy.33 Furthermore, many of the
transnational couples in South Korea and Japan end up in divorce after
foreign brides encountered harsh conditions of the farm life and social
discipline of their in-laws and community. Subsequently, they live in poverty
and must find a new source of income to support their children (and possibly
their parents in their homeland). In short, the political construction of transnational gendered migration reinforces unequal conceptions of citizenship.
Contentions of Transnational Gendered Migration to Citizenship
As political boundaries and ethnic composition increasingly shift with ever
larger populations on the move, assumptions about how political communities
are defined must also change. Women are central instigators of this change,
because of their critical roles as care workers who sustain national families
and reproduce citizens and non-citizens alike. While reinforcing traditional
symbolic meaning of places and gendered mores, transnational gendered
migration also challenges the traditional notion that confine women to the
domestic sphere as foreign female migrants actively engage in their own and
other people’s history. More importantly, it also challenges the notion of
“temporary migration,” which dominates the migration policy landscape in
much of Asia.
In the case of East and Southeast Asia, the transnational gendered
migration has created a fundamentally different structure to the racialized
and gendered social hierarchy of citizenship than the one that previously
existed. Social and class distinctions exist not only between native and foreign
women but also within different groups of foreign women from various
ethnicity/nationality.34 Sara Friedman clearly shows that foreign wives are
not all the same. Women from the PRC are preferred by Taiwanese men, yet
political elites, most of whom are men, impose greater legal restrictions on
them than other ethnic groups. She notes that the precarious legal situation
of marital immigrants from Mainland China into Taiwan exemplifies how
the Taiwanese government’s attempts to regulate immigrants challenge
existing definitions and boundaries of national and ethnic identity. She
__________________
32
See Keiko Yamanaka and Nicola Piper, “Feminised Migration in Southeast and East Asia:
Policies, Actions and Empowerment,” UNRISD Occasional Paper, no. 11, (Geneva: UN Research Institute
for Social Development, 2006).
33
Brenda Yeoh and T.C. Chang, “Globalising Singapore: Debating Transnational Flows in the
City,” Urban Studies, 38, no.7 (2001): 1025-1044.
34
Alison Murray, “Debt Bondage and Trafficking: Don’t Believe the Hype,” in Reina Lewis and
Sara Mills, eds., Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader (New York: Routledge, 2003).
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details the long waiting period that Taiwanese officials deemed necessary for
a Mainland Chinese spouse to familiarize herself with a constitutional
democracy and to integrate into Taiwanese society before she can sponsor
her relatives. As a result, Friedman argues that the government is creating
a two-tiered citizenship structure by discriminating against a select group of
naturalized female citizens on the basis of national origin. This has become
one point of contention around citizenship in Taiwan.
Family reunification claims are another arena where the gendered nature
of immigration and citizenship features prominently. Whether these claims
involve applications for an immigrant spouse, a minor child left behind in
one’s home country, elderly parents or others, they bring to light a host of
gendered assumptions about how family units and kinship dependence are
defined, how “effective” family ties are maintained over time and distance,
and what constitutes “good” parenting. Moreover, family unification also
raises questions about national integrity and population quality, inspiring
both explicit and veiled debates about the racial composition of the nation
and the productive contributions of immigrants defined as racial or ethnic
others.
Nationality claims for children born out of wedlock to cross-border couples
pose another area of contention in citizenship debates. In Japan, Nobue
Suzuki shows that the sexual liaisons between Filipino women and Japanese
men have resulted in the births of children whose political membership as
well as various other entitlements have become another point of immigrant
resistance and a national concern. According to Japanese nationality law, in
effect since 1985, if the parents are not married at the time of birth and the
father has not acknowledged paternity while the child was still in the womb,
the child will not acquire Japanese nationality. In South Korea, as Timothy
Lim notes in his essay in this volume, the increasing number of transnational
marriages and the so-called “Kosian” (Korean-Asian) children as well as the
inflow of North Korean refugees into South Korea will force redefinition or
serious reassessment of what it means to be “Korean” and how viable ethnic
nationalism can endure in an increasingly multicultural South Korea. It is
eroding the myth of ethnic homogeneity while challenging the belief that
South Korea is only for Koreans.
Transnational gendered migration also poses a challenge to the
maintaining of differentiated citizenship and its accompanying preferential
treatment among the Chosŏnjok in the PRC. Wang-Bae Kim observes that
the exodus of Chosŏnjok to urban centres in China and South Korea is
reorganizing the pre-existing social hierarchy. Surprisingly, circular migration
actually lowers the social status of this ethnic group. Speaking Chinese with
their regional accent in cosmopolitan cities of China, other Chinese view
them as country bumpkins. As a result, young Chosŏnjok prefer to emphasize
their “Chinese-ness” and increasingly marry Han Chinese, which then allows
them to leave behind their ethnic minority status and its accompanying
21
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marginalization. Meanwhile, their traditional regions, such as Yanbian, may
soon lose their autonomous status as the population of Chosŏnjok rapidly
declines.
Politics of (Reconstructing) Citizenship
The dramatic increase in transnational gendered migration creates such
new challenges to citizenship and forces its reconceptualization. Such a
reconceptualization is necessary in order for state actors to reassert social
and political control as well as to prevent a decline in levels of trust and
loyalty between citizens.35 Meanwhile, prolonged marginalization or
exploitation of foreign migrants can lead to social and/or political unrest,
such as the 2002 riots involving hundreds of Indonesian textile workers near
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and the 2005 riots involving hundreds of Thai
workers in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. During this process of reconstructing formal
and substantive citizenship, state actors together with societal actors may
redefine or reinforce state interests, thereby creating a new social contract
with their citizens. Figure 1 provides an illustration of how state and societal
actors mediate conflict or contradiction when it arises as a result of
transnational gendered migration and the different channels that
democracies, semi-democracies, and communist China use in reconstructing
formal and substantive citizenship.
This analytical framework follows a sociological perspective in international
relations that stresses the importance of world political culture and
ideationality (that is, international patterns of amity/enmity).36 It emphasizes
the effects that the external cultural environment may have on state identities
and national security interests and policies. This is demonstrated most clearly,
for instance, with the transformation of Japan’s national identity from a
multi-ethnic nation prior to World War II to one of a uni-ethnic nation after
the war due to the negative images of the multi-ethnic state that was associated
with aggression and expansion. After Japan acquired Taiwan in 1895 and
annexed Korea in 1910, colonialism generated a massive influx of colonial
labour and created ethnic diversity within Japan, transforming the country
into a multi-ethnic society. Japan’s colonial leaders began to embrace a theory
that the Japanese people were a mixture of a continental people, Malay, and
indigenous Ainu. This “mixed nation theory” conveniently served to justify
Japan’s further expansion into Asia. After having lost Korea and Taiwan in
which the size of the non-Japanese population had plummeted, postwar
__________________
35
On trust and loyalty between citizens, see David Miller, Citizenship and National Identity
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).
36
See inter alia Ronald L. Jepperson, Alexander Wendt, and Peter Katzenstein, “Norms, Identity,
and Culture in National Security,” in Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms
and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).
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Figure 1
Transnational Gendered Migration and the Politics of Citizenship

Courts
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Note: Block arrows signify assertive pressure while straight arrows signify
less assertive/spontaneous pressure.

intellectuals and political elites argued for a peace-loving “homogeneous”
state to replace the prewar military multi-ethnic empire, which they began
to view negatively.37 The recent influx of foreigners is, once again, forcing a
reframing of state identity for Japan as a multi-cultural but peaceful society.
As Hedley Bull demonstrates, the adherence to norms is a condition of
participation in a society or the international system.38 Sidney Tarrow has
provided a mechanism he called “internalization” to explain how international
pressures/norms can migrate into domestic politics.39 The elimination of
gender discrimination in the jus sanguinis of the nationality laws in Japan
(1985), South Korea (1997) and Taiwan (2000) reflect this new positive
image of a multicultural society as these East Asian democracies aspired to
join other Western advanced industrialized countries by following the
international norms. Similarly, the influx of refugees from North Korea has
had a significant effect on China’s national identity. The PRC does not
welcome their arrival, as it does not want to damage its relations with its
communist brother or trigger the collapse of its friendly neighbour, North
__________________
Eiji Oguma, A Genealogy of “Japanese” Self-images (Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press, 2002).
Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1977).
39
Sidney Tarrow, The New Transnational Activism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
37
38
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Korea.40 At the same time, the PRC government wants to be certain that the
increased interaction between North Koreans and Chosŏnjok will not lead
to an ethnic nationalism and separatist movements.41
More importantly, J. Ann Tickner reminds us that gender matters even in
national security.42 She advocates for a more inclusive version of global
security that eliminates unjust social relations, including unequal gender
relations.43 In her study of military camp prostitution of Korean women,
Katharine Moon eloquently shows how interracial sexual relations de facto
buttress United States–South Korean security relations.44 She demonstrates
how state security can be built on the insecurity of the weak and exploited,
as the South Korean officials tried to instill the idea in these women that
what they were doing was a patriotic act.
The empirical essays in this volume add to the literature on citizenship
and gender in international relations a mechanism to explain policy changes
that emerged from the social struggle of civil societal actors through the
courts and/or foreigners’ home government. In various ways, most of the
essays feature the roles of state actors, civil society actors, the courts (in East Asia)
and the sending country’s state (in Southeast Asia and the PRC). Absent in their
analysis is the role of political parties (although the CCP may be synonymous
with the Chinese state) and international non-governmental organizations
(INGOs). The former is expected in Asia with strong states but the latter is
surprising, given the amount of attention that has been given by international
relations scholars to the role of transnational networks and NGOs in
promoting policy changes.45
Role of State Actors
On matters concerning nationality, state actors play a central role as they
ultimately determine the criteria for citizenship. In setting such criteria, they
are concerned with domestic and international security (that is, any political
or military threat to their effective rule). For those who they want to
standardize, they formally define the populations subject to the rule of their
political community in such a way of creating some unity among them. They
monitor certain activities of residents while extracting resources from them
__________________
40

Margesson, Chanlett-Avery and Bruno, “North Korean Refugees in China and Human Rights

Issues.”
41
Summer J. LaCroix, Michael Plummer and Keun Lee, eds., Emerging Patterns of East Asian
Investment in China: From Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1995).
42
J. Ann Tickner, Gender in International Relations: Feminist Perspectives on Achieving Global Security
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992).
43
Tickner, Gender in International Relations, p. 128.
44
Katharine Moon, Sex among Allies: Military Prostitution in US–Korean Relations (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1997).
45
See inter alia Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in
International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998).

24

Introduction
for the common good. They aim to cultivate loyalty among members to the
state or primary allegiance over any other political entity/sovereignty. Given
their interests in internal social order and external security, the existence of
ethnic minorities and/or the influx of international migration pose
challenges to the state’s efforts to standardize its population. Friedman’s
essay in this volume illustrates clearly how foreign wives from the PRC can
impact the security environment, because the marginalization of these
populations might lead to social and political unrest and an increased
economic burden. In Taiwan, she argues, government officials view marital
immigrants from the PRC as a potential threat to national integrity and
sovereignty, although their unions are considered as mono-racial sexual
relations. This is because they fear a demographic and ideological invasion
from the PRC. Taiwanese officials see potential security risks from Mainland
Chinese women, yet they accept their necessity. Therefore, officials impose
more onerous requirements for residency and citizenship on Mainland
Chinese than any other ethnic category of foreign spouse.
Northeast Asian government officials’ desire for social order and national
security come in conflict with their economic concerns during the period
of demographic shift involving an aging society, urbanization of unmarried
women and increasing demand for cheap labourers. This shift affects
economic productivity and tax revenue amidst labour shortages and rising
welfare spending. It also affects the social fabric of homogeneous societies
where men in rural areas increasingly find themselves without local partners.
In homogeneous, developed Asian democracies like Japan, South Korea and
Taiwan, government officials have decided to bring foreign workers,
entertainers and wives into their countries but within a restrictive immigration
framework and without adequate welfare provisions. In heterogeneous,
developing Asian countries such as the PRC (and Malaysia), government
officials responded to recent demographic shifts with some forms of statesponsored nationalism as a way to consolidate national unity under increasing
ethnic diversity.
In order to preserve their national identity, government officials prefer
to have these foreigners looking like them. Hence, Japanese officials have a
preference for Nikkeijin (foreigners of Japanese descent), Korean officials
for Chosŏnjok, and Malay officials for Indonesians. Officials provide these
foreigners with preferential treatment, allowing them to live and work in the
country for a limited number of years. They passed immigration laws
guaranteeing preferential treatment such as the 1990 Revision of the
Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act in Japan, the 1992
normalization of relations between South Korea and the PRC, and the 2006
MOU between Malaysia and Indonesia.
However, these countries differ in their strategies for integration of these
ethnic groups into their societies. For instance, Japanese officials currently
limit their integration policy only to Nikkeijin. In South Korea, the Ministry
25

Pacific Affairs: Volume 83, No. 1 – March 2010
of Gender Equality devised a “grand plan” in 2006 for the promotion of
social integration of foreign wives, most of whom are Chosŏnjok, and the
attainment of a multicultural society. Meanwhile, Taiwanese officials have
imposed greater restrictions on Mainland Chinese spouses and have
constructed policies that limit their full integration into Taiwanese society
while, at the same time, providing similar social welfare resources to Chinese
and other foreign spouses. In Malaysia, not only is there an absence of any
integration policy for foreigners, the Malaysian government prohibits foreign
workers from marrying and has considered a new legislation that would
restrict migrants to their workplace or living quarters.46
In the PRC, Wang-Bae Kim finds that the circular migration of Chosŏnjok
to and from major Chinese and South Korean cities has reinforced Han/
capitalist values; this in turn has accelerated the assimilation of younger
Chosŏnjok into mainstream Chinese society, and the concomitant dilution of
Chosŏnjok ethnic identity as well as a generational division within the
Chosŏnjok community. Ironically, the dilution of Chosŏnjok identity and
the weakening of “differentiated citizenship” appear to be a result of their
international and internal migration rather than the state’s efforts to unite
or integrate ethnic minority migrants with mainstream Chinese society. In
effect, such migration is helping the Chinese state to solidify its national
unity and to maintain its social order.
Role of Civil Society Actors
This volume also highlights the role of civil society actors in challenging the
political rhetoric of homogeneity and/or territorial bounded identity, in
influencing (im)migration/nationality policies, and in creating/advancing
new norms on international migration governance. In considering
transnational gendered migration, a clear contrast exists on the types of
issues that civil societal actors engage. Activism for transnational migrants is
gendered.47 For male workers, non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
typically engage in issues concerning workers’ rights and human rights. Issues
concerning citizenship mostly involve foreign women. This is simply because
foreign women—as care workers—sustain national families and reproduce
both citizens and non-citizens. State actors wish to maintain a certain level
of normalization of this reproduction by placing restrictions on the types of
foreign mothers. Societal actors find this practice unfair and discriminatory
and fight to change the existing citizenship laws.
In Japan, Nobue Suzuki illustrates that the transnational grassroots
__________________
46
See http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2007/02/20/indonesia-malaysia-overhaul-labor-agreementdomestic-workers, last accessed 7 August 2009.
47
Glenda S. Roberts, “NGO Support for Migrant Labor in Japan,” in Mike Douglass and Glenda
S. Roberts, eds., Japan and Global Migration: Foreign Workers and the Advent of a Multicultural Society
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2003); Piper and Roces, eds. Wife or Worker?
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movements, which have supported the children born out of wedlock and
without Japanese citizenship, have drawn on global discourses and various
United Nations conventions to allow their Filipino clients to exert their
agency. By doing so, civil society actors help to redefine Japan’s criteria for
citizenship. In South Korea, a strong social movement by migrant supporting
NGOs and foreign wives associations contributed to the change of the
country’s Nationality Law in 2006.48 Timothy Lim further observes that a
change in the conception of Korean identity and belongingness after
transnational migration has been due to a critical nexus between foreign
migrant workers and Korean civil society organizations. This nexus has not
only created the basis for concrete legal and institutional changes, but also
more pervasive and, perhaps more importantly, discursive changes. In Taiwan,
Sara Friedman notes that immigrant rights NGOs have been active in
providing services for Chinese spouses as well as pressuring the government
to revise laws and policies regulating Chinese spouses in their efforts to
eliminate a two-tiered citizenship structure. In December 2008, their efforts
partially succeeded as the government decided to revise its quota table for
residency and citizenship of Mainland Chinese. By August 2009, the Act
Governing Relations between Peoples of the Taiwan Area and the Mainland
Area was amended, giving Mainland Chinese spouses more rights.49 They
will be eligible to apply for citizenship after six (rather than eight) years of
residence in Taiwan.
Role of the Courts in East Asia and Sending Governments in Southeast Asia
Societal actors in homogeneous and developed democracies of East Asia
typically operate through the courts in order to promote changes in laws
pertaining to nationality or citizenship. After their victories in the courts,
the national government then typically revises the law to comply with the
court’s decision. For example, the Citizens’ Network for Japanese-Filipino
Children (CNJFC) won its case for the ten children born out of wedlock to
Filipino mothers, when Japan’s Supreme Court ruled in 2008 that denying
nationality to children born out of wedlock to foreign mothers was
unconstitutional. Soon after, the Justice Ministry revised Japan’s Nationality
Law by lifting the marriage requirement. Similarly in South Korea, the courts
have been important in improving the rights of both male and female foreign
workers, which prompted the national government to pass the 2007 Act on
the Treatment of Foreigners in Korea.50 By contrast, court cases brought by
__________________
48
Hye-Kyung Lee, “Gender, Migration, and Civil Activism in South Korea,” Asian and Pacific
Migration Journal, vol. 12, no. 1-2 (2003), pp. 127-153.
49
Taiwan Today, 26 June 2009, available online at http://www.taiwntoday.tw.ct.
asp?xItem=53573&CtNode=428, last accessed 7 August 2009.
50
Timothy C. Lim, “NGOs, Transnational Migrants, and the Promotion of Rights in South Korea,”
in Takeyuki Tsuda, ed., Local Citizenship in Recent Countries of Immigration: Japan in Comparative Perspective
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2006), pp. 235-272.
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Chinese spouses in Taiwan have generally been unsuccessful and have not
led to the revision of unequal laws and policies, whereas NGO-sponsored
public protests have put greater pressure on the government.
In the heterogeneous and less developed democracy of Malaysia, by
contrast, changes came about after numerous allegations of physical abuse
of Indonesian domestic workers were reported by local NGOs in the news
media and gained the attention of the Indonesian government. After a highly
publicized case involving an Indonesian maid who had been beaten and
scalded with hot water, the Indonesian government decided in June 2009 to
suspend the official process for sending its domestic workers to Malaysia.51
This action reinforces the view that women embody national pride and
dignity.52 Soon after, Prime Minister Najib Razak of Malaysia announced
stern action against anyone abusing Indonesian maids and urged employers
to show greater interest in their welfare.53

Conclusion and Country Case Studies
Based on extensive ethnographic field research, this special issue focuses on
various forms of transnational gendered migration, including international
marriages and the migration of unskilled female workers and the implication
for ethnic identity and gender roles. It illustrates how the arrival of foreigners
can challenge collective self-consciousness and conceptions of citizenship,
which presupposes the existence of a territorial bounded political community.
This complex process of social transformation in the selected Asian countries
and the human consequences of transnational gendered migration spark
public debate over citizenship/nationality and political concern over
integration and distributive justice of foreign migrants. Civil society actors
play an important role in this public discussion and changing nationality
laws to accommodate the newly arrived foreigners. They have done it through
the courts and public protests in East Asia and through pressure from the
government of origin in Malaysia. In essence, the experiences in Asia and
elsewhere demonstrate that citizenship is neither fixed nor unchanging.
A sense of belonging and common identity is constantly being redefined
over time, especially during the present age of transnational gendered
migration.
The essays in this volume are organized as country case studies, sequenced
descending from countries in the northern to southern hemisphere with
increasingly more ethnic heterogeneity; hence, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan,
__________________
51
The Nation, 26 June 2009, available online at http//www.nationalmultimedia.com/search/
read/php?newsid=301061308, last accessed on 14 January 2010.
52
On this point, see Oishi, Women on the Move.
53
The Straits Times, 27 June 2009, available online at http://www.straitstimes.com/
Breaking%2NewsSE%2BAsia/Story/STIStory_396144.html, last accessed on 14 January 2010.
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the People’s Republic of China and Indonesia/Malaysia. Such form of
organization allows for a convenient grouping of countries that not only
highlights variation within and between regions but also provides a systematic
analysis of emerging patterns on conceptions of citizenship, transnational
gendered migration, government policies/actions, societal responses,
channels of mediation and policy changes.
University of Southern California, Los Angeles, USA, December 2009
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Outlawed Children:
Japanese Filipino Children,
Legal Defiance and Ambivalent
Citizenships
*

Nobue Suzuki
The Supreme Court quashes the judgment in prior instance. It rejects
the appellee’s appeal. The appellee is liable for all the burden of court
costs.1

O

n 4 June 2008, Japan’s Supreme Court’s presiding judge announced
the decision in a case affirming the Japanese nationality of ten
“Japanese Filipino children” (JFC),2 who were born to unmarried
Filipino women and Japanese men, and who were legally acknowledged by
the men after birth. Subsequently, all the 15 judges stood up and silently left
the Grand Bench, where they spent less than a minute concluding the trial.
So brief a period that most people in the audience were left mystified, as
few, it seemed, understood the meanings and references of the legal language
and so they feared cheering in error. The plaintiffs’ mothers, seated in the
audience behind their lawyers, were also wondering what had just happened
to their children’s lives, whispering to each other their hopes and fears. The

__________________
*
Please refer to the introduction of this special issue for additional discussion of the analytical
framework and theoretical background (Apichai Shipper, “Introduction: Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration in East and Southeast Asia,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 83, no. 1, March
2010, pp. 11-29).
1
See “court precedent,” available from <http://www.courts.go.jp/hanrei/pdf/20080604174246.
pdf>, last accessed 4 June 2008, translated by author. I thank Attorney Kondō Hironori for clarification.
In this paper, Japanese names are rendered family names first and given names last.
2
Many individuals and institutions in Japan, including the International Organization for
Migration (IOM), intentionally or naïvely use the term “shin nikkeijin” (new people of Japanese descent)
to refer to JFC. That this term is not used for newcomer Latinos of Japanese descent (Joshua Roth,
email communication, 3 April 2008) puts them in a special category. It is commonly used to refer to
the fatherless children born outside marriage to Filipino entertainers and Japanese men. Due to its
demeaning connotation, the NGOs introduced below and JFC themselves who are aware of this
problem are upset when others, including IOM, uncritically categorize the children as such. The term
“JFC” is a category as well which fixes people’s identities; nevertheless, according to my informants,
it is a more neutral term than “shin nikkeijin.” JFC may refer to any children born to Filipino and
Japanese parents or only to those born out of wedlock to Filipino and Japanese parents. For the sake
of clarity, in this paper I use the term to mean the latter. Note that many JFC have already reached
adult age and that the “C” in JFC does not mean the state of childhood. Instead, it reflects the fact
that they are the children born to Japanese-Filipino relationships.
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lead attorney, then, turned slightly towards his clients with his thumb up.
Relieved, the mothers were ready to shout, but tried hard to restrain their
jubilation. Seeing their mothers’ responses, the children realized that they
were now entitled to the Japanese nationality previously denied them. Once
outside, the mothers jumped up and down, shouted and thrust their fists in
the air to celebrate their victory (see figure 1).

Figure 1
Victorious plaintiffs
outside the court and
at press conference
Source: Photo by author
(4 June 2008)
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Recently, many scholars have studied the increasing number of global
cross-border movements of people and the intimate relationships that have
developed along with them.3 They have shown that personal associations
involving such migration are similar to most other affective relationships,
born not simply out of “love” but also of inequalities at various levels and
power struggles occurring at the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, class
and nationality. These human encounters, and more specifically the sexual
liaisons, have often produced children of cross-national backgrounds. These
children may, like their parents, find themselves within a network of
disciplining power. Yet the existing literature on cross-national intimacies has
thus far tended to focus on adult relationships, and studies of these children,
especially those born out of wedlock to cross-border couples, continue to be
scarce. Obviously, the issues relating to such children are important in light
of human rights and different forms of citizenship in a globalized context.
This article, then, pursues two related issues regarding JFC. I first detail
the process of the lawsuit against the Japanese state. Second is to discuss the
implications of their victory for JFC living under diverse conditions. I first
identify the contact zones in which JFC’s parents met each other resulting
in the birth of these children. Then I elaborate on the legal problems through
which these children had been denied Japanese nationality. The third section
describes earlier lawsuits against the Japanese state that paved the way to the
Nationality Affirmation Case (hereafter JFC ). In the final section, I discuss some
of the implications of their challenge to the state power for JFC’s citizenships
beyond political entitlements. I introduce three ethnographic vignettes of
the experiences of JFC who grew up in Japan and those who recently came
to Japan. The latter are not among those who gained entry to Japan through
the legal victory, and they came voluntarily, as several Japanese Filipino youths
put it, “to know the other side of my [dual national] identity.”
Prior to this legal victory, I first learned about the lawsuit in September
2004, when I serendipitously met a JFC’s mother who was struggling to find
a way to redress her child’s legal status. Subsequently, during and in the
aftermath of JFC up to March 2009, I collected data through informal
encounters and semi-formal interviews with JFC and their mothers. Some
of my informants were the plaintiffs of the lawsuit and others were those I
had known for quite some time from my previous research on FilipinaJapanese marriages in urban Japan. I met other groups of JFC and their
mothers through my contacts with both concerned people and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Japan and the Philippines working
__________________
3
See, for example, Nicole Constable, ed., Cross-Border Marriages: Gender and Mobility in
Transnational Asia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005); Ericka Johnson, Dreaming
of a Mail-order Husband (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Brenda Yeoh and Elli Heikkilä, eds.,
International Marriages in the Time of Globalization (New York: Nova Science Publishers, forthcoming);
and others cited in this essay.
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for these single-mother families. I also interviewed the chief of the JFC legal
team, the director of the Citizens’ Network for JFC, Filipino activists in Japan,
the then Supreme Court chief judge and others. In addition, I participated
in various activities involving JFC, which included the final hearing of the
JFC case at the Supreme Court on 16 April 2008, the court ruling on 4 June
2008, a post-victory party, a Christmas party for JFC, gatherings of newcomer
JFC and other activities and events. In the Philippines, I met JFC and their
mothers who wish to attain Japanese nationality through the assistance of
NGOs, concerned scholars and individuals and a staff member of the Japanese
Embassy in Manila. JFC’s experiences, both positive and negative, described
here will suggest what neophyte “Japanese” children and youths likely face
once they touch down in their “homeland.”4 Below, I begin by briefly
describing the historical and political–economic contexts in which Filipinas
and Japanese met and gave birth to JFC.
The Birth of Japanese Filipino Children
JFC have been born as the migration of both Japanese men and Filipino
women has increased during the postwar era. Initially, the number of
encounters between these men and women began to rise along with the
expansion of Japan’s political–economic influence in Asia in the 1960s. The
influx of several thousand people, mostly men involved in business and
developmental projects organized by the Japanese government, resulted in
the establishment of contact zones, such as plantations, factories, commercial
establishments, schools and other venues, where the two nationals met each
other. Aside from these work-related movements, from the 1970s the
Philippines’ state-endorsed sex tourism has attracted numerous foreign men,
including Japanese, to the country.5 By the end of the 1970s, nearly one-third
of all tourists to the Philippines were Japanese, and during the 1980s about
80 percent of Japanese tourists were men.6 Encounters between Japanese
men and Filipino women have produced legal marriages, cohabitations and
__________________
4
For further readings of foreign residents in Japan, see, for example, Michael Weiner, ed.,
Japan’s Minorities, 2nd ed.(London: Routledge, 2009); John Lie, Multiethnic Japan (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2001); Sonia Ryang and John Lie, eds., Diaspora without Homeland (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2009); Joshua Roth, Brokered Homeland (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002);
Takeyuki Tsuda, Local Citizenship in Recent Immigration Countries (Lanham MD: Lexington Books, 2006);
David Willis and Stephen Murphy-Shigematsu, eds., Transcultural Japan: At the Borderlands of Race,
Gender, and Identity (London and New York: Routledge, 2008). For children of foreign and mixed
heritages, children born out of wedlock and related statelessness, see Stephan Murphy-Shigematsu,
Amerasian no Kodomotachi (Tokyo: Shūeisha, 2002); Rumiko Nishino, Herculano wa Naze Korosareta no
ka (Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, 1999); Chen Tien-shi, Mukokuseki (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2005); Linda Kerber,
“The Stateless as the Citizen’s Other,” in Seyla Benhabib and Judith Resnik, eds., Migrations and
Mobilities (New York: New York University Press, 2009).
5
Linda Richter, The Politics of Tourism in Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989).
6
Elizabeth Eviota, The Political Economy of Gender (London: Zed Press, 1992); Ministry of Justice,
Annual Report of Statistics on Legal Migrants (Tokyo: Hōmushō, 1982-1991).
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other sexual liaisons which resulted in not only JFC but also sexual fantasies
about Filipinas and their availability.
From the late 1970s, the direction of human movements between the two
countries became increasingly two-way and numerous Filipinas began
working in Japan’s nightlife industries. In the 1980s and after, many of these
women came with entertainer, tourist and student visas and worked at hostess
clubs of various sorts. Japan’s hostess clubs have been commonly misconstrued
to be prostitution dens inside and especially outside Japan. However, at such
pubs hostesses usually offer feminine attention and flirtation to let a man
feel that he is a hero and a king after work.7 Given such services, men are
often “enchanted” by “Marilyns of the tropics” because attractive Filipina
hostesses made, as in the words of a single father, “even weary middle-aged
men like me feel that we are popular!”8 As such, nightclubs served as places
for women and men to meet and some of these encounters develop into
affective and sexual liaisons.9
It is important to remember that the majority of these women were still
in their teens or twenties who were living in socially, psychologically and
economically difficult situations while abroad alone. So, they might, too,
seek emotional consolation and material and physical security while exploring
their sexual desires. For example, Helen,10 the mother of a JFC told me that
she came to Japan at the age of 21, with little competence in the Japanese
language. Living away from her family and feeling lonely and insecure, she
enjoyed conversation in English with a handsome older man, Fukuda, who
sang songs in English well. They soon became attracted to each other. Initially,
Fukuda told Helen that he was single, but he later confessed that he was
married with children. However, he assured her that he was negotiating a
divorce from his wife. Hearing this, Helen began a sexual relationship with
him. When she learned she was pregnant, Helen returned to the Philippines.
Fukuda phoned her from Tokyo once a month to check how she was doing
and visited her around the time of the delivery. After returning to Tokyo,
however, he called Helen to say that he could not abandon his family in
__________________
7
Rhacel Parreñas, The Force of Domesticity (New York: New York University Press, 2008); Nobue
Suzuki, “Between Two Shores: Transnational Projects and Filipino Wives in/from Japan,” Women’s
Studies International Forum, vol. 23, no.4 (2000), pp. 431-444.
8
See Suzuki “Marrying a Marilyn of the Tropics: Manhood and Nationhood in Filipina-Japanese
Marriages,” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 80, no. 2 (2007), pp. 427-54; see also Nobue Suzuki “Why
Filipinas? Capitalist Modernity, Family Formation, and Masculine Desires,” in Michael Hsiao and
Hong-zen Wang, eds., Cross-Border Marriages with Asian Characteristics (Taipei: Academic Sinica,
forthcoming).
9
For more details, see Nobue Suzuki, “Inside the Home: Power and Negotiation in FilipinaJapanese Marriages,” Women’s Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, vol. 33, no. 4 (2004), pp. 481-506;
Nobue Suzuki, “Marrying a Marilyn.” For further descriptions of Japanese men working and associating
with local women in Manila, see Fukada Yūsuke’s Naoki award-winning non-fiction, Ennetsu Shōnin
(Tokyo: Bunshun Bunko, 1984). For sex tourism and the development of affection, see Denise Brennan,
What’s Love Got to Do with It? (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).
10
All names are pseudonyms.
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Japan. He sent Helen and her child some money twice since and that was
the end of their relationship for the next 15 years until Fukuda decided to
formally recognize their child.
Many JFC grow up with their parents and nationality secured,11 but other
JFC, like Helen’s, suffered the uncertainty of their citizenships, identities
and future as well as from other problems, such as the stigma of fatherlessness
and poverty. Although their exact number is unknown, Maligaya House
(“happy house”), an NGO in metro Manila, alone has handled over 600 JFC
cases since its establishment in 1999. There are other NGOs which have dealt
with several hundred cases of JFC (see below). Thus, there is a non-negligible
number of JFC who wish to reclaim their legal and social rights. One reason
for their struggles relates to how a nation-state constitutes sovereignty.
Children Outlawed
Japan has subscribed to the principle of jus sanguinis (nationality inherited
from their parents) and children become Japanese through one or both of
their parents.12 Why, then, were the JFC plaintiffs who have been duly
acknowledged by their Japanese fathers legally denied Japanese nationality?
In the case of children born out of wedlock (kongaishi; hichakushutsuji) to
cross-national relationships, Japan’s jus sanguinis was conditioned primarily
by three factors: the marriage institution, the uncertainty of paternity and
the timing of childbirth. Indeed, the Japanese state determined the
nationality of JFC and other children born out of wedlock to Japanese fathers
and foreign mothers using a complex matrix of its Nationality Law (NL) and
Civil Code (CC).
The 1984 NL Article 2-1 defined that a person would become a Japanese
national “when, at the time of its birth, the father or the mother is a Japanese
national.” Yet Japanese nationality was not granted to a JFC born to an unwed
Japanese father (although the child may assume the nationality of his/her
mother as long as the mother’s country permits it; the Philippines is one
such country with its jus sanguinis policy). This is because, unlike maternity
in which the fact of delivery establishes mother-child filiation, paternity is
not easily determinable even within marriage. This uncertainty was reflected
in CC Article 772, which states that:
__________________
11
At the end of 2008, there were approximately 160,000 Filipinos who are or were the (formerly)
spouses or the children of Japanese. Hōmushō Nyūkoku Kanri Kyoku, Shutsunyūgoku Kanri, 2008
(Tokyo: Hōmushō, 2009).
12
Before 1984, dual nationality was not permitted and jus sanguinis was practiced only through
the paternal filiation. Following the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article15-1, which states
that everyone has the right to a nationality, Japan also circumstantially adopts jus soli (birthright
citizenship) to award Japanese nationality, for example, to children (assumed to have been) born in
Japan without known parents (NL Article 2-3). For historical accounts of Nationality Law, see Chikako
Kashiwazaki, “Jus Sanguinis in Japan,” International Journal of Comparative Sociology, vol. 39, no.3 (2002),
pp. 278-300; and Okuda Yasuhiro, Kazoku to Kokuseki (Tokyo: Yūhikaku, 2003).
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1. a child conceived by a wife during marriage shall be presumed to be
the child of her husband;
2. a child born after 200 days from the formation of marriage or within
300 days of the day of the dissolution or rescission of marriage shall
be presumed to have been conceived during marriage. (emphases
added)

Paternity can only be presumed, but the state nonetheless exercises its
power to determine who the father is. Although this article universally applies
to all relationships, including ethnic Japanese liaisons, it is vital to deciding
the nationality of a child born to unwed cross-national couples (see below
for examples). For the civil status and paternal national belonging of a child
born out of wedlock, the Japanese state has championed the marriage
institution (and assumed wives’ chastity within it). Following this, in the case
of cross-national relationships, if a child was born to an unwed Japanese man
she/he did not have a “legal” father at the time of birth, so the child was
denied Japanese nationality.
Other countries have tackled the problem of children’s nationality
wrought by the uncertainty of paternity differently. For example, Germany,
which is primarily a jus sanguinis state, also discriminated against children
born outside marriage. However, after making several revisions, in 1993
paternal recognition alone came to be considered sufficient in granting
these children German nationality. Switzerland, another jus sanguinis state,
on the other hand, requires parental marriage for children born out of
wedlock (where fathers are Swiss) to acquire Swiss citizenship.13 In Japan,
aside from marriage, in order to establish father–child filiation, paternal
recognition had also been used. However, as the phrase “at the time of birth”
suggests the timing of acknowledgement is vital and fathers must recognize
their children while they are fetuses. Yet, a “fetus recognition” (taiji ninchi)
alone did not grant a child Japanese nationality. NL Article 3-1 again required
parental marriage as follows:
A child … under 20 years of age whose father or mother has married and
acknowledged paternity or maternity respectively, may acquire Japanese
nationality through a notification to the Minister of Justice, if the father
or mother who made the acknowledgement was a Japanese national at
the time of the child’s birth, and such father or mother is presently a
Japanese national or was a Japanese national at the time of his or her
death. (emphasis added)

Thus, in the case of children born to unwed Japanese men and foreign
women, the father’s recognition alone, unlike the situation in Germany, did
__________________
13
Many other European countries such as France, Belgium and Italy also subscribe to jus sanguinis
and have also granted nationality to children born to unwed men who are these countries’ nationals.
See Ninomiya Shūhei, “Kokusekihō ni okeru Kongaishi no Byōdō Shogū,” Ritsumeikan Hōgaku, vol.
250 (1996), pp. 1360-1388; Okuda, Kazoku to Kokuseki, pp. 149-150.
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not grant her/him Japanese nationality. As with Switzerland, only when men
acknowledge their children and marry the children’s mothers—and vice
versa—can the children become “legitimated” (junsei) Japanese from the
time of its reportage (CC 789). Note that the phrase, “from the time of its
reportage” distinguishes “legitimation” from nationality awarded at birth
and the children or their parents must report change of status to the Justice
Minister before they reach the age of 20 in order not to lose their right to
Japanese nationality.
The fetal recognition system appears to be oppressive to the children of
unwed parents. However, the original idea of having the acknowledgement
system is in fact to secure the nationality of a child yet to be born. It is a
special provision in cases where her/his father is dying or relocating to a
death-threatening place (such as a battlefield) or where her/his parental
live-in relationship has ended and her/his father is leaving his partner and
child.14 Other situations include the jus soli principle, which creates the
possibility of the child’s not receiving its mother’s nationality when born
abroad. And, if the child is fathered by an unmarried man whose country
subscribes to jus sanguinis, the child cannot become a national of his/her
father’s country either, resulting in the child’s statelessness.15 Despite the
original intention, the recognition system does complicate an unborn child’s
right to assume the nationality of her/his father.
Aside from the problem of nationality, before 2004 “illegitimate” children
—of both ethnic Japanese and foreign parents—were recorded differently
from “legitimate” ones in the official household registry (koseki) and these
entries are not changed unless one requests it. On important occasions, such
as employment and marriage, employers or marriage partners may ask for
this registry and so one’s “illegitimate” status can be easily disclosed.
Moreover, “illegitimate” children are entitled only to one half of inheritance
(CC 900-2) and can only assume their mothers’ names unless they request
a change to their fathers’ names at the Family Court (CC 790-2, 791-1
respectively). Thus, being a kongaishi in Japan is to live with inequality and
discrimination.
In the case of JFC, many of the Japanese fathers had been married to other
women or had deserted their Filipina partners before their children were
born and therefore there was no way for the children to claim (“legitimated”)
Japanese nationality. Thus, on top of the general problem of being
“illegitimate” children, without Japanese nationality, they did not enjoy, for
example, suffrage or the ability to engage in public service jobs.16 Even if
they have spent all their lives there, the access to public education is not
automatic and the laws of their foreign nationality govern their eligibilities
for marriage and divorce. In addition, one of the most critical matters for
__________________
Okuda, Kazoku to Kokuseki, p. 133.
Okuda, Kazoku to Kokuseki, p. 130.
16
After 1986, an increasing number of local governments began allowing non-Japanese residents
to participate in public services, but the kinds and ranks of positions are still limited.
14
15

38

Outlawed Children
JFC and their mothers is their residency in Japan, and some of them had
been threatened by impending deportation (see below).17
An expert on the legal issue of JFC, Okuda Yasuhiro has thus argued that
one’s acquest of nationality directly relates to that person’s human rights.18
Although granting nationality is an internal affair of a sovereign state, this
does not mean that each government is free to create the conditions for
determining nationality without reference to its own constitution and to
international covenants that the country has ratified.19 Not granting Japanese
nationality to JFC is problematic from three perspectives. First, differentiating
among children based on their parents’ marital status goes against
Constitution Article 14-1, which declares the equality of people by stating
that “there shall be no discrimination in political, economic or social relations
because of race, creed, sex, social status or family origin.”
Okuda’s second and third points are related to the fact that today the
statutory body and its laws are expected to align with international ethical
and moral regulations. Japan has indeed adopted several key treaties and
covenants, such as the international covenants on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights and on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). ICCPR Article
24-3 states, “Every child has the right to acquire a nationality.” Japan ratified
most of the terms of these covenants in 1979. Okuda’s third point is that the
Convention on the Rights of the Child Article 7-1, elaborating on ICCPR
Article 24-3, states that a child “shall have the right from birth to a name,
the right to acquire a nationality and, as far as possible, the right to know
and be cared for by his or her parents.” Japan ratified this in 1994. It is also
a member of the United Nations and proclaims that it “has strongly supported
UN activities in the human rights field, believing that all human rights are
universal.”20 Yet, Japan’s Nationality Law gainsays its own proclamation. These
inconsistencies have resulted in the denial of Japanese nationality to children
of unwed Japanese fathers by the laws of their paternal “homeland.” For
JFC’s mothers and supporters, the children deserved Japanese nationality
from birth and “legitimation” was not acceptable. To redress their legal status,
they had to amend the law.
Challenging State Power
Preceding Legal Cases
Prior to JFC, there had been legal movements generated by people who are
law practitioners and who had been negatively affected by the Nationality
__________________
Numerous others had already left Japan due to the lack of proper visas.
Okuda, Kazoku to Kokuseki.
See also Yasemin Soysal, Limits of Citizenship (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).
20
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, available from <http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/un/
pamph2000_archive/human.html>, last accessed 21 February 2009.
17
18
19
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Law,21which had positive impacts on the 2008 victory. For example, from
1996 the Japan Federation of Bar Associations (JFBA) warned the Japanese
government that its interpretation and operation of the Nationality Law
violated the Constitution Article 14-1.22 JFBA also argued that the state must
abide by international conventions and eliminate discrimination against
children of unwed parents in light of human rights.
More directly, foreign mothers of children fathered by Japanese men had
filed several lawsuits against the Japanese state. Law professor Nagao
Hidehiko has examined several of the cases that paved the way to the JFC
victory:23 In 1990, a Korean woman left her Japanese husband and gave birth
to a child fathered by another Japanese man in September 1992. She divorced
her first husband in November 1992 and legally confirmed in June 1993 the
absence of filiation between her first husband and her child. Subsequently,
she reported the birth of the child and her second husband recognized the
child. Yet the state denied the child’s Japanese nationality on the basis that
a child should acquire a nationality at birth through its parent–child
relationship then. Due to the mother’s first husband’s affirmation of nonfiliation, the law determined that the child did not have a legal father at the
time of birth. The mother contested this interpretation and in 1997 the
Supreme Court accepted her appeal. Upon the confirmation of the child’s
Japanese nationality, one of the judges stated a hosoku iken—agreeing with
the ruling of the majority of the judges but adding supplementary opinions—
that “the interpretation of ‘the time of birth’ [which] should include a period
broader than the physiological meaning…would be a rational
understanding.”24
Another case is of a Korean woman that reflects the problem of a
combination of NL 3-2 and CC 772-2: One day after the woman filed a divorce
from her previous husband, she gave birth to a child fathered by her current
__________________
21
Besides the Nationality Law, there are other implications resulting from JFC, notably those of
people who have been trying to revise the CC for the rights of children born out of wedlock. Discussing
these movements is, however, beyond the scope of the present discussion. For the case of Japanese
children, see Konsakai, Hikon no Oya to Kongaishi (Tokyo: Aoki Shoten, 2004); for children of crossnational relationships, see Imanishi Tomiyuki et al., Kokusai Kongaishi to Kodomo no Jinken (Tokyo:
Akashi Shoten, 1996). For grassroots activism, see Apichai W. Shipper, Fighting for Foreigners (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2008). We might consider these cases to be engaging in what Seyla Benhabib
calls “democratic reiteration,” which is defined as: “complex processes of public argument, deliberation,
and exchange through which universal human rights claims and principles are contested and
contextualized, invoked and revoked, posited and positioned, throughout legal and political
institutions, as well as in the associations of civil society” (Seyla Benhabib, Rights of Others, Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2004, p. 179).
22
Miyazaki Makoto, “Statement of Supreme Court Ruling Nationality Law Unconstitutional,”
Japan Federation of Bar Associations, available from http://www.nichibenren.or.jp/ja/opinion/
statement/080604.html, last accessed 28 December 2008.
23
Nagao Hidehiko, “Kokuseki Hō 2-jō to Byōdō Gensoku,” Chūkyō Hōgaku, vol. 39, no. 3-4 (2005),
pp. 129-150.
24
Nagao, “Kokuseki Hō,” p. 134.
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husband. In her case, the child was presumed under CC 772-2 to be fathered
by her first husband. Due to complications wrought by the cesarean section
the woman had, the couple failed to act quickly enough to remedy their
child’s family connections and nationality and they spent eight months filing
the father’s acknowledgement of the child. If they had been aware of CC
772-2, the father would have recognized the child while it was still a fetus.
Their delay became the point of contention in a debate over whether the
parents were sincerely concerned for their child’s nationality. Making
reference to the first Korean mother’s case, the Supreme Court ruled in
2003 that the child should be given Japanese nationality. These two cases
occurred within marriage and therefore did not challenge the constraints
of paternal recognition and marriage. They nevertheless seriously questioned
the reasonableness of the law.
While these cases made foreign mothers’ claims for children’s Japanese
nationality more apparent to the Japanese public, many concerned people
I interviewed mentioned that the 2002 Supreme Court ruling was particularly
important for JFC. This indeed resembled the 2008 case and a Filipino mother
and her child born out of wedlock to a Japanese man sued the Japanese
government. Their contention was that the denial of nationality because of
NL Article 2-1 and its clause, “the time of recognition” was to distinguish
“illegitimate” from “legitimate” children as well as “illegitimate” children
acknowledged prenatal from those acknowledged postnatal. This, the
plaintiff argued, violated Constitution 14-1; however, the Supreme Court
regular panel quashed her appeal.
What was significant about this case was that three of the five judges
announced their extraordinary supplementary opinions after ruling. Since
the point of dispute was NL Article 2-1, all three judges began by stating that
the NL Article 3 would not influence their ruling. Having said that, one of
the judges nevertheless questioned the requirement of parental marriage
for nationality and also the differential treatment of “legitimate” and
“illegitimate” children. The two other judges pointed out numerous problems
that legal practitioners and others had raised. Let me quote some of the
major points, albeit at length:
•

•

•

The rationality regarding the distinction between the legitimate and the
illegitimate is problematic. The differential treatments of legitimate and
illegitimate children based on the marital status of their parents, which
is itself out of the children’s control, cannot be supported especially when
various questions about their distinction have been raised;
Paternal recognition and parental marriage in [NL] Article 3 as the
conditions for the legitimation discriminate against illegitimate
children;
It is difficult to rationalize parental marriage as the requirement for the
child’s nationality: The child of an unwed Japanese woman receives
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•

•

•
•
•

Japanese nationality and so the law itself in fact does not necessarily
commit to parental marriage as the requirement for nationality. As long
as a child’s father is Japanese at the time of birth, [NL] Article 2-1 does
not require the existence of the family;
The state’s implicit assumption that a legitimate child will establish a closer
relation with its family, and so with the nation, than an illegitimate child
is questionable. The application of the law has been inconsistent in this
regard. Today, internationalization and change in values have diversified
people’s family relationships and simply having the form of marriage does
not necessarily produce family intimacy;
Even if children’s relationships with their fathers and mothers have
generally been different, such are largely created by their parental gender
roles within the family. Today, role performance patterns have changed
and differentiating children based on their maternal and paternal ties
does not account for the granting of nationality;
Nationality has significant implications for basic human rights. Japanese
citizens fundamentally expect all of their children to be Japanese;
The Japanese government has signed the Civil and Political Rights Article
24 in 1979 and Children’s Rights Article 2 in 1994; and
Japan adopts jus sanguinis and child recognition and nationality acquisition
done within a (longer) period of time does not disturb the settling of
one’s nationality.

Thus, the judges virtually rebuffed the Supreme Court ruling. Law scholars
nonetheless felt chagrined at that these judges did not challenge the law
before the case was concluded.25 Meanwhile, JFC’s mothers and supporters
continued their activities in Japan and the Philippines.
Steps towards Victory
Several NGOs have tackled the JFC issue in the Philippines and Japan. Aside
from Maligaya House mentioned earlier, Batis Center for Women-YOGHI
(Youth Organization that Gives Hope and Inspiration) and Development
Action for Women Network (DAWN) are three key NGOs active in Metro
Manila. The Embassy of Japan in Manila has funded these organizations’
various projects in support of JFC in the Philippines. In Tokyo, the non-profit
organization Citizens’ Network for Japanese–Filipino Children (CNJFC) has
since 1993 been one of the major organizations in providing consultations
for JFC and their mothers and in locating and negotiating with their fathers.
Maligaya House is its Philippine office. In the lawsuit against the Japanese
state, CNJFC was the agent for a group of nine children supported by a team
of attorneys, administrative lawyers and other concerned people.
__________________
25
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Although CNJFC was established before Maligaya House, one of the tasks
CNJFC initially took up was to respond to the requests of Filipino mothers
who contacted Maligaya House to locate their children’s Japanese fathers
for recognition and/or child support payment. Finding the fathers is a
difficult task due to the lack of information about them. For instance, the
mothers may remember only the nicknames or the sounds, not the Japanese
characters, of their partners’ names and nothing else. As of November 2008,
CNJFC were successful in establishing the fathers’ acknowledgement in 66
cases, including forced recognitions settled by the court (saiban ninchi) and
posthumous recognition within three years of the death of the father (shibō
ninchi).26 While in Japan, upon receiving the men’s acknowledgement, these
children and their custodians received, unless they already had proper visas,
a special permit to stay in Japan. This allowed the child to apply for simplified
naturalization (kan’i kika), although the decision whether to grant Japanese
nationality is left with the Justice Minister’s discretion. Given paternal
recognition, the mothers assumed that their children were entitled to
Japanese nationality right away. However, postnatal acknowledgement does
not automatically grant Japanese nationality, and many were disappointed
and frustrated. Their uncertainty about their status and futures remained
unresolved while the number of requests to locate the fathers increased.
The JFC plaintiffs had been situated in diverse conditions and their
motivations to become Japanese may have varied. There were mothers who
had been in Japan without proper visas. For them, securing their children’s
Japanese nationality also meant securing their own residency and other
rights. Most JFC in Japan grew up there and are, by and large, culturally
Japanese, so they are more likely to face serious problems if they “return” to
the Philippines. Conversely, there were cases where a mother was raising two
JFC, one of whom needed a remedy, while the other (younger) child was
recognized by its father while a fetus. In these cases, the mothers learned
about the problem of nationality only after their first child was born.
Therefore, when they found themselves pregnant with another child, they
knew to obtain for their second child a fetal recognition from their child’s
father. These acknowledged children nevertheless remained vulnerable. The
recognized children also began to wonder about their “foreign” siblings, and
the different nationalities of children created gulfs between them.
In order to redress these inequalities and restore their rights, in the mid2000s ten children with their mothers—one alone and nine as a group—sued
the Japanese government. The first was a Filipino mother with a JFC who
brought a legal action in 2003. In this case, the Japanese father acknowledged
his child postpartum, but the mother and child had received a deportation
__________________
26

Ms. Itō Rieko, Director of CNJFC, interview by author, audio recording, Tokyo, 21 November

2008.
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edict for not having proper visas. For them to have the state withdraw its
order and establish the child’s right to live in Japan was to defy the Nationality
Law. So, they sued the state. Stimulated by this, the JFC legal team suggested
that CNJFC follow suit. By this time, there were about 30 JFC clients who had
already secured various visas and CNJFC contacted them all. Nine volunteered
to join. Examining the judges’ supporting opinions issued after the 2002
ruling, the JFC lawyers shifted their argument from “at the time of birth”
(NL 2-1) to parents being “married” (NL 3-1).
In 2005 and 2006 respectively, the Tokyo Regional Court ruled the
Nationality Law illegal, but the Tokyo High Court overturned this decision
in the following year. Subsequently, in 2008, at the Supreme Court both the
single and group cases were taken together to the Grand Bench with 15
judges—not at the regular panel with five judges—which has the authority
to overturn an earlier judgment made with a similar legal interpretation.
This change thus meant more than a change of physical environment or
number of judges. The judges were nonetheless cautious and prior to 4 June
2008 they summoned both parties for the final hearing. The five attorneys
for the plaintiffs accompanied by three other lawyers spent over an hour
making their case and appealing to the judges’ senses of humanity, “You,
too, are parents.” Only one of the defendants repeated points from the
previous hearing. Unusually, on both days the judges allowed the oldest JFC
and her mother to sit together with the lawyers. Although when asked for
his view, one of the accompanying attorneys, who has dealt with numerous
refugee cases, was pessimistic about the final ruling, others kept up their
hopes based on the differences from the preceding trials. At last, as described
at the beginning of this paper, the children achieved Japanese nationality
from birth.
Prior to JFC, the Grand Bench had ruled laws unconstitutional in only
seven instances and the case was the first one in which the judges ruled in
favour of children born out of wedlock.27 Okuda calls JFC a new page in the
history of constitutional law litigation. Miyazaki Makoto, the JFBA president,
considers the judgment a milestone in accordance with international human
rights standards.28 After the ruling, the then justice minister urged an
amendment to be swiftly made for the ten plaintiffs who then received their
Japanese passports without ado. Subsequently, on 12 December 2008 the
requirement of parental marriage was formally removed from NL Article 3-1
for the acquisition of Japanese nationality for children born out of wedlock.29

__________________
27
Okuda Yasuhiro, “Kosekuki Hō Iken Hanketsu to Kongo no Kadai,” News Commentators Division,
available from http://www.nhk.or.jp/kaisetsu-blog/400/9790.html#more, last accessed 26 December
2008.
28
Miyazaki, Statement.
29
“Hōritsu No. 4973,” Kanpō, 12 December 2008.
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Their victory has resulted in the possibility that children who were born
to unmarried Japanese fathers and non-Japanese mothers of any nationality
and who received their fathers’ recognition postpartum are enabled to claim
their Japanese nationality. Although the exact number is unknown, in the
aftermath of this ruling, many JFC have tried to apply for Japanese nationality
in Japan and the Philippines.
Ambivalent Citizenships
Defending the “Bona Fide Japanese”
Although the Japanese nationality of the plaintiffs can no longer be
challenged, the lawmakers’ subsequent discussions of an amendment in the
Upper and Lower House Judicial Affairs Committees (UHJAC and LHJAC
respectively) revealed much fear and concern for the Japanese “national”
sovereignty.30 Much of their arguments redundantly centred on falsified
recognition and its consequences on adulterating the “bona fide Japanese”
(shinsei na Nihonjin) nation. Not only diehard rightist politicians but also
those who are generally known for being progressive spoke from a nationalist
standpoint and demanded the use of DNA testing during the discussions on
the law amendment at both LHJAC and UHJAC in November 2008.
However, adopting a DNA test to scientifically settle one’s filiation has its
own social problems. This method has been used for those who try to settle
their Japanese nationality through forced recognitions. Yet the people I
talked to argued that if this method was used for these children, under the
equality clause in the Constitution it must also be applied to confirm the
father–child relationship for “legitimated” children, if not for all children
born to Japanese men. Conversely, lawmakers are cautious about the
mandatory use of the method. Culturally, Japanese have long practiced
adoption. Such a practice may take place as soon as a baby is born and is
accordingly registered in its adopting parents’ koseki. Moreover, the
uncertainty of paternity is compensated for by an understanding of the family.
For instance, then Justice Minister Mori Eisuke made the following comment
in the UHJAC, “As for my children, someone tells me that they look like me,
and I feel that they are indeed my children. At any rate, I think a family is
sustained by its members’ mutual understanding… The Civil Code does not
always recognize biological filiation as [social] filiation.” Given his science
background, Mori even commented that science is not always the correct
method for settling everything. Thus, making a DNA test a requirement for
__________________
30
For details, see the UHJAC and LHJAC minutes, available from <http://www.shugiin.go.jp/
index.nsf/html/index_kaigiroku.htm> and <http://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/cgi-bin/KENSAKU/swk_
dispdoc.cgi?SESSION=26696&SAVED_RID=1&PAGE=0&POS=0&TOTAL=0&SRV_ID=9&DOC_ID=
9856&DPAGE=1&DTOTAL=7&DPOS=1&SORT_DIR=1&SORT_TYPE=0&MODE=1&DMY=26821>,
both accessed 28 November 2008.
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determining paternal relationship and Japanese nationality possibly upsets
existing practices and creates social and psychological tensions within the
socially sanctioned marriage and family. Other reasons for not relying on a
DNA test include the credibility of test results presented by commercial
companies and foreign institutions.
Amid the heightened fear and reported forged cases, acknowledging a
child actually obligates the father to record him/her in his koseki and to
provide child support.31 The child is also entitled to an inheritance even if
her/his share is only one-half of that of a “legitimate” child as mentioned
above. The koseki retains all entries and if an item is removed, it will not be
erased but marked as shōjo (“removed”).32 Hence, this record easily allows
an investigator to trace suspicious serial recognitions. A bogus claim is
penalized by up to one year in prison or a fine of less than 200,000 yen.
Therefore law specialists argue that as long as such obligations and penalties
are made clear to the public, the authority can largely prevent fake
recognitions.
Conversely, the collateral conditions created by the Diet—one of which
is the original copy of the fathers’ koseki records from their births—have
caused difficulties for deserving JFC who followed suit in Japan and the
Philippines.33 Presenting the father’s koseki is impossible for JFC who were
deserted by their fathers. In practice, when the Legal Affairs Bureau deems
it necessary, it also requires other documents to demonstrate the existence
of paternal relationships—for example, proof of the mother’s travel history
during the period of her pregnancy or the physical appearance of the father.
Moreover, the conditions are subject for review after six months, leaving a
possibility of creation of stricter conditions to exclude those who are not
considered “bona fide Japanese.”34 Thus, non-plaintiff JFC’s Japanese
nationality still remains legally uncertain. And, as of 16 March 2009 there
were only about a dozen children who were granted visas at the Japanese
Embassy in Manila.35
JFC Experiences
As seen above, despite the “milestone” victory, the lawsuit’s implications vary
depending on the individual’s situation and her/his location. After putting
up with several years of the legal process, the plaintiff children have generally
__________________
31
32

Okuda, “Kokuseki hō iken.”
Before the computerization of koseki storage, all removed entries were crossed out with an

“X.”
33
For details, see “Ninchi Sareta Ko no Kokuseki Shutoku no Todokede,” the Ministry of Justice,
available from http://www.moj.go.jp/ONLINE/NATIONALITY/6-1.html, last accessed 2 April
2009.
34
As of November 2009, due to the political turmoil and consequent change of administration,
the review had not yet taken place.
35
A Japanese embassy official, interview by author, tape recording, Manila, 16 March 2009.
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benefited, although some mothers still avoided public appearance and
interviews with me for fear that their children might become the target of
even more bullying.36 At present, the lives of other JFC, especially those who
grew up in the Philippines, seem to be more difficult and their cultural and
other citizenships have not been fully accommodated. The vignettes below
illustrate different inflections of rights to Japanese nationality and the entry
to Japan that some JFC have achieved.
Hiro is a Japan-born boy in his early teens and achieved paternal
recognition by court ruling. He suffered bullying at his nursery and
elementary school because of his foreign status, although his appearance
and name were Japanese. Each time Sylvia, his mother, noticed her son’s
problem, she went to talk to his teacher and classmates’ mothers to stop the
hounding of her son. After receiving Japanese nationality, however, Hiro
seems to have been accepted by his peers. The change of his status is not
visible and yet he now plays with his Japanese friends to the extent that Sylvia
has to worry about preparing snacks on Sundays for young visitors to their
tiny home. Although others may have different experiences, the Japan-born
JFC enjoy cultural and linguistic competence which in turn allows them to
blend more easily into mainstream Japanese life.
On the other hand, JFC who came to Japan on various visas in their teen
years undergo different experiences, both positive and negative. Ophelia
was fathered by a yakuza man who died when she was young. Her mother
left Ophelia with her sister in Manila and remained in Japan to make ends
meet. The mother married another Japanese and together they sent Ophelia
to an international school in Manila. Upon graduating from high school at
age 16—high-school education is four years in the Philippines—Ophelia
relocated to Tokyo and attended a high school. Although she initially had
much difficulty with her stepfather and schoolwork, within one year she was
able to manage life in Tokyo. She has been very active and her teacher
suggested that she try entering a highly ranked private university where she
could study in English. She succeeded. In order to supplement the expenses
that her stepfather would shoulder, she works as an English conversation
teacher, a job which gives her a decent income. She wants to study law so
that she will be able to help people like the JFC. To reach this goal, she is
willing to become Japanese even if it means abandoning her Filipino
nationality.37
Other JFC are not as empowered as Ophelia. Kei came to Japan when he
was 15 and in early 2009, at the age of 18, he received his Japanese passport,
thanks to the JFC victory. However, gaining his new nationality has been an
__________________
36
See note 4 for the literature that describes the difficulties, including bullying, of being foreigners
and marginalized people in Japan.
37
From 2003, Philippine Republic Act No. 9225 allows its former citizen to reacquire his/her
once abandoned Filipino nationality.

47

Pacific Affairs: Volume 83, No. 1 – March 2010
excruciating process. His father was not willing to include him in his family
because he is married to another woman and has children. After the court
recognition, as Kei put it, his “father continued to really hate (hate na hate)
me.” Upon arriving in Japan, Kei tried to contact his father, but the father
told him to go away. Feeling wretched, Kei sobbed while telling this story.
Paradoxically, Kei is identified with his father because Kei’s mother gave her
son his father’s name. Upon receiving his Japanese passport, Kei accepted
his father’s family name, but for his given name he insisted on using different
Japanese characters—with different meanings—and hence giving him a
different identity from his father’s. Using his anguish as motivation, Kei now
works at a warehouse during the day and studies at a night high school in
preparation to enroll in college. With this cultural capital he hopes to outdo
his father in the future.
The recently arrived JFC I met in Japan and those in the Philippines
continue to suffer from the kinds of feelings Kei is repressing behind his
agreeable demeanour. Kei, like many other JFC, wishes to study in college
and achieve his dream of becoming a businessman. Other JFC expressed
aspirations to become video producers, architects and professionals. At the
same time, some of them are aware that they do not have enough economic,
social and cultural capital to realize their dreams. As youths, most of them
have acquired adequate Japanese conversation skills. Yet several teenagers
told me that their knowledge of Japanese characters and vocabulary is
unbalanced. Sometimes they know more advanced characters than simple
ones because they missed elementary education in Japan. For example, they
are familiar with uncommon words for teenagers like saiban (trial) and ninchi
(recognition). In addition, there are older teens who did not acquire adultlevel competence in any language while they moved between two countries.
Under the increasing depopulation of youths in Japan, which has led to
low enrollment and consequent recruitment of foreign students at many
colleges, some JFC have enjoyed opportunities to attain a university education.
In Manila, several teenagers have entered prestigious universities while
receiving scholarships from the supporting NGOs and other sources. Yet,
Kei and other JFC, especially those attending night schools, do not even have
basic information about colleges and various admission systems in Japan. They may
stop after compulsory junior high school education or drop out of high school.
The majority are, in fact, striving to make ends meet. Unlike Ophelia’s
mother, many Filipino mothers are fully or partly dependent on welfare or
can take on only menial jobs on a part-time basis. Many JFC like Kei have
taken low-level jobs and some began working as hostesses and “hosts” (male
companions primarily for female customers) at nightclubs—the kind of job
their mothers did in the past and/or continue to do. Having spent their
formative years in the Philippines, JFC with few resources to create stability
in their lives, not to mention socioeconomic mobility, are finding life difficult
even if they are now legally Japanese.
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Despite the “milestone” that the JFC plaintiffs, their mothers and
supporters have made, the cultural, social and other citizenships of JFC
remain ambivalent. One reason is that in Japan there have thus far been no
practical state-run schemes—for example, state-endorsed language and job
training for foreign residents or a specifically designated budget—to
accommodate these youngsters’ basic needs. There are certain politicians,
academics and other researchers now advocating a “ten-million immigrant
policy” for sustaining the current population and labour force in Japan.38
More recently, Prime Minister Hatoyama Yukio of the Democratic Party of
Japan in his inauguration policy speech in the extraordinary Diet session on
26 October 2009 stated, “Before we say [there should be] a big government
or a small government, the views of people in weak positions and in minority
groups should be respected in politics.”39
However, in the current recession many immigrants, including newcomer
JFC and their mothers, can become easy targets for further marginalization
amid the rising nationalism in the host society. For instance, instead of
assisting immigrants to settle, from the spring of 2009 the Japanese state has
subsidized airfare and severance funds for Latinos of Japanese descent to
return to their home countries on the condition that the government will
not grant them and their children the same visas with which they entered.
They entered Japan on “spouse-or-child” visas (for the second generation)
and “long-term” visas (for the third generation). If they take this offer, the
Japanese government will not issue these visas to these individuals at a later
date.40 Even the seemingly more open argument for the ten-million
immigrant policy actually focuses on professional and skilled workers who
might immigrate to Japan rather than people like the JFC discussed here.41
As such, although some JFC have now achieved a legal citizenship, their
social, cultural, linguistic, political, economic and other citizenships and
hopes for the future remain ambivalent.
__________________
38

Sakanaka Hidenori and Asakawa Akihiro, Imin Kokka Nippon (Tokyo: Nihon Kajo Shuppan,

2007).
The Asahi Shinbun, available from http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/
TKY200910270130.html, last accessed 27 October 2009.
40
The cities where Latinos of Japanese descent are concentrated, such as Toyota, Hamamatsu,
Yamoto, Okazaki, Minokamo and Kani, have offered job training, but its effect is limited. Many
Japanese–Latinos have already returned en masse to their homelands after losing their jobs. See
“Nikkei Shūrō Kenshū Jigyō no Gaiyō,” Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, available from http://
www.mhlw.go.jp/houdou/2009/04/h0428-2.html, last accessed 30 April 2009 and “Japan Pays Foreign
Workers to Go Home,” The New York Times, available from <http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/23/
business/global/23immigrant.html?pagewanted=1&%2359;Japanese%20Brazilians&%2334&_
r=1&sq&st=cse&%2359;&scp=1>, last accessed 22 April 2009[accept]. Other countries, such as the
United States, Spain, and Czech Republic, have historically and recently also used similar programs
to eject migrant workers; see Ronald Takaki, In the Heart of Filipino America (New York: Chelsea House
Publishers, 1995) and “Feature Story,” Migration Policy Institute, available from http://www.
migrationinformation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=749&feed=rss, last accessed 8 November 2009.
41
Some private corporations have begun providing certain support provisions. Further
investigation is needed to clarify.
39
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Conclusion
In this paper, I have delineated the ways in which the issues relating to the
Japanese nationality of children born out of wedlock to Filipino women and
Japanese men were raised and tackled in contemporary Japan. Japan is a jus
sanguinis state; however, Japanese nationality for children born to unwed
Japanese and foreign nationals was limited to those born to a Japanese
mother. The marriage condition and uncertain paternity caused unmarried
foreign mothers and especially their children to suffer when they were denied
their Japanese nationality.
However, for nearly three decades, the presence of numerous Filipinas
and other foreign women in Japan spawned assertions of their rights and
entitlements. In 2008, ten JFC won a lawsuit against the Japanese government
and its constitution. Their victory was a result not only of their individual
efforts, but of the creation of social currents through which a non-negligible
number of legal authorities came to feel that the Nationality Law was
incompatible not only with the Constitution but also with the international
covenants Japan has ratified. The acquisition of Japanese nationality for JFC
was thus the fruit of repeated engagements of multiple actors, including
NGOs, in the local, national and global contexts successfully defying the
outdated official understanding of nationality in Japan.
Yet the implications of the legal victory for the lives of JFC located in
various social, political, economic and cultural situations are complex and
ambivalent. For the plaintiffs who were born and raised in Japan the ruling
has, in large part, transformed them into full-fledged citizens of Japan,
especially when compared to other JFC. These latter JFC, especially those
who grew up in the Philippines and came to Japan in their late teens, even
if their legal citizenship in Japan has been secured, their cultural and other
citizenships have not fully been respected in their new “homeland.” Instead,
the lack of cultural knowledge, including linguistic knowledge, and social
network continues to create difficulties in their lives. They will still need to
continue pushing for greater recognition until they successfully mobilize
another set of local, national and global forces to ensure that their citizenships
are respected in their fatherless pátria.
Chiba University, Chiba, Japan, December 2009
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Rethinking Belongingness in Korea:
Transnational Migration, “Migrant
Marriages” and the Politics of
Multiculturalism
*

Timothy Lim

Introduction

I

n 2006, a 30-year-old American football player, Hines Ward, won the Most
Valuable Player (MVP) award in the Super Bowl. Mr. Ward happened to
have a Korean mother and an African-American father. Virtually
overnight, Mr. Ward became a veritable sensation in his birthplace, which
was more than a bit ironic given the long and very intense discrimination by
Koreans against “mixed-blood” (honhyol ) children and their mothers. The
irony of the situation, as Mary Lee points out, was no accident. “The social
buzz over Hines Ward,” Lee writes, “can be read as an attempt to achieve
some sort of expedited closure on the issue of long-standing discrimination
against interracial people.”1 Even more, this social buzz—which was much
more like a chainsaw—marked, for the first time, a countrywide recognition
that South Korea was in the midst of a potentially profound social
transformation, with equally profound political, economic and cultural
ramifications. The basis for this social transformation is clear, namely, the
rapid growth of transnational migration/immigration to South Korea. This
story is now fairly well known: beginning in the late 1980s, there has been a
constant and constantly growing inflow of foreign newcomers (primarily
unskilled workers) to South Korea. In the space of less than two decades,
from 1990 to 2007, the number of foreign residents2 in South Korea grew
from just under 50,000 to over one million—a 2,000 percent increase. (By
__________________
* Please refer to the introduction of this special issue for additional discussion of the analytical
framework and theoretical background (Apichai Shipper, “Introduction: Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration in East and Southeast Asia,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 83, no. 1, March
2010, pp. 11-29).
1
Mary Lee, “Mixed Race Peoples in the Korean National Imaginary and Family,” Korean Studies,
vol. 32 (2008), p. 57.
2
By the official government definition, a foreign resident is any non-citizen residing in Korea
for 91 days or longer. There are a number of minor exceptions to this rule, including any member
of diplomatic delegation or consular corps, members of international organizations, and Canadian
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contrast, between 1980 and 1990, the foreign resident population increased
by only 8,881: from 40,519 to 49,400—a mere 22 percent increase over 11
years.3) While still a comparatively small number by international standards,
in the context of South Korea’s assiduously, even single-mindedly, crafted
image as an ethnically/racially pure and homogenous nation, the one millionperson figure (equivalent to 2 percent of South Korea’s population) is very
significant.
Transborder Migration and Korean Identity: The End of Homogeneity?
It is debatable that the “Hines Ward phenomenon” would have materialized,
or at least had any meaningful hold on social consciousness within South
Korea, were it not for the dramatic growth of in-migration. For, the two
decades of sustained migration/immigration could not but help to erode
the once-solid myth of South Korea’s homogeneity, and with it, the takenfor-granted assumption that South Korea is only for “Koreans.” In other
words, the slow transformation of South Korea into a de facto, albeit still
nascent, country of immigration has forced Koreans, in general, to begin
rethinking their once unquestioned beliefs not only about national identity
but also about the closely associated concepts of belongingness, denizenship
and citizenship.4 This is evidenced, in large part, by the sudden emergence
of another new phenomenon in South Korea: a burgeoning public debate
on multiculturalism. On this point, it is important to understand that, prior
to 2006, there was very little public discussion of multiculturalism in South
Korea; the word itself was rarely, if ever, uttered—at least in reference to
Korean society. Since then, however, the idea of multiculturalism has become
virtually ubiquitous, and is particularly salient within policy-making circles,
academia, and mass media.
Whether a “burgeoning public debate” signifies a fundamental change
within Korean society is a completely different question. Not surprisingly,
many scholars suggest that the “loud and furious” discussion of
multiculturalism signifies very little. Han Geon-Soo, for example, tells us
that the “present discourse on multiculturalism and the government’s
multicultural policy are nothing but fictional and deceptive declarations.”5
__________________

citizens residing in Korea up to six months. The number of short-term (91 days to one year) foreign
residents has likely remained fairly constant, so the recent and dramatic increase in the overall foreign
resident population is overwhelmingly based on individuals staying in South Korea for longer periods
of time.
3
Korean Immigration Service, Statistics (various years).
4
The term “denizen” refers to a foreign citizen with a legal and permanent resident status in
the host state but who does not possess certain rights and duties common to native citizens. See Tomas
Hammar, Democracy and the Nation State: Aliens, Denizens and Citizens in a World of International Migration
(Aldershot: Gower Publishing, 1990), p.1.
5
Han Geon-Soo, “Multicultural Korea: Celebration or Challenge of Multiethnic Shift in
Contemporary Korea?” Korea Journal, vol. 47, no. 4 (2007), p. 57. In his article, Han also provides a
convenient summary of prominent academic critiques of the current discourse and policy on
multiculturalism in South Korea. See pp. 55-58.
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Almost certainly, the current rhetoric on multiculturalism is more apparent
than real. Or, more accurately, we might say it is real, but designed to preserve
the status quo by reproducing, albeit in a different form, existing social
attitudes and practices that exclude, marginalize, and/or oppress “nonKoreans,” be they honhyol or migrant workers and, increasingly, “migrant
brides.” But, as I argue, the public debate on multiculturalism should be
viewed as a first but critical step, one that marks the beginning of a profound
discursive shift within Korean society. This shift should not be underestimated,
for such shifts signal the possibility and viability of large-scale social change.
Discourse, more generally, provides an often-essential normative and
intersubjective foundation for social practices and eventually social
transformation. In South Korea, the discourse of Korean homogeneity, based
on a hitherto unyielding conflation of race and ethnicity, made/makes
possible the near-total exclusion of “non-Koreans” from membership in
Korean society. This is not to imply that discourse is all-important. Rather,
in the context of South Korea’s social transformation, it will be part of a
complex process involving intersecting political, economic, social, and
demographic forces.
With all this in mind, the first part of this paper argues that two decades
of transnational migration has already laid the groundwork for—but not yet
produced—a significant change in the long-held conception of Korean
identity and belongingness. Much of this, as I explain below, has been due
to the agency of foreign workers themselves, but also to a critical—but
evolving—nexus between foreign migrant workers and Korean civil society
(aligned against an array of state actors and business interests), which has
led to concrete and significant legal and institutional changes and a
meaningful expansion of labour rights for foreign migrant workers. It is
important to note that these changes were accomplished in a socio-economic
and political context that presumed foreign workers, both women and men,
would remain temporary migrants, as opposed to permanent immigrants,
to South Korea. For this reason, questions of belongingness, still less
denizenship/citizenship, were largely left unaddressed. However, the
constant 20-year inflow of “outsiders” and the associated struggle for labour
and human rights also established the basis for a critical shift from a discourse
of social, cultural and political exclusivity to a discourse of inclusivity. It is
around this issue that both the first and second section of this paper is
organized.
In the second section, I also focus on an increasingly important trend:
the dramatic rise in “migrant marriages”—particularly marriages between a
Korean husband and foreign bride. These marriages, which accounted for
14 percent of the foreign resident population in South Korea (in 2007),
bring an added dimension to transnational migration in South Korea—and
to the debate on multiculturalism—by underscoring the highly racialized,
gendered and patriarchal character of Korean identity and society. In this
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regard, I contend that these marriages will occupy a particularly important
role in the multicultural debate; more than other forms of in-migration, they
will force the South Korean state and society to come to terms with the
contradictions and difficulties inherent in accepting (even embracing) the
concrete reality of increasing ethnic and national diversity, on the one hand,
while simultaneously dismissing the gendered and ethno-racial underpinnings
of identity, belongingness, denizenship and citizenship in the Korean polity
and society, on the other.
Transnational Migration, the Struggle for Rights
and a Nascent Discourse of Belongingness
During its initial phase of rapid capitalist industrialization in the 1960s and
1970s, South Korea was primarily a source of transnational migration. Much
of this out-migration, it is useful noting, was state-directed and was designed
to serve the interests of the Korean economy, primarily through direct
payments and remittances, which amounted to $375 million in 1973.6 By the
mid-1980s, however, growing labour demands within South Korea—and a
diminished need for direct foreign exchange remittances due to a rapidly
growing export sector—undercut the raison d’être of labour-based outmigration. Instead, South Korea began to import labour. There is nothing
surprising about this development as South Korea experienced a phenomenon
common to most other industrialized countries, namely, the migration
transition.7 The main aspects of the migration transition and of increasing
labour migration have been discussed in detail elsewhere,8 and for the
purposes of this paper are less important than the broader socio-cultural
and political impact this increasing in-migration has had on Korean society.
In this regard, perhaps one of the most significant impacts is that it has
effectively undermined, perhaps fatally, the once unassailable myth of Korean
homogeneity. To be sure, most if not the overwhelming majority of people
in South Korea still assume the country to be irrevocably homogeneous, and
they still share an axiomatic belief in the uniqueness of Korean identity, yet
most also recognize that a growing, sometimes outspoken, and increasingly
permanent part of the country is no longer “Korean.” They recognize, in short,
that South Korean society, like it or not, has become a pluralistic community
composed of women and men coming from around the world, including
__________________
6

Korea Development Institute (KDI), Korea’s Economy: Past and Present (Seoul: KDI, 1975),

p. 280.
7
Philip Martin, Andrew Mason and Nagayama Toshikazu, “Introduction to Special Issue on the
Dynamics of Labor Migration in Asia,” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, vol. 5, nos. 2-3 (1996),
pp. 171-72.
8
See Seol Dong-Hoon, “Past and Present of Foreign Workers in Korea, 1987-2000,” Asia Solidarity
Quarterly, vol. 2 (2000), pp. 6-31; Timothy C. Lim, “The Fight for Equal Rights: The Power of Foreign
Workers in South Korea,” Alternatives, vol. 24 (1999), pp. 329-359.
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China, Vietnam, Nepal, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Sri Lanka,
Mongolia, Russia, Uzbekistan, Nigeria, Ghana, Brazil and so on.
Recognizing the reality of increasing migration/immigration, of course,
is no guarantee that the general population, the government, locally and
nationally, or other elements of domestic society will accept or even tolerate
the existence of a large number of outsiders in their midst. Generally
speaking, it is often just the opposite: outsiders (especially “poor” outsiders)
are considered to be serious threats to social cohesion and a danger to the
livelihood and very lives of “real citizens”; at best, they are seen as a necessary
evil. As such, the marginalization, exploitation, and outright oppression of
outsiders is either ignored or condoned by the larger society. South Korea
was no exception. In fact, the first large groups of foreign migrant workers
were subject to intense exploitation, discrimination, and abuse; they were
treated as little more than cheap, expendable commodities. The South
Korean government, moreover, played a key role in making this possible,
first, by helping to criminalize foreign workers (despite the obvious need
and demand for their labour);9 and, second, by working to institutionalize
and legitimize—through an “industrial trainee” program (which ran from
the early 1990s to 2007)—a highly discriminatory labour system.10
But something strange happened: rather than passively accepting their
subordinated positions, segments of the foreign worker population fought
back. A particularly important strategy was how foreign workers used their
marginalized positions as a discursive weapon, turning the dominant
discourse of “immigrants-as-societal-threats” on its head. In a protest in
January 1995, for example, a group of 13 Nepalese, both men and women,
staged a sit-in at Myongdong Cathedral in Seoul—a common and symbolically
important site of non-violent protest. During this purposefully quiet protest,
the Nepalese workers made only a few public statements, one of which was
“We may be from a poor country and that’s why we are working here in Seoul
like slaves, but we have our basic human rights as well.”11 For the most part,
however, their point was made with a series of posters that contained pictures
of injured or abused workers, along with simple statements, such as: “Please
don’t beat me,” “We are not slaves,” and “I lost three fingers working in
factory. What will I do for the future?”12 By simultaneously defining themselves
as both victims and as rights-bearing human beings, they pre-emptively made
any effort to portray foreign workers as a threat from which Korean society
needed protection seemed farcical. Instead, they showed that foreign workers
needed protection from an oppressive society.
__________________
Lim, “Fight for Equal Rights,” pp. 338-339.
Lim, “Fight for Equal Rights,” pp. 340-341.
11
Quoted from “Cardinal Kim Apologizes to Foreign Workers in Seoul,” Reuters World Service
10 January 1995.
12
Based on a personal observation by the author. January 1995.
9

10
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Importantly, foreign workers in Korea have done more than merely
construct a discourse of victimhood, they also framed their protests, as Jamie
Doucette insightfully argues, within the larger context of the quintessentially
(but by no means unique) Korean concept of minjung or “the people.”13 In
the milieu of Korean politics and society, minjung refers to those who are
oppressed politically, exploited economically, marginalized socially and
despised culturally.14 Minjung also connects viscerally to the pro-democracy
mobilizations of the 1980s, and, in this regard, speaks to a “memory of mass
agency.”15 More broadly and more importantly, perhaps, minjung directly
connects to an important aspect of contemporary Korean political and
national identity;16 to have been part of the minjung movement, in an
important sense, is to have experienced an integral part of being Korean.
The linkage between the struggle for labour (and human) rights and minjung,
therefore, is one that identifies foreign workers as part of a historic and
ongoing Korean struggle. It lays the groundwork for a discursive shift that
effaces, even if only partly and tacitly, the line between foreign and native,
especially in the context of labour movements within South Korea. It is
difficult to say whether this strategy was purposefully done on the part of
foreign workers—it probably was not—but it was effective.
In fact, over the past two decades, conditions for foreign migrant workers
have improved markedly, particularly from a legal–institutional perspective:
foreign workers, both legal and undocumented, now have the same basic
labour rights as Korean citizens; wages have significantly increased; and the
industrial trainee system was abolished and replaced by an Employment
Permit System or EPS (among other changes).17 The creation of the EPS is
particularly significant insofar as (1) it was vehemently opposed by entrenched
and powerful economic actors—especially the Korean Federation of Small
Business—and (2) it overturned South Korea’s hitherto uncompromising
immigration policy prohibiting unskilled labour from legally entering the
country to work. Even more, albeit with some important and notable
exceptions,18 the EPS accorded foreign unskilled workers identical standing
with native workers with regard to the Labour Standards Act, the Minimum
__________________
13
Jamie Doucette, “The New Minjung? Migrant Workers in South Korea.” Korean Quarterly,
vol. 8, no. 4 (2005), pp. 11-13.
14
William A. Hayes, “From Minjung to Citizen: The Politics of Public Memory in South Korea
(1987-2002),” paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association,
Philadelphia, Penn., August 2005, p. 4.
15
Hayes, “From Minjung to Citizen,” p. 17.
16
Doucette, “The New Minjung.”
17
For a more detailed discussion of these changes, see Timothy C. Lim, “Will South Korea Follow
the German Experience? Democracy, the Migratory Process, and the Prospects for Permanent
Immigration in Korea,” Korean Studies, vol. 32 (2008), pp. 33-36.
18
Two of the most important of these “notable exceptions,” were a strict three-year time limit,
and restrictions on (freely) moving from one employer to another. Foreign worker organizations,
especially the Migrants’ Trade Union (MTU), were strongly opposed to both and began campaigning
immediately for changes.
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Wage Act, the Industrial Health and Safety Act, and so on.
Did all of this happen only because of “discursive strategies” exercised by
foreign migrant workers? The short and unequivocal answer is “no.” Certainly,
other critical factors were at play.19 But these strategies did help construct
an essential political and social framework within which concrete legal–
institutional changes became possible and viable. The key point is that the
discursive strategies employed by foreign workers helped to occlude the
development of anti-immigrant—and most often dominant—discourses of
immigrants as “dangerous social threats,” as “illegitimate freeloaders,” as
“cultural pollutants,” as a “fifth column,” as criminals, and so on. In many
countries, such anti-immigrant discourses provide a normative and
intersubjective foundation for treating migrants/immigrants as undesirable
invaders, rather than as fellow human beings with legitimate claims to labour,
human, and/or political rights. In South Korea, this type of anti-immigrant
discourse has, at best, a weak foothold. Instead, foreign migrant workers,
both legal and undocumented, have largely, albeit not completely, escaped
serious scapegoating or explicit/public displays of xenophobia—despite two
major economic downturns (i.e., the Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the
global financial crisis of 2009).
The Nexus between Foreign Migrant Workers and Korean Civil Society:
From Paternalism to Independence
Thus far, I have implied the foreign workers in South Korea acted alone, but
this was not at all the case. As I noted above and as I have discussed
elsewhere,20 from a very early stage, foreign workers formed a strong and
crucial link with Korean non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which
not only provided foreign migrants with resources they would otherwise not
have had access to, but also imbued their struggle with an important degree
of legitimacy in the eyes of many South Korean citizens. With little question,
too, activists within the Korean NGO community played an instrumental, if
not predominant, role in helping to develop and shape the discursive strategies
that characterized most, if not all, the earlier public protests, demonstrations,
and sit-ins.21 The very first public sit-in by foreign workers (in 1994), for
__________________
19
One important set of factors is “domestic political considerations”—i.e., a framework of
democratic norms and legal procedures. See Christian Joppke, “Why Liberal States Accept Unwanted
Immigration,” in Anthony M. Messina and Gallya Lahav, eds., The Migration Reader: Exploring Politics
and Policies (Boulder CO: Lynne Rienner, 2006), pp. 526-551.
20
Timothy C. Lim, “Racing from the Bottom in South Korea? The Nexus between Civil Society
and Transnational Migrants in South Korea,” Asian Survey, vol. 43, no. 3 (2003), pp. 423-442.
21
Based on various interviews by author in South Korea in 2001, 2002 and 2006, specifically: We
Jung-Hee, director of the Buddhist Coalition for Economic Justice (BCEJ), 21 June 2001; Park SeokWon, director of the Labour Human Rights Centre, 22 June 2001; Kim Mi Sun, director of the Public
and International Department, Joint Committee with Migrants in Korea (JCMK), 14 June 2002; Choi
Hyun-Mo, General Secretary of the Korea Migrant Workers’ Human Rights Centre, Incheon, 5 June
2006; and Shakil, Acting President, Migrants’ Trade Union (MTU), 22 May 2006.
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instance, was staged at the headquarters of the Citizens’ Coalition of
Economic Justice (CCEJ)—one of the most influential NGOs in South Korea.
The demonstration, which the CCEJ helped to organize and orchestrate,22
involved a small group of foreign workers from Bangladesh, Nepal, the
Philippines, and Ethiopia; it lasted for 29 days and ended when the
government, via the Ministry of Labour, agreed to “improve the human rights
problem of foreign labourers.”23 It is also fairly clear that the connection of
the migrant workers’ struggle with minjung is a direct outgrowth of the
involvement of activists in the Korean NGO community. The reason is simple:
as Kim Hae-Sung, a prominent leader within the NGO community put it,
“In the migrant workers’ movement, there are many people who originally
took part in the pro-democracy movement of the 1980s. They were a very
rich resource and they exercised a great deal of influence.”24
It is important to recognize, however, that the relationship between foreign
workers and NGOs has evolved over time. In the early to mid-1990s, as the
two examples cited above help to illustrate, foreign workers were typically
organized by Korean NGOs, which, after all, had the skills, organizational
know-how and practical experience to undertake such activities. Foreign
workers, by contrast, not only lacked these attributes, but few had been in
South Korea for more than a few years and fewer still spoke or understood
Korean; and, of course, most were in extremely vulnerable positions as
undocumented workers. In addition, during this period, foreign workers
were primarily interested in improving their day-to-day working circumstances
and fighting against abusive and exploitative conditions in their specific
workplaces. Yet, without the tools or legal–institutional basis to challenge
their employers, they were largely powerless25 and, therefore, forced to rely
on others for help. In this context, it was not surprising that the relationship
between foreign workers and many Korean NGOs originally developed along
essentially paternalistic lines. The heavy involvement of religiously based
organizations added to this paternalistic bias, since there was a strong
tendency by Korean leaders to assume they knew what was best for the workers.
Consider this statement by Kim Hae-Sung, to whom I referred above:
We believed that the problems faced by migrant workers could be
resolved strictly by focusing on their rights. But I later realized that this
wasn’t enough. For example, we once helped a worker from Bangladesh
receive compensation of 30 million won when he lost his arm in an
industrial accident. After he received the money, he decided to return
__________________
Interview by author, Seoul, South Korea, 21 June 2001.
“The Abuse of Foreign Laborers’ Human Rights,” Civil Society, vol. 1, no. 1 (1994), p. 3. Cited
in Lim, “Racing from the Bottom,” p. 434.
24
Kim Hae-Sung, President of the Migrant Workers’ House and Migrant Workers’ Hospital,
interview by author, Seoul, 18 June 2006.
25
The one tool that foreign workers always had at their disposal, however, was the capacity to
“walk away” from their places of employment, which they did with regularity.
22
23

58

Rethinking Belongingness in Korea
home. Later, he sent me a letter and told me that he had used the money
to “buy” a bride. I was shocked. I didn’t understand how he could use
that money for what I considered an immoral act. Of course, this wasn’t
an isolated incident. I knew of other migrant workers who also returned
to their home country and used their money from Korea to engage in
immoral activity. Others did nothing or used drugs and abused alcohol.
Because of all of this, I felt that we were not really helping migrant
workers. In other words, just helping them get money wasn’t good
enough. So, I started to think about how to change their lives. This is
why I decided to bring a stronger religious focus into my centre.26

Kim, I should emphasize, has generally played an extraordinarily positive
and highly laudable role in providing concrete and essential assistance to
foreign workers27 and in the larger struggle for foreign worker rights. Still,
the paternalism expressed by Kim is problematic, not merely because he and
others in the NGO community think they know what is best for foreign
workers but primarily because, as Koreans deeply imbued with the same
socially constructed and exclusionary understanding of Korean identity,
there is a strong predisposition to dismiss the most empowering—or
radical—solution for foreign workers, namely, the creation of a more inclusive
society in which foreign workers have a right to citizenship or permanent
residency. Note, for instance, Kim’s conclusion that the way to “really help”
foreign workers is to bring a religious focus to his centres. Kim and most
others are, of course, cognizant of the issues related to inclusivity, denizenship
and citizenship, but they believe that these are unrealistic goals; thus, most
in the Korean NGO community continue to put their efforts toward the
more “realistic” goals of improving labour and human rights.
By 2000, however, the situation had begun to change with more and more
foreign workers having lived in Korea for five years to a decade or longer
(and by the end of 2009, we can find some who have lived in the country for
two decades),28 having learned the language, and having resolved—at least
partly—the most egregious shortcomings and abuses of the employment
system. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, segments of the foreign
worker population actively began to express dissatisfaction with the agenda
__________________
Kim Hae-Sung, interview by author, Seoul, South Korea,18 June 2006.
For example, Kim almost single-handedly created the Migrant Workers’ Hospital in 2004,
which provides free—and much needed—medical care, including surgical procedures, exclusively to
foreign workers. In its first two full years of operation, the hospital served over 50,000 patients.
Interestingly, Kim was able to convince the South Korean government to provide in-kind assistance;
thus, while he receives no government funding, the Ministry of Health and Welfare assigns five doctors
to the hospital, who work there in lieu of military service.
28
Precise figures for 2000 are unavailable. In 2005, however, the Korean Immigration Service
estimated that 49,412 undocumented foreign nationals had resided in South Korea for at least five
years. The number in 2000 may have been higher, since the number of undocumented workers in
2000 was higher than in 2005 (188,995 compared to 180,792). See Korean Immigration Service,
Statistics 2000-2005, available from http://www.immigration.go.kr/HP/IMM/primage/e20-24.pdf,
last accessed 30 June 2009.
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of the leading Korean NGOs, including (perhaps most significantly) the
JCMK, which was created in 1995 as an umbrella organization for Korean
NGOs concerned with foreign migrant workers. The main points of
disagreement centred on the EPS. From the standpoint of the more
radicalized foreign workers, the EPS offered only a slight improvement over
the trainee program it replaced. As I noted above, they particularly objected
to the three-year provision, which was explicitly designed to prevent the right
to long-term or permanent settlement in South Korea (immigration law in
South Korea stipulates that a foreign resident must maintain five years of
continuous residence in the country to qualify for permanent residency). The
highly formalized procedures of the EPS were also viewed as new ways of
trapping foreign workers in vulnerable positions under the guise of “fair”
and “just” employment system.29 There was, finally, an explicit and highly
discriminatory ethno-racial element to the EPS: ethnic Koreans were given
preferential access to the most desirable—i.e., higher paying—jobs in the
construction and service industries. To the chagrin of some foreign workers,
many in the Korean NGO community largely ignored their objections and
supported the government’s vision for the EPS.
While not eschewing ties, even very close ties, with Korean NGOs, foreign
migrants began creating their own organizations, many of which were
designed to advocate for the interests of foreign migrants in an unmediated
fashion; they wanted to engage in direct representation of their interests, issues,
and identities, not just on the EPS but at a general level. These included the
Migrants’ Trade Union (MTU), the Equality Trade Union–Migrant Workers
Branch (ETU-MB),30 the Nepalese Struggle Alliance, KASSAMAKO (Alliance
of Filipino Migrants’ Organizations in Korea), Burma Action, and even a
media organization, Migrant Workers’ Television (MWTV). The broader
points, however, are those that the continued development of these and
other organizations reflect: first, a direct challenge to the paternalistic
underpinnings of the relationship between foreign workers and Korean
NGOs prevalent in the 1990s; and, second, the emergence of much greater
independence on the part of foreign workers in South Korea. On the ground,
one of the most important implications of this independence is the movement,
albeit subtle and incremental, toward a more “empowering solution,” that
is, toward an insistence for greater political and social inclusivity or
belongingness in Korean society. As one leader in the foreign worker
community put it, “Korean society should … change its attitude toward
migrant workers and treat us equally and fairly because we are now an integral
__________________
29
For example, the EPS was restricted to foreign nationals of countries that had signed a
memorandum of understanding (MOU) with South Korea and generally restricted workers to certain
employers and certain industries.
30
The Migrants’ Trade Union (MTU) developed from the ETU-MB.
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part of Korean society” (emphasis added).31 The impetus for this movement,
to repeat, has come primarily from foreign migrant organizations, particularly
the MTU (and MWTV). Korean NGOs, as I suggested earlier, initially glossed
over or ignored the issue of permanent settlement and immigration rights,
particularly as they apply to foreign workers. But, the persistence of the MTU
and others in the foreign worker community, combined with the fortuitous
success of Hines Ward, has helped to shift or redirect the discourse from
one focused almost exclusively on labour and human rights to one
increasingly aimed at the right of belongingness, denizenship and
citizenship.
At a concrete level, too, one can argue that this persistence has paid off.
It is clear, for example, that Korean policy makers originally saw the threeyear time limit as nearly sacrosanct. The Director of the Foreign Employment
Division at the Ministry of Labour, Kwon Ki-sup, was quite blunt on this point.
As he put it, the three-year time limit in the EPS was expressly designed to
“prevent permanent settlement of [unskilled] foreign workers in Korea.”32
Yet only a few years later, policy makers began to discuss a revision of the time
limit to five years. The policy was subsequently changed. Presently, foreign
migrants who enter Korea as unskilled workers can qualify for an F-2 residence
visa if (1) they are employed at a Korean company as unskilled workers for
five years or longer; (2) they obtain a “certificate of skill” or earn wages above
a predetermined amount; (3) they possess assets to support their livelihood;
(4) they are equipped with a basic knowledge of Korean culture and language;
and (5) they “have decency.”33 Again, it is important to recall that many
Korean NGOs were not strong advocates of such a change.
It is fair to say, however, that there are clear limits to the power of foreign
migrant workers, by themselves, to reshape the migrant/immigrant discourse
in South Korea, still less to bring about fundamental political and social
change. With regard to ostensibly short-term migrant workers, it is still all
too easy for the state and more powerful social actors to dismiss their claims
or to simply temporize; to argue that the time is not ripe for more significant
change, all with the hope that, somehow, the foreign workers will simply
disappear one day—or, as is increasingly the case, be forcibly expelled from
the country by an immigration service committed to getting rid of the most
outspoken members of the foreign worker community. In this regard, it is
important to note that MTU leadership has been a primary target of the
immigration service, which has, over the past several years, maintained
constant surveillance of the MTU’s top leadership and arrested and deported
its key leaders.
__________________
31
Shakil (acting president of the MTU) quoted in “Migrants Want Flexible Employment System",
Korea Times, 1 January 2006.
32
Kwon, “Prospects and Challenges.”
33
Cited in Korean Immigration Service (KIS), The First Basic Plan for Immigration Policy, 2008-2012
(Seoul, June 2009), p. 26.
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Bringing Gender In
The discussion thus far has treated foreign workers as a more or less generic
category, but researchers have long recognized that there are important and
complex gendered aspects to the migration process. On the surface, we can
easily see this in the case of South Korea, where both general and more
specific gendered patterns of transnational migration are readily apparent.
On this point, consider the leadership of the MTU and of other migrantbased worker organizations: leaders in these organizations are predominantly
and often exclusively male. On one level, this is not at all surprising; after
all, the overwhelming majority of foreign migrant workers in South Korea are male.
In 2007, for example, of the 84,995 foreign workers to receive a pre-visa
issuance for the EPS, 76,331 were male (89.9 percent) and only 8,624 (10.1
percent) were female.34 To most casual observers, the heavy preponderance
of male workers is “natural”: men are economic breadwinners; they have
greater personal autonomy; and they are much more prepared, psychologically
and physically, for the rigours of manual labour in a frequently hostile foreign
environment. Women, by contrast, are expected to stay home (in their native
countries) and take care of family matters. To the extent that women do
become part of the transborder migration process, however, it is to fill
domestic service jobs, engage in sex work or other forms of androcentric
“entertainment,” or become spouses (to their migrant husbands) where they
will reproduce or create new family structures.
There is, of course, nothing “natural” about these patterns or divisions.
As Pessar and Mahler succinctly put it, the patterns and divisions of
transnational migration are products of “gendered geographies of power.”35
A significant part of this “geography” is the role of the state (which will be
the focus of this section), both in sending and receiving countries. At the
risk of oversimplification, we can say that, in sending countries, the often
patriarchal state directly shapes transnational or transborder migration by
determining who can migrate and under what conditions; in general (but
not always), we can also say that the state “favours men.”36 This was certainly
the case for South Korea when it was a labour-exporting country (in the
1960s and 1970s). During this period, the government dispatched tens of
thousands of male technicians, miners, construction workers, and crewmen
to over 50 countries, but it severely limited the transborder labour migration
of Korean women to one sector, nursing (in the early 1970s, 9,279 Korean
nurses were sent, through a government-to-government agreement, to work
__________________
34
Korean Immigration Service (KIS), KIS Statistics 2008, available from http://seoul.immigration.
go.kr, last accessed 6 July 2009.
35
Patricia R. Pessar and Sarah J. Mahler, “Transnational Migration: Bringing Gender In,”
International Migration Review, vol. 37, no. 3 (Fall 2003), p. 818.
36
Pessar and Mahler, “Bringing Gender In.”
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in West German hospitals).37 State policies in sending countries, however,
do not always favour men. Oishi notes, for example, that largely (but not
entirely) due to state emigration politics,38 transborder female migration in
the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri Lanka is significantly higher than male
migration—the proportion of female migration in these three countries is
58, 79 and 68 percent respectively.39 Interestingly, these figures are not
reproduced in South Korea: in the case of the Philippines, for example,
almost 76 percent of foreign workers (those in South Korea on a type “E”
visa) are male; and for Indonesia and Sri Lanka, the figures are even higher
at 90.3 percent and 96.5 percent respectively.40
A major reason for this discrepancy, it is fairly easy to discern, lies in South
Korea’s restrictive and gendered immigration policies, which is not at all
surprising. For in receiving countries, the state also plays an obvious role in
the process of transborder migration: it determines who can enter the country
and for what reasons. Equally important is the state’s function in determining
the (gendered) roles or positions migrants are (supposed) to play/occupy
in society and the economy. Thus, while the large proportion of foreign
migrant workers in South Korea is male, in certain sectors of the economy,
migrant women dominate. In 2005, for example, women migrant workers
accounted for 85.1 percent of the total migrant workforce in the service
industry (e.g., catering, cleaning, private nursing and domestic service).41
Similarly, in the “hotel entertainment” sector (visa classification, E-62),
women were 82.7 percent of the total. Even more, we can see a clear
“racialization”42 of job categories: the service sector is essentially reserved,
by explicit state policy through the EPS, for Chosŏnjok women, while the
“hotel entertainment” sector is primarily the province of Filipina, who
accounted for 72.5 percent of workers in this sector, and for a much smaller
number of women from Russia, Europe, China, and Australia/Oceania.43

__________________
KDI, Korea’s Economy, pp. 280-281.
Oishi is very clear that, while state emigration policies are important, so too are micro-level
factors, “such as the willingness and motivation of individual women,” who generally make decisions
by themselves and sometimes against the wishes of their husbands or parents. Nana Oishi, “Gender
and Migration: An Integrative Approach,” Working Paper 49 (The Center for Comparative Immigration
Studies, University of California, San Diego), March 2002, pp. 11-12.
39
Oishi, “Gender and Migration,” p. 5.
40
Figures are for 2007 and are calculated by author. KIS, KIS Statistics 2008.
41
Ministry of Labour, unpublished data cited in Julia Jiwon Chin, “The Gendered and Racialised
Division in the Korean Labour Market: The Case of Migrant Workers in the Catering Sector,” East
Asia, vol. 26 (2009), p. 101.
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Gender, Race and Cross-Border Marriages in South Korea
The gendering and racialization of transborder migration, it is important to
understand, is not limited to low-skilled migrant work: international or
migrant marriages have also been subject to state intervention—although this
has not always been the case. Prior to 1990, in fact, the large majority of
international marriages in South Korea were between Korean women and
foreign men (generally a Japanese or US citizen). In these cases, the state
did not play a direct role in sanctioning, promoting or regulating international
marriages, but patriarchal and ethno-racial state policy was nonetheless
instrumental in producing and reproducing a discriminatory legal and sociocultural structure, which, it is important to add, has had profound implications
for questions of belongingness, denizenship and citizenship in South Korea.
This is arguably most apparent with “Amerasians,” who, in South Korea, are
primarily children born to a Korean woman and an American man, usually
a US soldier.44 According to the ethno-racial (and patrilineal) logic of
belongingness in South Korea, Amerasians have been viewed as decidedly
non-Korean interlopers who belong, if anywhere, in the land of their fathers.
The ill-treatment of Amerasians was exacerbated by a patriarchal and hypermasculine sense of national identity: Amerasian children were associated
with the “shame” and “humiliation” of a dominant Western power conquering
and abusing Korean women for sexual pleasure.45 Not surprisingly, then,
Amerasians have been ostracized from mainstream Korean society; they were
not only subject to intense and pervasive interpersonal and social abuse46
but also to institutional discrimination: Amerasian males, for example, were
barred from serving in the South Korean military, which is mandatory for
every other Korean male and is “an institutional rite of passage which enables
access to citizen rights.”47 (This law was revised in 2006 so that “mixed-blood”
Koreans could voluntarily enlist for military service.)
The key mechanism underlying this view, to repeat, was the principle of
patrilineal descent, which not only legally denied the children of unions
between Korean women and non-Korean men—whether through marriage
or not—the right to citizenship (and, therefore, access to health care, social
welfare, and other political rights), but also consigned many children of
__________________
44
The term “Amerasian” was originally coined by Pearl S. Buck, who used it to refer to any child
of born to an “Asian” parent and an American parent in the aftermath of US military interventions
in Asia. Thus, there are Amerasian children in Korea, the Philippines, Japan, and most prominently,
Vietnam. The fathers of most Amerasian children, for obvious reasons, are US soldiers.
45
See, for example, Mary Lee, “Mixed Race Peoples in the Korean National Imaginary and
Family,” Korean Studies, vol. 32 (2008), pp. 65-71; Katherine Moon, Sex Among Allies: Military Prostitution
in US–Korea Relations (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).
46
Park Kyung-Tae, “Left Behind: Amerasians Living in Korea,” paper presented at the Korean
Nation and Its ‘Others’ in the Age of Globalization conference, University of Hawaii, 20-21 April 2007.
47
Lee, “Mixed Race Peoples,” p. 59.
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these marriages—at least those who stayed in South Korea—to a life of misery
and degradation.48 The ill-treatment of Amerasian children remains largely
unresolved, although this is beginning to change, as I indicated in the
preceding paragraph. Still, the plight of Amerasians likely would almost
certainly have remained off the map for political leaders, academics, and
Korean society at large—notwithstanding the social and political impact of
the Hines Ward phenomenon—were it not for a huge surge of new
“multicultural marriages” (as they are now called by the Korean government)
between Korean men and foreign women.
These multicultural marriages began to take off in the early 1990s, when
a large number of Chosŏnjok women began moving from China to marry
Korean men, especially those living in Korea’s rural areas. From a single
marriage in December 1990, the number of marriages between Chinese
(overwhelmingly Chosŏnjok) women and Korean men grew to a cumulative
total of 37,171 by the end of 1999; and by 2005, the figure had almost doubled
again to 70,163.49 This marriage migration from China became known as
the “Korean wind” and involved not just Chosŏnjok brides but also the brides’
parents as the newly married Chosŏnjok wives were allowed to invite both
parents to South Korea. But it was not just Chosŏnjok: altogether, there were
190,105 marriages between foreign women and Korean men between 1990
and 2006, and another 90,295 marriages between foreign men and Korean
women, including a relatively large number of men from China and a smaller,
but significant number of men from Pakistan, Bangladesh, the Philippines
and Nepal. By the mid-2000s, these “multicultural marriages” accounted for
a significant proportion of all marriages in South Korea—11.4 percent in
2004, 13.6 percent in 2005, and 11.9 percent in 2006.50 The trend shows no
sign of abating, although as the most recent figures show, there has been a
leveling off; from a high of 42,356 multicultural marriages in 2005, the
number dropped to 37,560 in 2007 and to 36,204 in 2008 (the last figure
accounted for about 11 percent of all marriages in South Korea for that
year).51
The sharp and continuous increase in international marriages does not
necessarily reflect a new-found openness to foreign cultures on the part of
South Koreans. Instead, the upsurge in international marriages, and
particularly the increase in the number of “migrant brides” is a product of
a number of intersecting factors. One of the most salient of these is
__________________
See Park Kyung-Tae, “Left Behind: Amerasians Living in Korea.”
Korea National Statistical Office (KNSO), Population Dynamics (Marriage and Divorce), cited in Seol
Dong-Hoon, “Migrants’ Citizenship in Korea: With a Focus on Migrant Workers and Marriage-Based
Immigrants,” unpublished paper (n.d.).
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Cited in KIS, The First Basic Plan, p. 45.
51
Statistics Korea, “Marriage Statistics in 2008,” Statistics Korea News, 3 March 2009, available from
http://kostat.go.kr/, last accessed 29 November 2009.
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demographic. To put it bluntly, there is a shortage of marriageable women
for certain groups of Korean men—and specifically, for never-married men
in rural areas and previously married (divorced or widowed) or disabled
men of “low socio-economic status” in urban areas. In Korea’s rural areas,
the lack of marriageable women is particularly acute, as many rural women
marry into urban families or simply leave rural areas. The statistics are telling:
in rural villages (myun), for ages 20-24, the sex ratios (number of males to
females) were 1.26, 1.51, 1.88, and 1.62 in 1970, 1980, 1990 and 2000
respectively.52 As a result of this imbalance, in 2007, international marriages
accounted for 40 percent of all marriages among men engaged in agriculture.53
The economic gap between South Korea and the major sources of migrant
brides is another salient factor. This gap reflects a more generalized
phenomenon in which women from poorer countries move to economically
wealthier countries as “marriage migrants”—a phenomenon referred to as
hypergamy—although in the case of Chosŏnjok women the issue is not as
clear-cut as it may appear on the surface.
Demographic and economic considerations, however, are not the only
factors at play. Another important element in the upsurge of international
marriages—especially of migrant brides—is an ethno-racial and gendered
state policy. The South Korean state, as H.K. Lee explains it, actively promoted
cross-border marriages between Korean farmers and Chosŏnjok women
through an “open door” policy (i.e., a lax immigration regime) at a time
when South Korean immigration policy was still exceedingly restrictive; in
the early 1990s, despite a rapid increase in the foreign worker population,
unskilled worker migration was entirely prohibited, including for Chosŏnjok.54
With the state’s “blessing,” however, local governments, assemblies, and
related agricultural associations began to arrange marriage meetings between
local farmers and Chosŏnjok women.55 Importantly, Chosŏnjok were
encouraged to marry Korean men because these ethnically Korean women
supposedly represented a lesser threat to the “blood purity” of Korean
identity—a particularly important consideration in light of the patrilineal
logic which assumed, as Abelmann and Kim explain it, that “non-Korean
women have been assimilable into South Korean families, while non-Korean
men have been understood to produce non-Korean households.”56 Yet, when
it became clear that the presumed assimilability of Chosŏnjok women was
more imaginary than real—largely because of a relatively high incidence of
__________________
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Lee Yean-Ju, Seol Dong-Hoon, and Cho Sung-Nam, “International Marriages in South Korea:
The Significance of Nationality and Ethnicity,” Journal of Population Research, vol. 23, no. 2 (2006), pp.
166-167.
53
KIS, The First Basic Plan, p. 45. This figure also includes Korean men engaged in fishing.
54
Lee Hye-Kyung, “International Marriage and the State in South Korea: Focusing on
Governmental Policy,” Citizenship Studies, vol. 12, no. 1 (February 2008), p. 111.
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Lee, “International Marriage and the State,” p. 111.
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“fake marriages” and “runaway brides”—the state attempted to tamp down
on these marriages by negotiating, in 1996, a memorandum of understanding
with China making international marriages between the two countries “more
complicated” (although, restrictions were eased again in 2003).57 The
problem of “fake marriages” and “runaway brides,” however, had less to do
with a premeditated intention to subvert Korean immigration laws58 than it
did with fundamental tension between the ethno-racial and gendered
assumptions upon which South Korean policy was based, and the desires
and agency of Chosŏnjok brides.
The Problem of Assimilation
The problem of assimilability is complex, but the basic issue is clear. On the
one hand, the expectations of Korean men and their families, especially in
rural areas, where the majority of marriages take place, are not only informed
by an imagined ethno-racial affinity, but also by an outmoded—in the context
of contemporary gender relations in South Korea, which made males living
in rural areas extremely undesirable as husbands—conception of husband–
wife relations. Chosŏnjok brides, to put it plainly, were expected to be
subservient, dutiful and (almost) wholly “Korean” wives. On the other hand,
many Chosŏnjok brides were, according to intensive fieldwork by Freeman,
“motivated to leave their villages and to marry into South Korea out of a
sense of independence, adventure, entrepreneurship, and a longing to lead
a ‘modern’ life in a ‘developed country.’”59 Added to this volatile mix,
Freeman tells us, was a socio-economic tension (another element in the
gendered geography of power), whereby the perceived lower-class status of
the Chosŏnjok was used to undermine their efforts to exercise greater power
and agency within their marriages and as new “members” of Korean society;
the newly married women were expected to be unquestioningly grateful for
the opportunity simply to live in a relatively wealthy country. In reality, many
Chosŏnjok women were better educated and more economically ambitious
than their Korean husbands.
The temporary crackdown on marriages between Chosŏnjok women and
Korean men between 1996 and 2003, it is important to note, indirectly led
to a surge of marriages between Korean men and women from other
countries, principally Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand, Mongolia and
Russia. The reason was obvious: with the “marriage pipeline” between South
Korea and China temporarily and partially clogged by increased state
regulation, but demand still unmet, there were intense efforts to identify
__________________
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alternative sources of foreign brides. This time, however, it was not the
patriarchal Korean state leading the drive, but intermediary agencies,
including marriage brokers, commercial matchmaking agencies (both in
South Korea and in sending countries60) and, particularly in the case of
women from the Philippines, the Unification Church.61 Not unlike the state,
however, these intermediaries played off gendered images/ideologies and
exploited socio-economic inequalities in the global hierarchy between South
Korea and economically poorer societies to help spur this secondary flow of
multicultural marriages.62 Despite the stronger and more obvious cultural
differences, the expectation of assimilation remained largely unaltered. It
is no surprise, then, that the women from Vietnam, the Philippines and
elsewhere also had difficulty assimilating into Korean family structures and
into Korean society. May Cordova—a migrant-bride-turned-activist—put it
this way: “We always have a trouble about the cultural and some family
problems. Most of Koreans are forcing us [foreign wives] ... to follow their
culture. Yeah, we did, but the trouble is that they want us to forget our culture
for the reason we married them, but for me that’s the big cause of problems
of the migrant married couples.”63 More generally, according to a survey by
Korea’s Ministry of Gender Equality, half of all foreign spouses cited culturebased problems (i.e., isolation, cultural differences and language problems)
as a significant source of “difficulty” in their marriages.64
The details of the transborder “marriage connection” between South
Korea and these other countries are clearly important, but for present
purposes, the more pressing issue is how they have affected, or will affect,
the prospects for socio-cultural and political change in South Korea; and,
even more fundamentally, how they will shape Korean identity and
understanding about belongingness and citizenship.
Transborder Marriages and the Multicultural Debate:
Toward a New Era of Inclusiveness?
At the beginning of this article, I suggested that the increasing number of
marriages between Korean men and foreign women would occupy a
particularly important role in the multicultural debate. This is true for at
__________________
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least two major reasons. First, the effort to assimilate foreign brides—be they
ethnic Korean Chosŏnjok or women not connected to South Korea by blood
ties—has proven to be fruitless, even counterproductive. Thus, while the
expectation (even axiomatic presumption) of assimilation has certainly not
disappeared, the discourse at the official level, in the mass media, and in
academia, has switched almost entirely to multiculturalism. Consider the
First Basic Plan for Immigration Policy (FBPIP) prepared by the Korean
Immigration Service and released in June 2009. In this 120-page report,
there is only one mention of “assimilation”—and this is in regard to French
immigration policy (which, not coincidentally, South Korean officials
considered to be a serious failure). Instead, the entire FBPIP revolves around
repeated declarations that South Korea is becoming a multicultural society
and is already a multiethnic one, both through worker and marriage
migration. Certainly, these may be little more than “fictional and deceptive
declarations,” but not necessarily so. Instead, as I argued at the outset, they
may signify a not-to-be-dismissed, albeit still nascent, discursive shift. On this
point, it is useful pointing out that the FBPIP was itself the outgrowth of a
“grand plan” first put forward by the Roh Moo-hyun administration in April
2006. The vision of the grand plan was the “social integration of foreign
wives and an attainment of a multicultural society.” According to Seol, the
grand plan was important because it represented two major shifts in policy
orientation and official discourse: (1) from a policy focused on defining
foreign wives as “them” to one that defined them as “us” (i.e., part of Korean
society); and (2) from a policy for “women” to one for the “family” (Seol
also pointed out, however, that the grand plan excluded foreign men as part
of “us”).65
As critics have pointed, however, the meaning of multiculturalism in the
grand plan remained ambiguous and, at its base, still seemed premised on
assimilation, or even worse, was little more than empty sloganeering.66 This
makes the release of the FBPIP perhaps more significant; under a new and
more conservative administration (under Lee Myung-bak)—and with the
hubbub of the Hines Ward phenomenon a distant memory—the Korean
state nonetheless continued with its “multicultural vision.” The report itself
focused on a number of proposed policy changes, both big and small: dual
nationality, “relaxed” requirements for naturalization, increased access to
government services through multilingual support, expansion of social
security benefits to permanent residents, the introduction of multiculturalism
into the basic school curriculum, establishing a support system for
multicultural children (née honhyol), and so on. One can still read into the
report an essential assimilationist stance, but even in the most enlightened
societies, this should be expected.
__________________
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Seol, “Migrants’ Citizenship in Korea.”
See Lee, “International Marriage and the State,” p. 120.
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Second, and in a closely related vein, it is important to keep in mind that
“foreign brides” (and foreign workers) are purposeful agents who have
already played an important role in reshaping parts of Korean society. And,
while their agency is certainly constrained by political, socio-cultural, legal
and economic forces, their unwillingness to simply accept the ethno-racial,
patriarchal and exclusionary ideology of Korean society has, thus far, ensured
that the debate on multiculturalism will not disappear either. Ironically, it is
also quite possible that these foreign brides will soon have powerful sociocultural allies in their husbands and their Korean families. The tension
between these two groups is well documented, but it is also true that the
large majority of multicultural marriages have remained intact (although
divorces are increasing—between 2002 and 2007, the divorce rate for
international marriages increased from 1.3 percent of total divorces in South
Korea to 7.1 percent).67 Even more, it is important to recognize that almost
all of these marriages—in keeping with Korea’s patrilineal heritage—are
meant to maintain the family bloodline. Thus, the vicious discrimination
experienced by Amerasian honhyol will be far more difficult (albeit, not
impossible) to reproduce as more and more Koasian (Korean plus “Asian”)
honhyol are born and begin to attend school. The numbers, in this regard,
are still small, but they are growing rapidly. In 2006, there were 7,988
multicultural children attending Korean schools (K-12); 13,445 in 2007; and
18,778 in the first part of 2008, a 230 percent increase in only two years.68
Given the growing number of multicultural marriages and the low fertility
rate among Korean married couples (an estimated 1.21 for 2005-2010,69
which is among the lowest in the world), the proportion of multicultural
children in South Korean schools will almost certainly increase significantly
in the coming decade. It is also not unlikely that, as “legal” multicultural
children become a major presence in Korean schools, the pressure to allow
all children of foreign residents, including those of undocumented workers,
will increase. In 2008, there were an estimated 5,845 such children. 70
Presently, Korean law allows any child between the age of seven and 12,
regardless of residency or legal status, to register with a local elementary
school. However, there are no laws that prevent schools from reporting
undocumented children to the Korean Immigration Service.

__________________
KIS, The First Basic Plan, p. 48.
KIS, The First Basic Plan, p. 58.
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Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, World Population Prospects:
The 2006 Revision (New York: United Nations, 2007), available from http://www.un.org/esa/
population/, last accessed 29 November 2009.
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“Educating Children of Foreign Residents,” Korea Herald, 24 June 2008.
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Conclusion: A Reason for Optimism?
It is almost de rigueur to argue that multiculturalism is a doomed project in
hidebound countries such as South Korea. It is even more necessary to
express profound skepticism about the “beautiful” but ultimately empty
rhetoric used by governmental and dominant social actors; indeed, some
would assert, “the more beautiful the rhetoric, the uglier the truth.” In this
paper, however, I suggest that there is reason for optimism. But my argument
rests on a clear-eyed understanding of the intense struggles that have already
occurred on the ground in South Korea. Foreign workers were not given
labour and human rights: they fought for them. Similarly, foreign brides
have exercised agency to challenge the patriarchal familial structures of
Korean society. The phenomenon of “runaway” brides is partly testament to
this,71 and as with foreign migrant workers, migrant brides are also forming
their own organization. One example is the Philippine Korean Wives
Association (PKWA), which was established in 2004 by May Cordova (and
four other women). Cordova’s rationale for creating PKWA, it is worth noting,
was to challenge the prevailing norm that not only required foreign women
to follow their husbands’ culture, but which also required migrant brides to
forget their own culture. As she put it, “All we want is for them to be fair to
us, we accept their culture and so I think they must accept the culture of
their wives.”72
My optimism is also based on the recognition that discourse is more than
mere rhetoric, but is, instead, an essential intersubjective foundation for social
and political change. And, in South Korea, we are seeing quite clearly that
ethno-racial discourse of homogeneity has lost considerable ground in just
the last decade, while a new discourse of multiculturalism has emerged.
California State University, Los Angeles, USA, November 2009

__________________
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By the mid-1990s, the phenomenon of migrant brides abandoning their marriages to Korean
men became common enough that Chosōnjok women, in particular, were represented in the Korean
media as “runaway brides.” As Freeman argues, “running away” from a marriage often signifies a
purposeful and strategic choice. Freeman, “Marrying Up and Marrying Down.”
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Marital Immigration and
Graduated Citizenship:
Post-Naturalization Restrictions
on Mainland Chinese
Spouses in Taiwan
1

Sara L. Friedman

T

he late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have witnessed
dramatic transformations in migration and immigration patterns
in East Asia, with many immigrant-sending nations becoming
immigration destinations themselves. In Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and
Hong Kong, this in-migration has largely taken the form of family
reunification, with marital immigration as the main path to naturalized
citizenship. Chinese spouses, primarily female, have constituted a major
source of new immigrants to these countries, and although they pose different
kinds of challenges in their new homes, only in Taiwan are they viewed overtly
as a potential threat to national integrity and sovereignty because of the
contested political relationship between China and Taiwan. This article
examines how the Taiwan government regulates immigrants who are racially,
ethnically and linguistically similar but who come tainted by persistent
political conflicts across the Taiwan Strait. Through analyzing policies that
create a second-class citizenship status for naturalized Chinese spouses,
I show how concerns about a demographic and ideological invasion from
China justify restricting the rights granted to former Chinese citizens. These
__________________
1
Research for this article was conducted in 2007-08 and in the summer of 2009 with funding
from the National Science Foundation (grant # BCS-0612679), the Wenner-Gren Foundation for
Anthropological Research, and the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly
Exchange and with support from the Institute of Ethnology at Academia Sinica. I am grateful to the
many cross-Strait families who shared their experiences and thoughts with me and to the members
of AHRLIM for generously including me in meetings and group events. My research would not have
been possible without the support of numerous Taiwan officials and bureaucrats who took time out
of busy schedules to meet with me. I thank Hyung Gu Lynn and Apichai Shipper for inviting me to
participate in the panel at the 2009 Association for Asian Studies Annual Meeting from which this
special issue developed.
Please refer to the introduction of this special issue for additional discussion of the analytical
framework and theoretical background (Apichai Shipper, “Introduction: Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration in East and Southeast Asia,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 83, no. 1, March
2010, pp. 11-29).
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restrictions raise further questions about the relationship between citizenship
status and incorporation in the nation. Can Chinese marital immigrants
become full Taiwanese citizens? How do challenges from Chinese spouses
potentially redefine the bases for national inclusion in Taiwan? Finally, what
does a graduated citizenship structure mean for a country that prides itself
on democratic governance and a commitment to human rights?
Recent studies of citizenship have moved away from a focus on juridical
status alone to emphasize the disciplinary practices and modes of social
belonging that transform immigrants into citizens and enable them to claim
inclusion in their new nations.2 At the same time, some scholars contend
that integrating juridical and substantivist aspects of citizenship offers a fuller
picture of the opportunities and constraints faced by new immigrants.3 In
this article, I argue that legal status as a naturalized citizen is not homogeneous
but may be transformed by characteristics and values attributed to especially
contentious immigrant groups. By analyzing the mutually constitutive
relationship between juridical standing and citizenship ideals rooted in
practices and discourses of belonging, I seek to understand how these groups
are constructed by bureaucrats and citizens alike as potential threats to the
nation and how this process constitutes them as “exceptional” citizens.
I borrow this sense of exception from Agamben who, in arguing that the
exception constitutes the condition of possibility for the norm, shows how
defining some groups as exceptional citizens constitutes the domain of
normative law and sovereign rule.4 When members of these groups contest
their exceptional status, moreover, their challenges potentially redefine the
bases for national inclusion.
Chinese spouses of Taiwanese citizens occupy an unusual position in
Taiwan’s national order precisely because they share racial, ethnic, and
linguistic features with most Taiwanese citizens. The ROC constitution
privileges the status of national (guomin), a racialized category that is
ostensibly open to anyone of Chinese descent. Nationals do not automatically
enjoy citizenship rights, however, a distinction that separates members of

__________________
2
Nicole DeJong Newendorp, Uneasy Reunions: Immigration, Citizenship, and Family Life in Post-1997
Hong Kong (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008); Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural
Logics of Transnationality (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 1999); Aihwa Ong, Buddha is Hiding:
Refugees, Citizenship, the New America (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003);
Lok C.D. Siu, Memories of a Future Home: Diasporic Citizenship of Chinese in Panama (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2005).
3
Catherine Dauvergne, “Globalizing Fragmentation: New Pressures on Women Caught in the
Immigration Law-Citizenship Law Dichotomy,” in Seyla Benhabib and Judith Resnik, eds., Migrations
and Mobilities: Citizenship, Borders, and Gender (New York: New York University Press, 2009); Josiah McC.
Heyman, “US Immigration Officers of Mexican Ancestry as Mexican Americans, Citizens, and
Immigration Police,” Current Anthropology, vol. 43, no. 3 (2002), pp. 479-507.
4
Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1998).
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the ethno-racial national community from those who receive state-granted
benefits of citizenship.5 The latter are obtained only through the tightly
regulated ability to establish official household residence in Taiwan. Mainland
Chinese become Taiwan citizens not by naturalizing, therefore, but by shifting
their official residence from China to Taiwan.
This complex relationship of national to citizen is especially pronounced
in the case of Chinese spouses, who embody and exacerbate imperfect
distinctions between national/racial insiders and outsiders and between
citizens and foreigners. The boundaries of these categories shift with the
increasing ease of movement across the Taiwan Strait and with revisions to
the laws and policies designed to manage these flows and the new kinds of
families they generate.6 Given Taiwan’s uncertain sovereignty and contested
relationship with China, Chinese marital immigrants and their marriages
come to stand in for the state of cross-Strait relations more generally. Chinese
spouses face heightened scrutiny as they embark on the immigration and
naturalization process, and this intensified regulatory gaze persists even after
they become Taiwan citizens. Chinese spouses are often positioned in terms
that straddle boundaries between insider and outsider; hence policies that
deny them full citizenship rights may be justified by calling attention to key
differences otherwise hidden under a veneer of racial similitude.
Access to full citizenship status is also gendered, especially when citizenship
is seen in relation to the ability to form and sustain families. Denial of the
right to create or reunite families falls most heavily on women: whether they
are migrant workers or immigrant spouses, their family ties and care work
span national boundaries.7 Women’s reproductive capacities provoke
questions about what nation or whose citizens they are reproducing and
restrictions on family reunification or reproductive rights reflect culturally
specific definitions of family and parenting which undergird bases for
national inclusion. Limitations on Chinese spouses’ ability to sponsor
dependents from China reaffirm their exceptional status as “partial citizens”
in Taiwan.8 At the same time, their efforts to contest those limitations
introduce positive exceptions that expand the scope of the Taiwanese family
__________________
5
Shelley Rigger, “Nationalism versus Citizenship in the Republic of China on Taiwan,” in Merle
Goldman and Elizabeth J. Perry, eds., Changing Meanings of Citizenship in Modern China (Cambridge
MA: Harvard University Press, 2002).
6
Kitty Calavita and Liliana Suarez-Navaz, “Spanish Immigration Law and the Construction of
Difference: Citizens and ‘Illegals’ on Europe’s Southern Border,” in Richard Warren Perry and Bill
Maurer, eds., Globalization under Construction: Governmentality, Law, and Identity (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2003).
7
Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, “Transgressing the Nation-State: The Partial Citizenship and ‘Imagined
(Global) Community’ of Migrant Filipina Domestic Workers,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society, vol. 26, no. 4 (2001), pp. 1129-54; Nicola Piper and Mina Roces, eds., Wife or Worker? Asian
Women and Migration (Lanham MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2003).
8
Parreñas, “Transgressing the Nation-State.”
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and stretch the boundaries of the nation.9 These struggles underscore the
gendered features of citizenship exceptions in the rapidly changing context
of Asian immigration.
I first provide a brief introduction to the recent history of cross-Strait
marriages and the laws and policies that regulate Chinese spouses’
immigration trajectory in Taiwan. Then I discuss two types of postnaturalization restrictions: a ten-year bar on civil service employment and
limitations on sponsoring dependents from China. The second discussion
examines debates about rights to family reunification that reflect fears of
chain immigration as well as challenges to the traditional patrilineal family.
In concluding, I address the consequences of these policies for national
ideals of equal citizenship and human rights and evaluate the effects of
Chinese spouses’ challenges to their exceptional status.
Cross-Strait Marriage Migration
The contentious relationship between Taiwan and China dates back to 1949
when the Nationalist government and army, under the leadership of Chiang
Kaishek, fled to the island after being defeated by the Communists in China’s
bloody civil war. All ties were severed at that point, dividing families and
preventing any communication between the island and the Mainland.10
China’s opening up to the outside world after 1978 and the end to martial
law in Taiwan in 1987 produced a gradual thaw in relations across the Taiwan
Strait. In 1987, Taiwan lifted many of its restrictions on travel to the Mainland,
initiating rapid growth in Taiwanese investment in China and the renewal
of familial ties. Cross-Strait marriages also began anew at this point.
Elderly veterans who had come to Taiwan in 1949 with the Nationalist
army were the first to take advantage of renewed cross-Strait travel to find
Chinese wives who would care for them in Taiwan as they grew older. These
spouses were generally divorced or widowed women in their thirties through
fifties, many of whom hailed from the veterans’ home provinces. In response
to these and other demands for family reunification, in 1992 the government
began to allow Chinese spouses to enter Taiwan through a tightly controlled
immigration process.
Over the next two decades, cross-Strait marriages rapidly diversified to
encompass younger Taiwanese men disadvantaged on the domestic marriage
market and working- and middle-class men and women who have found
__________________
9
Aihwa Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (Durham NC: Duke
University Press, 2006).
10
From 1949 until 1971, Taiwan (as the Republic of China) held the seat in the United Nations
as the sole legitimate government of all of China. In 1971, however, that status was transferred to the
People’s Republic of China. Today Taiwan maintains official diplomatic relations with 23 small countries
and China actively thwarts Taiwan’s efforts to obtain international recognition as an independent
nation-state. From China’s perspective, Taiwan is a renegade province, not a separate country.
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spouses through tourist travel, employment in China, and the Internet. Many
matches are facilitated by personal contacts or marriage brokers, although
growing numbers meet because the Taiwan spouse works and lives semipermanently in China. Over 95 percent of these unions involve Mainland
Chinese women married to Taiwanese men.11 Cross-Strait marriages are often
the culmination of internal migration patterns in China that bring young
women and men to the coast or inland cities in search of work and educational
opportunities. Older women frequently choose marriage to a Taiwanese in
the aftermath of divorce or being widowed. Chinese spouses now come from
across China and represent diverse educational and occupational
backgrounds.
Only in the past twenty or so years has Taiwan come to view itself as an
immigrant-receiving nation and today marriage to a citizen constitutes the
only widely recognized path to naturalized Taiwanese citizenship. In addition
to cross-Strait unions, marriages to Southeast Asian women have also
increased over the last decade, adding to the pool of potential citizens. As
table 1 shows, the percentage of all yearly registered marriages in Taiwan
with one non-Taiwanese spouse peaked at 32 percent in 2003 and then
declined in subsequent years to a low of 14 percent in 2008. Cross-Strait
unions accounted for 50 percent to 60 percent of these marriages over the
decade, and in 2003 they represented 20 percent of all registered marriages,
both domestic and transnational. Since 2004, when an interview system was
implemented to combat “sham” cross-Strait unions, roughly 10 percent of
all marriages per year have included a Mainland Chinese spouse. Figures for
2008 show a decrease in the number of all marriages with non-Taiwanese,
however, reflecting the marital consequences of Taiwan’s recent economic
woes.
Chinese spouses in Taiwan face a more restrictive set of immigration and
naturalization policies than any other category of marital immigrant. All
other foreign spouses obtain residency and work rights immediately upon
arrival in Taiwan and are eligible for citizenship within four years. Prior to
August 2009, Chinese spouses faced an eight-year time frame to citizenship
and typically a two-year delay in obtaining residency and work rights. Before
January 2009, the time to citizenship was extended by as long as a year due
to annual naturalization quotas. Law and policy revisions implemented in
August 2009 reduced the citizenship wait to six years and granted Chinese
spouses residency and work rights upon first arrival. Although these reforms
redressed some of the inequities facing Chinese spouses in Taiwan, they did
not fully eradicate their differential treatment, including the restrictions
__________________
11
Nei Zheng Bu (Ministry of the Interior), “Waiji yu dalu pei’ou shenghuo zhuangkuang diaocha
baogao” (Report on Survey of Living Conditions among Foreign and Mainland Spouses), available
from http://www.ris.gov.tw/ch4/0930617.html, last accessed November 2004,
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Table 1
Registered Marriages with Non-Taiwanese Spouse, 1998-2008
			
Total		
Total registered marriages
number of
(No.
persons / % of total)
registered
marriages
No. of foreign
No. of Mainland
Chinese spouses
Year
(couples)
spouses12
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008

145,976
173,209
181,642
170,515
172,655
171,483
131,453
141,140
142,669
135,041
154,866

10,454
14,674
21,338
19,405
20,107
19,643
20,338
13,808
9,524
9,554
8,957

(7.2%)
(8.5%)
(11.8%)
(11.4%)
(11.7%)
(11.5%)
(15.5%)
(9.8%)
(6.7%)
(7.1%)
(5.8%)

12,167
17,288
23,297
26,516
28,603
34,685
10,642
14,258
13,964
14,721
12,274

(8.3%)
(10.0%)
(12.8%)
(15.6%)
(16.6%)
(20.2%)
(8.1%)
(10.1%)
(9.8%)
(10.9%)
(7.9%)

% of total
registered
marriages
with 1 nonTaiwanese
spouse
15.7
18.6
24.8
27.1
28.4
31.9
23.8
20.1
16.8
18.3
14.0

Source: Neizheng Bu, Huzheng Si (Department of Household Registration, Ministry of
the Interior), available online at http://www.ris.gov.tw/ch4/static/m0s409712.xls, last
accessed 14 January 2009.

analyzed below. Here I primarily focus on the immigration regime in place
prior to the new revisions.
Transnational marriages are highly bureaucratized processes and crossStrait unions are no exception. The couple must first register their marriage
in China before they can apply for the Chinese spouse to come to Taiwan.
Once that approval is granted and the couple successfully completes an
immigration interview, the Chinese spouse enters the country to “reunite”
with her husband. After two years of marriage or the birth of a child, the
Chinese spouse may apply for kin-dependent residence (yiqin juliu) and, if
she or he meets certain conditions, a work permit. After four years at this
stage, the Chinese spouse is eligible for extended residence (changqi juliu)
which automatically grants legal work rights. Following two years of extended
residence, Chinese spouses are finally eligible for permanent residence
(dingju), the equivalent of citizenship, at which point they must revoke their
__________________
12
Foreign spouses include Southeast Asians and other foreigners (excluding spouses from Hong
Kong, Mainland China and Macau) whose marriage to a Taiwanese is registered in Taiwan.
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official residence (hukou) in China. During both pre-citizenship residency
stages, legal status in Taiwan is contingent on the continuation of the marital
relationship or, in its absence, on a dependent bond with a Taiwanese
child.
This complex regulatory regime reveals pervasive governmental and
societal suspicion about Chinese spouses and their marital motives that
extends beyond the granting of citizenship to shape post-naturalization
restrictions that define Mainland Chinese as less-than-full members of the
Taiwan nation and polity. These restrictions reflect concerns about the
lingering effects of immigrants’ Mainland origins and their ability to make
productive contributions to economic development and democratic politics.
From this perspective, post-naturalization restrictions create the scaffolding
for a kind of fragmented citizenship that Aihwa Ong identifies with the
differential biopolitical treatment of populations within a national space
under conditions of graduated sovereignty.13 For Chinese spouses, this
differential treatment generates a graduated model of citizenship that
presumes immigrants require considerable time and experience before the
taint of their Mainland origins fades sufficiently to permit full national
incorporation.
Probationary Citizens14
I begin with a category of post-naturalization restrictions that we find in some
form in diverse immigration contexts: limited access to civil service
employment. Article 21 of the Act Governing Relations between Peoples of
the Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area (hereafter, the Act), the law that
regulates relations with Mainland China, specifies that a person of the
Mainland area who has legally entered the Taiwan area but has registered
household residence for less than ten years is not eligible for civil service.
Mainland Chinese only register household residence (she huji) in Taiwan
after they have established permanent residence (dingju). As noted above,
official household residence grants an individual (ostensibly) full citizenship
rights and distinguishes citizens from mere nationals.
Article 21 denies even the lowest level civil service positions to Taiwan
citizens originally from China until they have registered household residence
for at least ten years. Since this individual is typically a marital immigrant,
__________________
13
Aihwa Ong, “Graduated Sovereignty in South-East Asia,” Theory, Culture and Society, vol. 17,
no. 4 (2000), pp. 55-75. See also Seyla Benhabib, “Transformations of Citizenship: The Case of
Contemporary Europe,” Government and Opposition, vol. 37, no. 4 (2002), pp. 439-465.
14
I borrow this concept of “probationary” status from Liao who argues that the ten-year postnaturalization waiting period for civil service eligibility makes naturalized Chinese spouses merely
“probationary Taiwanese.” Liao Yuan-hao, “Shiyongshi de Taiwan ren? Chengren cideng gongmin de
shi zi 618 hao jieshi (Probationary Taiwanese? Judicial Ruling 618 Acknowledges Second-class
Citizens),” Quanguo Lüshi (Taiwan Bar Journal), vol. 5 (2007), pp. 27-37.
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she or he has been in Taiwan for roughly eighteen years at this point, eight
as an immigrant and ten as a citizen. Foreigners from any country other than
China face a tiered structure after naturalization which denies them access
to certain high-level posts (such as president and vice-president) and imposes
a ten-year waiting period for local elected positions. If they pass the civil
service examination, however, they may assume all lower and mid-level
appointed positions.15 By contrast, for former Chinese citizens, the option
to become a civil servant at all is deferred for at least a decade, and positions
in intelligence units or certain national defense ranks require twenty years
of household residence.
At first glance, Article 21 appears to be a straightforward expression of
national security concerns. Even those in civil service categories that are
excluded from the ten-year ban (university teachers, academic researchers,
or community educators) are subject to the additional requirement that they
not be given positions with any connection to national security or sensitive
science and technology research. Yet security interests alone are insufficient
to explain the extent of the ban or the deferral of full citizenship rights. Few
would question restrictions placed on naturalized citizens’ ability to run for
high office or assume sensitive political or military posts. It is the scope of
the ban that attracts attention, for it suggests that citizenship alone is
insufficient to qualify former Chinese citizens for any level of government
service in Taiwan.
The ten-year ban on civil service employment came to public attention
in June 2002 with widespread press coverage of the case of Xie Hongmei, a
Chinese woman married to a Taiwanese who became a Taiwan citizen in 1998
and passed the civil service examination in 2001.16 She was assigned a lowlevel post as secretary at a Taipei primary school. Throughout the process
Xie did not hide the fact that she came from China and officials in the
Examination Yuan assured her that she was eligible for civil service as long
as she had a Taiwan identification card. Before Xie had completed a year in
her new job, however, she received an order from the Taipei city government
requiring her to resign from her post. The reason? She had been born in
Nanjing and had not yet satisfied the ten-year requirement for household
residence specified in Article 21.
Xie’s case attracted attention from legal scholars and lawyers convinced
that Article 21 violated the ROC constitution because its target was not
__________________
15
These restrictions on access to civil service positions are specified in Article 10 of the Nationality
Law (guoji fa), last revised on 27 January 2006.
16
Chen Mingfen, “Dalu xinniang yao da xianfa guansi (Mainland bride to bring constitutional
lawsuit),” Minsheng Bao, 21 June 2002, A2; Wang Pingyu, “Dalu xinniang tiefanwan de er de shi
(Mainland bride obtains and loses an iron rice bowl),” Taiwan Ribao, 21 June 2002, 5; Xu Shaoxuan,
He Shengfei and Huang Zhongrong, “Dalu xinnaing kaoqu gongzhi, bei yaoqiu li zhi (Mainland
bride passes civil service exam, is required to give up post),” Ziyou Shibao, 21 June 2002, 6.
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“people of the Mainland area” but Taiwanese citizens. They argued that
Article 21 contravened the anti-discrimination principles enshrined in the
constitution by discriminating against a select group based on place of origin,
thereby creating a hierarchy of rights available to different classes of citizens.
Emboldened by their support, Xie requested a constitutional interpretation
from the Grand Justices of Taiwan’s Judicial Yuan.17
The justices’ interpretation was not issued until 3 November 2006, three
years after the case was filed.18 In brief, the justices did not find that Article
21 of the Act violated the constitution. To reach this conclusion, however,
they had to make certain assumptions about the nature of Mainland Chinese
and essential differences between China and Taiwan.
The ruling begins by establishing the constitutional basis for rational
differential treatment despite the constitution’s anti-discrimination article.
Then the justices explain why naturalized Taiwanese citizens from China
may receive such differential treatment, emphasizing long-standing
contentious ties across the Strait and the substantive differences between
the two countries. The restrictions enacted by Article 21 are necessary, they
argue, precisely because of these conditions:
In light of the status quo of two separate and antagonistic entities on
opposite sides of the Strait and significant differences in the essence of
political, economic, and social systems, the purpose of these special
regulations is certainly reasonable and appropriate in order to ensure
the security of the Taiwan area and the welfare of the Taiwan people, as
well as to safeguard the constitutional structure of a free democracy.

Put most simply, the differential treatment of former Chinese citizens is
justified because of the antagonistic relationship between the two countries
and because former Chinese will have a different (and likely imperfect)
understanding of a constitutionally based, free democracy due to their own
socialization in (what is assumed but not specified as) an undemocratic,
socialist system.
Why, then, the ten-year waiting period? If former Chinese citizens have
been socialized in such a radically different political system, why not ban
them from civil service altogether? The ten-year period, the justices continue,
is necessary to provide Mainland Chinese with the time needed to become
familiar with a constitutional democracy and “to adapt to and integrate into
Taiwan society.” Moreover, “it requires a long period for the people [renmin]
__________________
See Liao, “Shiyongshi de Taiwan ren” for a discussion of the legal case.
Judicial Yuan Interpretation no. 618, available from <http://www.judicial.gov.tw/
constitutionalcourt/p03_01.asp?expno=618>, last accessed 19 March 2009. The translation of the
judicial interpretation is my own in consultation with the official English translation, available from
http://www.judicial.gov.tw/constitutionalcourt/EN/p03_01.asp?expno=618, last accessed 19 March
2009.
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to cultivate their trust in the carrying out of public duties by a person
originally from the Mainland area who serves as a public functionary.
Therefore, the ten-year period as specified by the provision at issue is
nonetheless a necessary and reasonable means.”
At the heart of this judicial interpretation is the assumption that Mainland
Chinese retain certain fundamental political differences from Taiwanese
that even several years of pre-citizenship residence in Taiwan cannot
eradicate. When Xie Hongmei passed the civil service examination, she had
already resided in Taiwan for five years and had spent two years prior to that
time travelling back and forth across the Strait. She had been married to her
Taiwanese husband for ten years and had already borne one “Taiwanese
child” (she would go on to have another child after she was denied civil
service employment). Although she was already a Taiwan citizen, the justices
continued to identify her as a “person of the Mainland area” who was not
automatically included in the national people (renmin). Hence, they argued,
members of that national body required time to build trust in her as an
individual originally from Mainland China. The justices’ explanation inverts
the formulation of national versus citizen described above by “denationalizing” Mainland Chinese after they become Taiwan citizens.
In their request for a judicial interpretation, the legal scholars and lawyers
who supported Xie’s case raised a key point that the justices chose to ignore,
the fact that Xie Hongmei was no longer “a person of the Mainland area”
but was now, officially, “a person of the Taiwan area,” in short, a Taiwan
citizen. Their legal challenge to Article 21 rested on the argument that it
violated the constitutional protection of equal citizenship rights by
discriminating against a select group of naturalized citizens on the basis of
national origin.19 The justices’ refusal to take up this issue reflects their stance
that even though Mainland Chinese may be recognized as Taiwan citizens,
they are still tainted by their Mainland origins and may be treated legally as
“people of the Mainland area.” This legal distinction reaffirms persistent
societal discrimination against Chinese spouses in Taiwan and justifies the
justices’ concern about societal trust in a civil servant who originally hailed
from China.
Article 21 remains in effect today, despite efforts by a major immigrant
rights NGO to have it reversed. A revised version of the Act put forward by
this NGO, the Alliance for Human Rights Legislation for Immigrants and
Migrants (AHRLIM), and their main legislative supporter, Xu Zhongxiong,
called for changing Article 21 so that it conformed to the less restrictive
structure of civil service regulations faced by all other categories of naturalized
citizens. Revisions to the Act proposed by the government’s Mainland Affairs
Council (MAC), however, left Article 21 intact. When the government version
__________________
19
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of the Act was presented to the Legislative Yuan by MAC Chairwoman, Lai
Xingyuan, on 23 April 2009, legislators from both parties raised concerns
about these proposed revisions to Article 21 and their consequences for
national security. Lai reassured legislators that at present the government
did not support such changes.20 In the end, the final version approved by
the Legislative Yuan on 9 June 2009 preserved Article 21 and its ten-year ban
on virtually all civil service positions.
Resistance from both major political parties to loosening restrictions on
civil service reflects widespread concern about the impact that the growing
number of Chinese spouses who have become Taiwanese citizens (54,534 as
of the end of 2008)21 might have on Taiwanese society and politics. Postnaturalization restrictions, such as the civil service ban, make visible
differences partially obscured by racial, ethnic and linguistic similarities and,
in the process, undermine a broad interpretation of an ethno-racial Taiwanese
nation. The emphasis on disparities in political outlook found in judicial
and political discourse heightens awareness that tensions across the Strait
could erupt at the heart of Taiwanese society and, hence, justifies Chinese
spouses’ exceptional status even after they become citizens. Chinese spouses
themselves are acutely aware that citizenship will not necessarily resolve the
discriminatory treatment they often face in Taiwan. One Chinese woman
from Fujian who was eagerly awaiting the day when she could claim Taiwan
citizenship poignantly acknowledged this conundrum when she noted that
even with citizenship, she would remain simply “a Mainland person with a
Taiwan identification card” (you Taiwan shenfenzheng de dalu ren).
Family Reunification and the Spectre of Chain Immigration
Principles of family reunification undergird many forms of legal immigration
in the world today and, although the scope of relationships recognized by
immigration policies varies, overall these policies tend to define women as
dependents rather than initiators of (im)migration.22 By privileging marriage
as the most widely acknowledged route to naturalized citizenship, Taiwan
constitutes primarily female foreign spouses as dependents of their Taiwanese
husbands. For Chinese spouses, however, this dependent status may be
challenged by a small group of other kinship bonds that serve as potential
__________________
20
Lifayuan gongbao (Legislative Yuan Bulletin), vol. 98, no. 26, legislative session record (weiyuanhui
jilu), 23 April 2009, available from http://lci.ly.gov.tw/, last accessed 8 June 2009.
21
Huzheng si (Department of Household Registration), “Waiji pei’ou renshu yu dalu (han gang
ao) pei’ou renshu an qude zhengjian fen” (Number of Foreign and Mainland (Including Hong Kong and
Macau) Spouses by Document Status), 31 December 2008, available from http://www.immigration.
gov.tw/aspcode/9712/外籍配偶人數按國籍分與大陸(含港澳)配偶人數.doc, last accessed 5 February
2009.
22
Seyla Benhabib and Judith Resnik, eds., Migrations and Mobilities: Citizenship, Borders, and Gender
(New York: New York University Press, 2009); Eleonore Kofman, “Family-Related Migration: A Critical
Review of European Studies,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol. 30, no. 2 (2004), pp. 243-62.
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bases for chain immigration claims. In this section I examine one form of
chain immigration—minor birth children from a previous marriage—and
show how bureaucrats regulate this channel through quotas and postcitizenship residency restrictions. When Chinese spouses contest these
restrictions, they position themselves as immigration actors with the power
to redefine the scope of the Taiwanese family and, concomitantly, the bases
for national inclusion.
Bureaucrats in Taiwan’s National Immigration Agency (NIA) and
Mainland Affairs Council are deeply concerned about chain immigration
from China. A MAC policy paper that discusses changes to the quota system
for residency and citizenship reiterates a common official framing of Taiwan’s
current population pressures: its small geographic area coupled with high
population density and the local population imbalances generated by low
birth rates, a growing proportion of the elderly and a declining incidence
of marriage.23 In this context, the paper’s authors openly worry about strains
on limited economic and societal resources imposed by new immigrants
from China. As is clear from this and other official statements, desirable
immigrants are productive, white-collar, educated professionals. Juxtaposed
to this desirable category are immigrants from China, most of whom are
spouses of Taiwanese citizens. This framing assumes that immigrant spouses
are not workers and will not make productive contributions to Taiwanese
society.24 Instead, they may very well bring over dependents who will increase
the burden on Taiwan’s thinly stretched welfare system.
The policy paper was written to explain the rationale behind a new quota
table implemented by the government on 3 September 2007.25 These quotas
apply to all categories of Mainland Chinese, including the spouses, lineal
blood relatives and adopted children of Taiwanese citizens. Two definitions
are at issue in this table: what kinds of Mainland Chinese are eligible for
residency and/or citizenship, and who constitutes a “person of the Taiwan
area” or a Taiwan citizen.
On the face of it, the quota table is quite straightforward. It is divided into
three main sections by type of residency and citizenship (defined as
permanent residence). Each section is divided into categories of eligible
Mainland Chinese with the yearly quota for each category listed in the third
__________________
23
“Dalu diqu renmin zai Taiwan diqu yiqin juliu changqi juliu ji dingju shu’e biao dingding liyou
shuoming” (An Explanation of Specified Reasons Behind the Quota Table for Persons of the Mainland
Area Establishing Kin-Dependent Residence, Extended Residence and Permanent Residence in the
Taiwan Area). Undated Mainland Affairs Council policy paper in possession of author, p. 2.
24
Piper and Roces, eds., Wife or Worker.
25
Dalu diqu renmin zai Taiwan diqu yiqin juliu changqi juliu ji dingju shu’e biao (Quota Table for
Persons of the Mainland Area Establishing Kin-Dependent Residence, Extended Residence and
Permanent Residence in the Taiwan Area), available from, http://www.immigration.gov.tw/
immigration/FileSystem/HotNews/大陸地區人民在台灣地區依親居留長期居留及定居數額表.pdf, last
accessed 23 January 2008.
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column. Of greatest relevance is category four under the permanent
residence section which refers to birth children of “persons of the Taiwan
area” who are under twelve years of age and who face no quota restrictions.
Depending on how a “person of the Taiwan area” is defined, this category
is a potential source of chain immigration.
A summary explanation of the new table appended to the policy paper
describes these potential chain immigrants as dependents who are likely to
require greater state resources than other citizens or desirable immigrants.
The explanation calls for the use of quotas to minimize the impact of this
population, but even more significantly, it also regulates these undesirables
through distinguishing between different types of “persons of the Taiwan
area.”
In order to avoid people of the Mainland area who have received
permanent residence applying for other Mainland relatives to come to
Taiwan, producing a growing population and effectively squeezing out
social welfare [resources], therefore the quota table clearly states that if
a so-called person of the Taiwan area is a person of the Mainland area who has
changed his or her status to a person of the Taiwan area, she or he must have
established residence in Taiwan for a full five years [before she or he is
eligible to sponsor other Mainland relatives]. (emphasis added)26

This summary defines a special sub-category of naturalized Taiwan citizens,
“a person of the Mainland area who has changed his or her status to a person
of the Taiwan area,” and imposes a five-year waiting period on those in this
sub-category alone. Officials feel they cannot openly ban this category of
immigration; hence, they resort to a tactic that allows it in principle but
makes it difficult, if not impossible, in practice.
The effect of this new waiting period was most pronounced for Chinese
spouses who had minor children from previous relationships on the
Mainland. Because spouses required a minimum of eight years before
obtaining citizenship, the additional five-year waiting period meant that a
birth child from a prior marriage would be older than twelve and, therefore,
ineligible for family reunification. Put simply, the five-year delay effectively
closed off this channel of chain immigration without banning it explicitly.
I raised the status of the quota table and its new restrictions in a 2008
interview with NIA bureaucrats in the residency division. Their responses
clearly distinguished between the state of affairs “before” and “after” the
September 2007 quota table was implemented. As one experienced
bureaucrat admitted:
__________________
26
“Dalu diqu renmin zai Taiwan diqu yiqin juliu changqi juliu ji dingju shu’e biao cao’an zong shuoming”
(Summary Explanation for the Draft Quota Table for Persons of the Mainland Area Establishing
Kin-Dependent Residence, Extended Residence and Permanent Residence in the Taiwan Area).
Undated MAC document in possession of author, p. 3.
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Before with regard to children under twelve, the mother only needed
to establish permanent residence and then she could apply [for the
child]. So, there were many children from previous marriages dragged
over to live with new husbands [tuo youping]. But now, with the
restrictions, those who were born in the Mainland, those kids born to a
previous husband who want to come to Taiwan, they have even less of a
chance!…[These] cases likely have no hope, we’ve effectively cut off
this possibility.27

This woman’s frank admission that they had eliminated this channel for
virtually all cases provoked her colleague, Lin (a pseudonym), to intervene
and reassure me that former Mainland Chinese now had other avenues they
could pursue. The government had opened another window for these
children because they could apply for extended residence under the category
of “special permission for social considerations” (shehui kaoliang). After two
years of extended residence, the child would be eligible for permanent
residence. Lin admitted, however, that the applicant had no guarantee of
approval under this category and was subject to a yearly quota of 36 persons.
She then continued with an additional rationale for the new restrictions:
So, the current policy position is, we don’t want so many Mainland
children coming here. …Therefore the regulations derived from this
particular policy formulation will also take this direction. …Because after
chain immigrants enter the country, once they have grown up, their jobs,
education, we all need to…ah, [I] can’t put it this way, saying it this way
does discriminate against them.28

Lin’s comments are striking for their frankness, but also for the way she
catches herself and tries to rectify the situation. She states explicitly that the
current policy direction dictated to bureaucrats is to restrict chain
immigration, especially the entry of “Mainland children.” Lin and others
assume, somewhat contradictorily, that these children will become a drain
on society despite their linguistic competence and cultural similarities; they
will require additional resources in order to compete successfully in Taiwan’s
educational and employment system. A large-scale influx of chain migrants,
they suggest, will undermine Taiwan’s population quality and productivity.
Another critique pervades these bureaucrats’ statements, however, that
reflects a specifically patrilineal and patriarchal vision of the Taiwanese family.
The first woman uses the derogatory expression “tuo youping” to describe a
Chinese wife bringing a child from a previous marriage to live with her new
husband. The expression connotes both the burden of raising another man’s
child and the assumption that the child belongs to its birth father (“those
__________________
27
28
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children from a previous husband”). These negative portrayals reaffirm that
such children lack a culturally recognized kinship tie to a native Taiwanese
(either through blood or marriage) and they mobilize a traditional,
patrilineal model of the Chinese family to undermine an immigrant wife’s
appeal to birth parentage as the basis for the child’s citizenship claim.
In their before-and-after tale, the bureaucrats argued that the previous
lack of quotas or a waiting period meant there were no checks on this kind
of chain immigration prior to 2007. When I pushed them to explain why
they used a five-year restriction instead of banning the category altogether,
they disavowed responsibility by claiming that they simply implemented
policies that were made elsewhere (in meetings of the Mainland Affairs
Council attended by their more senior NIA colleagues). Lin summed up
their position most succinctly: “In short, it’s policy.”
Despite Lin and her colleagues’ disclaimer that they merely implemented
policy, NIA bureaucrats do play an active role in formulating administrative
regulations like the quota table which may have a more substantive impact
on immigrants’ opportunities and life choices than broadly defined policy
objectives. More striking than these women’s justifications, however, is the
means through which bureaucrats sought to foreclose the very possibility of
chain immigration. They did so literally by creating a category of second-class
citizens, “a person of the Mainland area who has changed status to become
a person of the Taiwan area.” Nor did they express concern about the legal
or human rights-based consequences of creating a tiered citizenship structure
that assumed Chinese spouses could never fully shed their Mainland origins.
Instead, they simply undermined immigrant spouses’ family reunification
claims through reframing the family in gender-specific, patrilineal terms.
Challenging the Exception: 8+5=12?
The five-year waiting period was challenged openly by a cross-Strait couple
desperate for a solution to their plight. Chen Yinglong had met and married
his Fujianese wife in 2005, knowing that she already had a one-year old
daughter. Before Chen could begin adoption proceedings, his wife became
pregnant and later gave birth to their son in Taiwan. Article 65 of the Act
prohibits Taiwanese from adopting a Mainland child if they already have
birth or adopted children. As a result, Chen could not legally adopt his wife’s
daughter or apply for citizenship on her behalf. Only when his wife became
a Taiwan citizen could she sponsor her daughter as a birth child under twelve
years of age.
The quota table implemented in September 2007 dashed their dreams.
The five-year waiting period meant that the child would exceed the age limit
by the time Chen’s wife was eligible. Angry and distraught, the couple began
to petition legislators and relevant government offices and they posted their
tale on immigrant websites and their own blog. Newspapers picked up the
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story and the couple’s heartbreaking tale of a four-year-old girl left behind
in China unleashed a flood of similar accounts from other Chinese spouses
with young children on the Mainland, most of whom had assumed when
they married that they would be able to bring their children to Taiwan.
The bureaucrats I interviewed in the NIA’s residency division were aware
of the case and they acknowledged that the five-year rule made it impossible
for the couple to sponsor the wife’s child. In what is partly a response to the
couple’s vocal statements (as well as an effort to implement the new
administration’s human rights agenda), the government revised the quota
table on 31 December 2008.29 The revisions were broad and extended to
several different types of quotas. Most relevant here is how bureaucrats dealt
with the category of minor children and the five-year waiting period applied
only to the subset of Taiwan citizens defined as Mainland Chinese who had
changed status.
The new table eliminated both the five-year waiting period and the
distinctions between types of Taiwan citizens. However, it also divided the
original category four in the citizenship section of the table—minor children
of persons of the Taiwan area—into two separate categories. The first retains
both the wording from the previous table and the lack of a quota. This
category is now followed by a new one: “birth children under age twelve of
persons of the Mainland area who received permanent residence after being
permitted to enter the Taiwan area and who have established household
residence” (dalu diqu renmin jing xuke jinru Taiwan diqu dingju, bing she you
huji). The yearly quota for this new category is set at sixty persons.
This additional category creates a new political status in Taiwan and applies
a quota to the minor birth children of this group alone. Yet, in fact, this new
status is none other than “a person of the Taiwan area” or Taiwan citizen. The
individual entered the country legally, has permanent residence (dingju or
citizenship), and has established household registration, which means she or
he ostensibly enjoys full citizenship rights. Rather than call this status “Taiwan
citizen” or “person of the Taiwan area” and then distinguish among types of
citizens, the revised table creates a new status derived from the individual’s
Mainland origins. In so doing, it redresses the critique of second-class
citizenship by introducing discrimination based on place of origin, making
this subset of Taiwan citizens forever “people of the Mainland area.”
In contrast to the wordplay engaged in by government bureaucrats, the
critique introduced by Chen and his wife challenges the basic premises of
family reunification policies by shifting the focus from the exceptional
__________________
29
“Dalu diqu renmin zai taiwan diqu yiqin juliu changqi juliu ji dingju shu’e biao” (Quota Table for
Persons of the Mainland Area Establishing Kin-Dependent Residence, Extended Residence and
Permanent Residence in the Taiwan Area), effective 5 January 2009, available from http://gazette.
nat.gov.tw/EG_FileManager/eguploadpub/eg014252/ch02/type1/gov10/num4/Eg.htm, last
accessed 3 January 2009.
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citizen–subject to an expanded family as the basis of the nation. Their
petitions and blog entries are written in the wife’s voice and her pain at the
enforced separation from her daughter permeates every sentence, together
with her anger at the government for—in her view—its heartless policies
that have destroyed the future of an innocent child. At its root, her critique
claims her daughter as part of a Taiwanese family: “we have the ability to
raise and provide for our children (including [our] daughter born in the
Mainland); both are [our] own children carried for ten months in my womb,
not a child adopted from someone else.”30 The typical absence of pronouns
in the Chinese makes it difficult to determine definitively whether she means
“our” or “my” here, but the overall claim is clear: both are her birth children
and, therefore, both are part of her and her husband’s family. Her rhetoric
skillfully elides contradictions in the presence and absence of biological ties
(she stresses that their children are not adopted from someone else, but
does not repeat that her husband has no biological tie to her daughter).
Moreover, she solidifies her argument by including herself, at least obliquely,
as part of the Taiwan people (renmin). Her attack chastises the government
for its refusal “to permit its own people to reunite their entire family” (bu
zhun ziji de renmin quanjia tuanyuan).
Other Chinese spouses with children on the Mainland also re-envision
family as spanning the Strait in order to justify family reunification. Many
emphasize their husband’s willingness to adopt their children if not prevented
from doing so by Article 65, and some have even raised legal challenges to
the Article, with no success.31 Others contest the gender biases embedded
in traditional constructions of the Taiwanese family, noting with particular
bitterness concerns expressed by conjugal kin about husbands assuming
responsibility for another man’s child. Disparate gender norms in Taiwan
and the Mainland become more pronounced in these cases. One woman
contrasted her sister’s portrayal of her Taiwan husband’s good fortune in
marrying her (she was young, attractive, and reasonably well-educated) with
his family’s suspicion that he had been duped by a Mainland woman simply
looking for someone to support her and her child.32 Their suspicions were
all the more painful precisely because she had given up a well-paid, secure
job in China to move to Taiwan.
These women confront discriminatory policies regarding family
reunification rights that reflect gendered assumptions about family
composition and responsibility, as seen in the NIA bureaucrat’s comments
__________________
30
“Women dalu pei’ou Taiwan xifu zhi qiu zhengfu zhun women quanjia tuanyuan” (We,
Mainland Spouses and Taiwan Daughters-in-law, Request Only that the Government Allows us to
Reunite our Entire Families), 23 April 2008, available from http://blog.udn.com/NO12/1807397,
last accessed 30 May 2008. All subsequent quotations come from this website.
31
Interview by author, tape recording, Taipei, Taiwan, 11 June 2009.
32
Interview by author, tape recording, Taipei, Taiwan, 5 June 2009.
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above. Although family law in both China and Taiwan no longer strictly
adheres to patrilineal principles, immigration policy draws on traditional
gender norms to adjudicate family reunification claims and limit chain
immigration from China.33 By contesting this traditional family model,
Chinese spouses stretch the boundaries of the Taiwanese family across the
Strait and shift its focus from patrilineal ties to the mother-child relationship
and the social bonds forged through marriage. The claims made by Chinese
spouses separated from birth children reject the erosion of their full
citizenship rights (a negative exception) by demanding a positive exception
that expands the scope of individuals encompassed within the Taiwan family.
This move both refutes the exclusionary exceptions to the Taiwan body politic
enacted through government policies and simultaneously broadens the very
basis for national inclusion.
Creating a Taiwanese Child
The appeal to the mother–child bond began to receive some governmental
support as the Ma Yingjiu administration promoted a stronger human rights
agenda. In May 2009, the NGO AHRLIM organized a Mother’s Day press
conference to publicize the plight of Chinese spouses with children on the
Mainland. Media coverage drew attention from MAC chairwoman, Lai
Xingyuan, and she initiated an investigation of related policies. AHRLIM
sought to address the problem through revisions to the Act (including Article
65), but MAC bureaucrats and officials instead pushed to revise administrative
policies—easier to change but also less secure over time. Debates in the
Legislative Yuan and discussions among MAC bureaucrats, Guomingdang
legislators, and AHRLIM activists centred on how to grant residency and
citizenship to these children and what standard to use for defining minor
status. The revised policies retain the annual quota for minor children
sponsored by naturalized Chinese spouses, but they now permit spouses who
have obtained residency to sponsor birth children under age fourteen first
for a visitor visa and later for residency and citizenship.34
__________________
33
Taiwan is not alone in applying divergent gender norms to family and immigration law. See
also Sarah K. van Walsum, “Transnational Mothering, National Immigration Policy, and European
Law: The Experience of the Netherlands,” in Seyla Benhabib and Judith Resnik, eds., Migrations and
Mobilities: Citizenship, Borders, and Gender (New York: New York University Press, 2009).
34
Beginning 10 June 2009, Chinese spouses with residency status were permitted to apply for
renewable 6-month visitor visas for birth children under age 12. Policy revisions effective 12 August
2009 raised the age limit to 14 and specified that after four years of residence on a visitor visa, the
children were eligible for extended residence, and after two years of extended residence, they could
apply for citizenship. See Article 20, “Dalu diqu renmin jinru Taiwan diqu xukebanfa” (Permit Regulations
for Peoples of the Mainland Area Entering the Taiwan Area), 8 June 2009 and 12 August 2009; and
Article 22, “Dalu diqu renmin zai Taiwan diqu yiqin juliu changqi juliu huo dingju xuke banfa” (Permit
Regulations for Peoples of the Mainland Area Establishing Kin-Based, Extended, or Permanent
Residence in the Taiwan Area), 12 August 2009. Xinzhengyuan dalu weiyuanhui (Mainland Affairs
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This debate reveals several issues that resonate with concerns about the
contributions of chain immigrants and the ability of Mainland Chinese to
assimilate into Taiwanese society discussed above. In interviews conducted
with the NIA and MAC in June 2009, bureaucrats consistently emphasized
the importance of bringing children over when they are young so that they
can receive their basic education in Taiwan. When pressed on what this basic
education will provide a child, one MAC bureaucrat argued, “The biggest
difference now between the two sides of the Strait is the political system. The
Mainland is more akin to party–state education (dang guo jiaoyu), the CCP’s
model of an educational system.” A Taiwanese basic education was essential
to erasing the traces of this educational experience: “basic education develops
[a child’s] character and thinking, [a child] must go through this process
to establish ideas and acclimate to its environment. Therefore, if a child
wants to become a citizen, [we] hope that she or he will accept [our]
education.”35
As in the debate over naturalized Chinese spouses assuming civil service
positions, this discussion frames the issue around individual assimilation:
how much time and what kinds of experience are needed to transform a
Mainland Chinese into a Taiwanese? As the MAC bureaucrat added, “a child
can come if she or he wants; [we] just want them to come earlier!” She
assumes that a child under the age of twelve will more easily adjust to
Taiwanese society and adopt its societal and political principles, despite its
own Mainland origins and the influence of a Mainland parent. Behind this
political argument also lies the concern that children who come to Taiwan
as teenagers might never acquire the skills needed to succeed in the current
economy, confirming bureaucrats’ suspicions that chain immigrants will
become a drain on Taiwan’s increasingly strapped resources. By emphasizing
how hard it is for immigrants to shed their Mainland origins, these bureaucrats
provide further rationale for a two-tiered citizenship structure. And by
replacing the right to family reunification with obstacles to individual
assimilation, they also affirm a model of the national family rooted firmly in
Taiwan.
Conclusion
Post-naturalization restrictions imposed on former Chinese spouses create
a number of conundrums for Taiwan’s idealized vision of itself as a nation
established on the basis of democratic principles and human rights (renquan
liguo). By creating divisions among individuals who otherwise share citizen
__________________
Council), ed., Dalu diqu renmin lai tai (shehui jiaoliu lei) xiangguan fagui huibian (Compilation of related
laws and regulations for people of the Mainland area coming to Taiwan [social exchange category])
(Taipei: Xingzheng yuan dalu weiyuanhui, 2009).
35
Interview by author, Taipei, Taiwan, 19 June 2009.
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status, these restrictions undermine the principles of equality embedded in
the constitution. Ironically, Taiwan appeals to these ideals of democratic
equality and human rights in distinguishing itself from Mainland China and
its more authoritarian regime. Moreover, it is precisely former Mainland
Chinese upon whom these distinctions are enacted through policies that
base discriminatory treatment on differences in one kind of national origin
alone. What, then, does it mean to become a naturalized Taiwan citizen,
especially if one originally hails from China? Can a Mainland Chinese become
Taiwanese in anything more than name alone? These policies and the
bureaucratic rationales that support them reaffirm the uncertain place of
new immigrants in the nation and diminish the transformative possibilities
of juridical citizenship.
The status of Chinese spouses in Taiwan shows how categories of national
and citizen are not fixed but fluctuate through the “contradictory regulatory
practices” that comprise citizenship in any given context.36 Although the
ROC constitution privileges the status of national, it simultaneously
establishes the legal foundation for restricted access to official household
residence as the basis of citizenship rights. When the Grand Justices affirmed
the lingering political impact of Mainland Chinese origins, however, they
simultaneously excluded naturalized Chinese spouses from the national body
and shored up rationales for a graduated citizenship structure. This exclusion
from the national body persists in immigration bureaucrats’ explanations
for family reunification restrictions that emphasize patrilineal kinship
principles over maternal or marital bonds and that narrow the scope of the
Taiwanese family to keep it rooted firmly in Taiwan. Although recent policy
revisions ameliorate some of the more striking inequities in immigration law
and policy, they resist equalizing treatment with other foreign spouses and,
hence, maintain Chinese spouses’ exceptional citizenship status. That
exceptional status exposes fissures in juridical citizenship claims and tensions
in how differently situated groups define the substantive contours of citizen
inclusion and exclusion.
The efforts of Chen Yinglong’s wife and others to redefine who can be
included in the Taiwanese family challenge these exclusionary moves by
sidestepping juridical status and expanding the social body of the nation.
This approach assumes that as Chinese spouses join Taiwanese families, they
also become part of the Taiwanese nation and are empowered to make claims
to national inclusion that are broader than citizenship rights alone. Whereas
government policies and officials affirm the intractability of Mainland origins
and their durable imprint on bodies and minds, Chinese spouses mobilize
their reproductive capacities and nurturance for families that they portray
__________________
36
Norma Alarcón, Caren Kaplan and Minoo Moallem, “Introduction: Between Woman and
Nation,” in Caren Kaplan, Norma Alarcón and Minoo Moallem, eds., Between Woman and Nation:
Nationalisms, Transnational Feminisms, and the State (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 1999), p. 11.
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as stretching across the Taiwan–Mainland divide. Faced with immigration
and citizenship regimes that emphasize temporal standards for acclimation
and national identification, Chinese spouses seek to shift the terms of debate
to more subjective domains of social belonging and family recognition. At
stake is whether they can overcome the obstacles imposed by graduated
citizenship to successfully mobilize their capacities for a project of national
reproduction.
Indiana University, Bloomington, USA, November 2009
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Nostalgia, Anxiety and Hope:
Migration and Ethnic Identity
of Chosŏnjok in China
*

Wang-Bae Kim

Introduction

I

t is not an exaggeration to say that the changes taking place in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) in the aftermath of the reform era are having
an immense ripple effect all over the world. The introduction of the
market economy has produced changes in all societal relations. Using the
slogan of reform and citing an objective of pragmatism and incrementalism,
China has pursued aggressive urbanization and industrialization. In China,
the “revolution from the top” is progressing at a comparatively smooth rate
under the extant one-party leadership. One can argue that the Tiananmen
crisis or more recent peasant revolts and the appearance of regional, class
and ethnic conflict, such as ethnic nationalism in Tibet or among the Uighur,
illustrate otherwise. However, when compared with the case of post-socialist
European states, the intensity of these conflicts appears less severe and, more
importantly, in China, the state–party leadership still drives marketization.
To the people of the PRC, industrialization under reform is not only bringing
economic prosperity but also the opportunity to participate in global
modernity. Modified production methods according to marketization, the
influx of foreign capital in retail and concomitant Westernization, the Beijing
Olympics, and increased national pride and world recognition are specific
examples of how China is changing at the moment.1
However, the rapid social changes are creating various social problems in
China. Although it is still too early to tell, it can be said that issues such as
the introduction of private property ownership, the expropriation of rural
lands brought by urban redevelopment and expansion, the enormous gap
in the standard of living between certain industrialized areas and others are
__________________
* Please refer to the introduction of this special issue for additional discussion of the analytical
framework and theoretical background(Apichai Shipper, “Introduction: Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration in East and Southeast Asia,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 83, no. 1, March
2010, pp. 11-29).
1
For the characteristics of industrialization in China, see Chun Lin, The Transformation of Chinese
Socialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006).
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creating the possibility for future conflicts. In particular, the massive
population migration from rural to urban areas shows how rapidly China is
changing.2 This mobility is also affecting the survival of local communities
and the population structure. The ethnic Korean communities are no
exception to this pattern. These communities, located primarily in Manchuria,
are currently experiencing a severe population loss to the urban areas with
a concomitant dilution of their ethnic predominance. At the rate this is
going, they could potentially lose their autonomous government status as
well as their population to Beijing, Shanghai and other new industrial
complexes or to centres abroad.3
Until now, the ethnic Koreans—or Chosŏnjok as they are referred to in
China and as they refer to themselves both within China and abroad4—have
demonstrated strong in-group solidarity built upon a common ethnic identity,
the prevalence of group endogamy and shared customs, communal ownership
of property and labour sharing. However, due to the expansion of private
ownership and urban industrialization, these communities are now
disintegrating faster than many other ethnic communities in China.
At the present time, the discussion about migration in the global era is
being approached from several angles. In addition to pre-existing questions,
such as “how assimilation occurs,” “what economic activities are being
pursued,” and “what constitutes ethnic identity,” have been added questions
regarding citizenship, such as its connection to increases in short-term
migration, “illegal” residents, and global migrant flows as well as questions
about societal breakdown, multiple ethnic identities and multiculturalism,
among others.5 Moreover, in the case of Asia, the problems of citizenship in
connection with increases in female migration and international marriage
are being vigorously debated.6 Ethnic Koreans residing in China have of
course been swept up in the tides of migration as well. This migration has
been flowing outward in two key directions. Subsequent to Chinese market
__________________
2
For more on urban problems, see Shi Li and Hiroshi Sato, eds., Unemployment, Inequality and
Poverty in Urban China (London: Routledge, 2006).
3
For a discussion of threats to ethnic autonomy elsewhere in China, see Uradyn E. Bulag, “From
Yeke-juu League to Ordos Municipality: Settler Colonialism and Alter/Native Urbanization in Inner
Mongolia,” Provincial China, vol. 7, no. 2 (2002), pp. 196-234.
4
The word chaoxian zu (Chosŏnjok in its Korean pronunciation) was the official term chosen by
the PRC in 1949 to describe Chinese citizens of Korean ancestry. Chosŏn was the name of the last
Korean dynasty (1392-1910) and was used by the Japanese colonial government (1910-1945) to
designate the whole of the Korean peninsula. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North
Korea) continues to use the name Chosŏn for its territory, while South Korea uses another term,
Han’guk.
5
Barbara Schmitter Heisler, “The Sociology of Immigration: From Assimilation to Segmented
Assimilation, from the American Experience to the Global Arena,” in Caroline B. Brettell and James
F. Hollifield, eds., Migration Theory Talking across Disciplines (London: Routledge, 2008).
6
Kevin Hewison and Ken Young, “Introduction: Globalization and Migrant Workers in Asia,”
in Kevin Hewison and Ken Young, eds., Transnational Migration and Work in Asia (London: Routledge,
2006).
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reforms, Chosŏnjok, both male and female, have been migrating to areas
where foreign firms quickly set up shop, such as the coastal cities, Beijing,
Shanghai, and so forth, and, additionally, following normalization of
diplomatic relations with South Korea, they have left for that country in great
numbers. After stints as short-term migrant workers in South Korea, it has
been common for them to return to China, rarely back to the countryside,
but rather to urban centres elsewhere. As well, a certain number of Chosŏnjok
women have migrated to South Korea through the means of international
marriage. Together, these two forms of migration, both female and male,
have brought about great changes in the Chosŏnjok community as well as
in the constitution of its ethnic identity.
This paper explores the ways in which recent transformations in China
may be undermining forms of social solidarity among national minorities.
In particular, it focuses on how the circular migration of Chosŏnjok to and
from major Chinese and South Korean cities has reinforced capitalist or
majority Han values. This, in turn, has accelerated the assimilation of younger
Chosŏnjok into mainstream Chinese society and the concomitant dilution
of Chosŏnjok ethnic identity along gender and generational lines. This paper
engages with the literature on gender and migration through its discussion
of the erosion of certain long-held patriarchal values by the Chosŏnjok
community (for example, man as breadwinner, preference for sons, etc.)
and the emergence of a family calculus that values daughters for the amount
of their remittances as workers as well as the social networks they engender
when they become an international marriage partner in South Korea. To do
this, the paper draws on historical materials as well as ethnographic
information gathered in the process of conducting interviews and collecting
life histories in 2005-2007, primarily in Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces in
China, and supplemented with further interviews with Chosŏnjok in South
Korea.
History of Migration of Koreans to Manchuria
Modern migration from the Korean peninsula to Manchuria took place
during three periods, all marked by particular geopolitical conditions: initial
(mid-1800s-1910), refugee (1910-1931), and immigrant (1931-1945). The
first period began after farmers in the northern part of Korea, suffering from
extended drought in their homeland during the mid-nineteenth century,
left for Manchuria as a way of ending their hardship. Then in 1881, the Qing
Dynasty, looking to counter pressures from both Japan and Czarist Russia,
lifted their ban on outside immigration.7 After the immigration ban was
__________________
7
C.Y. Piao, “The History of Koreans in China and the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture,”
in D.S. Suh and E.J. Shultz, eds., Koreans in China (Hawai’i: The Center for Korean Studies, University
of Hawai’i, 1990), pp. 44-77.
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lifted, the number of ethnic Koreans increased, tripling from 1896 to reach
approximately 110,000 by 1910.8
After Japan annexed Korea in 1910, many impoverished peasant farmers
left the Korean peninsula to begin anew in the Manchurian area. According
to a survey published in 1926, 93.6 percent of the migrants cited economic
hardship as their reason for leaving their homeland and moving north. Reasons
such as forced labour conscription and escape from harsh Japanese colonial
rule were mentioned as well. The population also grew with the relocation of
independence groups opposed to Japanese rule who found in Manchuria an
effective base from which to struggle for Korean independence.9
However, after the creation of Manchukuo by the Japanese in 1931, Korean
immigration to Manchuria took another shape. Unlike the voluntary and
sporadic immigration of previous eras, in-migration was carried out in a
forced, collective fashion. The Japanese government developed a plan to
use Manchuria as a springboard for expansion into greater China and the
mass relocation of Koreans helped serve this purpose. Under this plan, the
Japanese colonial government issued certificates of residence to peninsular
Koreans, allowing them to live in collectives in Manchuria under Japanese
surveillance. The Japanese government borrowed capital from the Kando
(Jiandao) branch of the Oriental Development Company in order to establish
collective farming cooperatives. They then resold plots to Korean tenant
farmers under 15-year mortgages in order to establish a solid agricultural
base in the area. By 1935, there were 144 such coops with approximately
12,400 Korean households as members.10 A number of Korean industrialists,
bureaucrats, and military men, looking for opportunities for social mobility
under the new Japanese social order, also installed themselves in the area,
preferring the more populated centres such as Harbin and Shenyang.11 With
such an aggressive push, the number of Koreans residing in Manchuria rose
from 607,119 in 1936 to 1,511,570 in 1942.12
By the end of the Second World War, 2,163,515 ethnic Koreans were living
in Manchuria. Three events affected the community after Japan’s defeat:
repatriation of some Koreans to the Korean peninsula during the period
1945-1948; the Chinese civil war in Manchuria and the enlistment of many
__________________
8
Jeanyoung Lee, “Ethnic Korean Migration in Northeast Asia,” Human Flows across National
Borders in Northeast Asia, seminar proceedings, United Nations University, Tokyo, Japan, November
20-21, 2002.
9
Hwi -T'ak Yun, Ilcheha Machuguk yŏn'gu [A Study of the Manzhuguo under Japanese Rule,]
(Seoul: Iljokak, 1996).
10
Kyeisoon Im, Uriege tagaon chosŏnjok ǔn nuguinga [Who are the Chosŏnjok], (Seoul: Hyunamsa,
2003).
11
A typical industrialist of the period was Chinhang Kong. See his autobiography, Isanghyang ǔl
ch’ajasŏ [Toward a Utopian World], (Seoul: T’ak-am Kong Jinhang 70th Birthday Commemoration
Publishing Committee, 1970).
12
Gi-Wook Shin, Peasant Protest & Social Change in Colonial Korea (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1996), p. 119.
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ethnic Koreans in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA); and the Korean War
from 1950-1953 during which many Chosŏnjok participated in support of
the PLA’s efforts in North Korea. Nevertheless, despite the repatriation and
the deaths in war, the relative distribution of ethnic Koreans in Manchuria
remained the same.13
Current Situation
As of 2000, there were slightly over two million ethnic Koreans living in the
PRC, with approximately 92 percent living in the Manchurian region of
China.14 Within this region, about 60 percent reside in Jilin Province. Of
these, about 44 percent of the population is concentrated in Yianji, capital
of the Yanbian Autonomous Prefecture. Another 20 percent live in
Heilongjiang Province to the north (capital Harbin), and another 12 percent
in Liaoning Province to the west (capital Shenyang). Another 7.7 percent
of the population resides outside Manchuria, with 1 percent of those in the
capital, Beijing.15
The following characterizations are drawn from a series of interviews
conducted by this researcher in Manchuria in 2005-2007. In order to capture
a sense of generational differences, I focus on three generations: those of
the grandparents, parents, and their children.16
Grandparents
The oldest surviving generation of ethnic Koreans in the PRC is now over
80 years old. The great majority was born in China or came to China as young
children and raised in ethnic Koreans households, speaking Korean at home
and studying it at school if they were fortunate enough to attend. They also
learned Japanese in elementary school during the colonial period. They are
fluent in Korean and speak it with their family and are even often much
more comfortable speaking Japanese than Mandarin. One key reason for
this is that most of their lives has been spent in an ethnic Korean enclave

__________________
Jeanyoung Lee, “Ethnic Korean Migration in Northeast Asia.”
Ministry of Justice, Chaewoi tongp’o hyŏnhwang [Current Situation of Overseas Koreans], (Seoul:
Ministry of Justice, 2000).
15
Taehwan Kwŏn, Chung’guk Chosŏnjok sahoe ǔi pyŏnhwa [The Change of Chosŏnjok Society in
China], (Seoul: Seoul National University Press, 2005), p. 25.
16
Interviews were conducted in Korean. To facilitate discussion, interviews were sometimes
conducted with the assistance of a Chosŏnjok exchange student to South Korea familiar with the local
dialect. The differences in vocabulary and pronunciation between the Korean-Chinese interviewees
and the South Korean interviewers sometimes made Korean-to-Korean “interpretation” necessary.
For this, we used a Chosŏnjok exchange student familiar with both South Korean and Korean-Chinese
speech/terminology. (For comparison, imagine an interview between someone using Newfoundland
dialect and someone speaking the dialect of the Ottawa Valley.)
13
14
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where contact with non-ethnic Koreans was relatively infrequent. Among
this generation, group endogamy was universal.
Their ways of life—ideas about family organization and responsibilities,
food preferences, public and private rituals, and the like—remained largely
passed on to them from their families on the Korean peninsula. The notion
of patriarchal authority was strong and a high value was placed on sons, both
to continue the patriline and to ensure proper ritual commemoration of
their forebears but also to guarantee the ongoing economic livelihood of
the homestead through the recruitment of new family members. Members
of this generation were almost exclusively farmers who prospered by
exploiting superior agricultural techniques shared by their community.
Parents
Their children’s generation—those in their 50s and 60s—studied both
Korean and Chinese in Korean language schools following a PRC-prescribed
curriculum. In a few cases, they may have received some higher education
in a Han Chinese school in Mandarin. This generation is often conversationally
fluent in Chinese but may feel more comfortable speaking Korean. Their
parents had firmly insisted that they marry other Chosŏnjok and so interethnic marriage in this generation is virtually non-existent.
This generation seems to take great pride in their Korean ethnicity. For
most of their lives, this group experienced a higher standard of living than
other ethnic minorities and a quality of life equal to or superior to the
majority ethnic group in the surrounding area, the Han Chinese. They were
well known for their skills in rice-paddy farming and respected for their
industriousness. They tended to look down on other ethnic groups (even
the majority Han) as lazy and put high value on the qualities of their own
ethnicity in contrast.
The focus of the family was still a patriarchal and male-centred one, but
there was some indication that traditional values were under modification.
A survey conducted in the early 1990s showed a continuing marked
preference for sons but a recent severe drop in the birth rate in the area (1.0
in 2000) has led to a more pragmatic attitude toward females’ roles in
household reproduction. In general, this generation also expected its own
children to marry within the Chosŏnjok community and was opposed to
inter-ethnic marriage. The realities of the demographic change in their own
communities and a rise in the relative status of the Han Chinese have led to
a modification of this view and some now consider inter-ethnic marriage
inevitable, a point that will be elaborated below.
Because of their education and discourse within the Chosŏnjok community
in Chinese Manchuria, this generation came to share complex feelings about
the two states on the Korean peninsula. Many viewed North Korea as a
“brother nation” to the PRC and shared its negative view of South Korea as
a state colonized by American imperialism and sickened by the disease of
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capitalism. This viewpoint was reinforced by their affective ties to their “home”
provinces in North Korea, as many Yanbian area families originally came
from what is now North Korea (Hamgyŏng, Pyŏngan, and Kangwŏn
provinces) as well as political discourse to which they were exposed during
their youth. Because their ancestors’ hometowns are in that area, they view
North Korea as their true ancestral homeland.17
However, the spectacular economic growth of South Korea and its
economic relationship with China, South Korea’s status in world affairs, the
remittances from Chosŏnjok migrant workers to the South, as well as images
of South Korea captured on satellite TV have all contributed to a shift in
perspectives toward South Korea. Having witnessed China’s own pursuit of
pragmatic industrialization, this generation’s view of South Korea has
changed to one of seeing the South as an “impoverished colonialized state”
to one that has become successful in giving its citizens a good quality of life.
Nevertheless, some are critical of South Korea because Chosŏnjok have not
been particularly warmly welcomed there despite historical ties that run very
deep between those in Manchuria and the south.
Children
The parents’ children’s generation is now in their 20s to 40s. This generation
has grown up with a persistent awareness of the outside world—through
stories of relatives and friends who have travelled within China, to South
Korea, and beyond and through instant mediatized connections to places
far beyond the borders of Manchuria.
This generation is completely fluent in Mandarin and most of them slip
easily between Korean and Chinese depending upon the social situation.
Despite their linguistic competence, some expressed feelings of inferiority
toward the Han Chinese of urban centres because of their obvious regional
accents.
The women and men of this generation, as a result of their schooling
and socialization, have been taught to question the traditional set of values
that placed sons above daughters in the family hierarchy. Women were seen
as the virtual equals of men in terms of educational opportunities that
should be offered to them and in their responsibilities as family breadwinners.
Some young Chosŏnjok women have even come to feel that South Korean
attitudes toward gender were relatively backward or oppressive compared
with their own.
Many of the young generation view Yanbian as the “hinterland” of China
and want to shed their peripheral status. For some farming villages, the
migration is so severe that there are no young people left. Since the younger
__________________
17
Some interviewees participated in the Korean War as member of the PRC’s People’s Liberation
Army and fought alongside North Korea down to the Nakdong River area during the war.
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generation prefers to become wage labourers or small-business owners rather
than remaining as farmers, Han Chinese come to till the land in their place
or the land ends up being left fallow.
Migration and Community Change
After the fall of the Japanese empire in 1945 and the founding of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, a number of factors contributed to the
ongoing stability of the Chosŏnjok community within remapped national
boundaries. Among these were political, geographical and cultural conditions
that fostered social cohesion.
One key element that led to stability in the Korean ethnic community was
the PRC’s policies on ethnic minorities. With the aim of making the PRC a
“big fraternal and cooperative family composed of all its nationalities,” China
adopted a program calling for the “freedom [for ethnic minorities] to
develop their dialects and languages, and to preserve or reform their
traditions, customs, and religious beliefs.”18 This policy led to the establishment
of a number of autonomous regions (equivalent in status to a province) for
minority groups from 1947 on as well as some 30 autonomous prefectures
(sub-divisions within provinces). The Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture
(Yanbian Chaoxianzu zizhizhou) in Jilin Province (eastern PRC), created in
1952, was one of the first.19 This prefecture, in the easternmost part of Jilin,
is bordered by North Korea to the southwest and Russia to the southeast.
Another factor that contributed to the ethnic homogeneity of the region
was geographical. The lands occupied by the Chosŏnjok were physically
isolated from main Chinese population centres and many were unfarmed
paddy land. As well, the PRC’s practice of using the family register (hukou),
a legal document indicating place of residence, to segment the population
into those allowed to live in urban areas and those required to remain in
rural areas also worked to limit geographical mobility.20
The final factor promoting social cohesion was cultural. The ethnic Korean
farmers brought with them centuries-old traditions of mutual aid and
interdependence, such as labour-sharing (ture). They also shared a language
that was significantly different in structure from that of the majority group,
the Han Chinese, which served as a barrier to assimilation for ethnic Korean
adults. The strong preference for ethnic endogamy also ensured that
__________________
18
PRC in Colin Mackerras, China’s Ethnic Minorities and Globalization,(London: Routledge Cuzon,
2003), pp. 19-20.
19
It has been argued that the designation of Yanbian as an autonomous prefecture was in part
a reward for Korean loyalty to the Communist Party and their contribution to building the economy
of the northeast. See Piao, “The History of Koreans in China and the Yanbian Korean Autonomous
Prefecture.”
20
Fei-Ling Wang, Organizing through Division and Exclusion: China’s Hukou system (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2005).
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language, traditions, and certain cultural values were preserved largely intact
from generation to generation.
Among these values was a strong desire for education; one interviewee
said Chosŏnjok were not afraid to “grind their teeth down to the bone and
tighten their belts.” The ciaoxian zu (Chosŏnjok) were singled out as early
as 1951 in official discourse as a “model minority” for their achievements in
education. The China People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao) praised the ethnic Koreans
in a front-page story for their extraordinary educational achievements and
as an example to be emulated in China’s four-modernization campaign.21
The Chosŏnjok were also a model ethnicity in other ways: in the late 1980s,
Chosŏnjok were over-represented as CCP cadres in terms of their relative
population (51.2 percent to 41 percent) and in the 1990s, more than half
the judges and police and most unit leaders were ethnic Koreans.22
Industrialization, which began in earnest at the end of the 1970s, led to
rapid urbanization. As manufacturing facilities were located in and around
cities, the rural people were drawn to these areas as well, with or without
official authorization. There are two main reasons for the population exodus
of young ethnic Koreans. Some migrated to the cities seeking better education
for their children (and through them, better lives for themselves) and others
left because farming seemed to hold no future for them but life in the city
possibly did.
According to population surveys conducted during the last two decades,
the population growth of ethnic Koreans in Manchuria (Jilin, Heilongjiang,
and Liaoning provinces) has been negative (-0.5 percent). Growth in the
Yanbian area of Jilin has shown even steeper decline, falling from 0.45 percent
for the period 1982-1990 to -1.71 percent from 1990 to 2000. Even urban
Yanji has demonstrated a low growth rate (6.33 percent for the period 19821990 and 2.86 percent for 1990-2000).23 By contrast, big cities in China have
shown remarkable growth in their Chosŏnjok populations. The number of
ethnic Koreans in Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin grew by 9.4 percent,
18.7 percent, and 17.5 percent, respectively.24
The “South Korean Wind” (Han’guk param)
Since the normalization of diplomatic relations between the PRC and South
Korea in 1992, many Chosŏnjok communities have been affected by
__________________
21
For an analysis, see Fang Gao, “What It Means to Be a ‘Model Minority’: Voices of Ethnic
Koreans in Northeast China,” Asian Ethnicity, vol. 9, no. 1 (2008), pp. 55-67.
22
Colin Mackerras, China’s Minorities: Iintegration and Modernization in the Twentieth Century (Hong
Kong: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 158-59.
23
Taehwan Kwŏn, Chung’guk Chosŏnjok sahoe ǔi pyŏnhwa [The Change of Chosŏnjok Society in
China], p. 25.
24
Kwŏn, “Chosŏnjok in’gu ǔi chusei,” pp. 27-28.
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migration, both temporary and long term. Travel became possible for some
Chosŏnjok and many families had family members who travelled to South
Korea as short-term labour migrants. Direct economic investment by South
Koreans in China’s northeastern provinces brought yet others into contact
with businesses that would later facilitate their migration outside of
Manchuria, either to urban centres in China or to South Korea itself.25
The dramatic rise in domestic wages in South Korea following the end of
authoritarian rule and the move toward democracy in 1987 caused some
major capitalists to shift production to Southeast Asia, China, and elsewhere
where labour costs were lower. In turn, small- and medium-enterprises pushed
the South Korean government to open the doors to migrant workers from
those same areas to fill labour shortages domestically. Since the early 1990s,
workers from China, the Philippines, Vietnam, Pakistan and other Asian
nations have been coming to Korea for work and, at present, there are an
estimated 840,000 foreign workers in the country. About one-quarter of these
workers are said to be in the country illegally.26
Ethnic Koreans from China may have a particular advantage in being able
to find work in that they experience little in the way of a language barrier,
are similar in appearance and enjoy some cultural similarity. As well, many
of these workers have relatives in South Korea, making it easier for them to
find employment within the country. It is estimated that some 300,000
Chosŏnjok from the Yanbian area are currently living in South Korea as
migrant workers, trainees, professionals, students, and as spouses of South
Koreans. The Yanbian government itself “encourages ordinary people to
work with their relatives and acquaintances in South Korea and other
countries to contribute to Yanbian’s economy,” with these activities generally
referred to as “establishing projects through visiting relatives, attracting
investments through communication” (tanqin dai xiangmu, tongxin yin
xiangmu).27 Good conduct by Chosŏnjok abroad is encouraged, to the extent
that officials visit families in the Yanbian area to ask if remittances are being
made and sometimes make efforts to check up on residents overseas.28
In addition, the local government and business associations made efforts
in order to foster interest in investing in the area. For example, by 1998, two
local groups had invited over 2,000 foreign businessmen, officials and
individuals to Yanbian, arranged 23 business conferences and sent over 250
__________________
See the Yanbian ribao [Yanbian Daily], 12 April 2007.
Korean Ministry of Justice (2008).
27
Outi Luova, “Mobilizing Transnational Ethnic Linkages for Economic Development: The Case
of Yanbian,” China Information, vol. 20, no. 1 (2006), pp. 33-67, and also her article “Transnational
Linkages and Development Initiatives in Ethnic Korean Yanbian, Northeast China: ‘Sweet and Sour’
Capital Transfer, Pacific Affairs, vol. 82, no3 (2009).
28
The PRC maintains a small migrant service centre for Yanbian Korean in South Korea at the
prefecture’s office in Seoul for assistance with this task.
25
26
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individuals abroad to investigate further business opportunities.29 Nevertheless,
most South Korean investment flowed into the eastern coastal area. The share
of the total value of business ventures by South Korean firms into Jilin Province
was only 2.5 percent of investments in China as a whole. By comparison,
Shandong and Liaoning provinces garnered 30.4 percent and 19.0 percent
respectively despite their relatively small ethnic Korean populations.30
The Case of Wuchang
In Wuchang (rural Heilongjiang), where many adults, both men and women,
have had experience working in South Korea, it was common to hear the
statement, “You’re an idiot not to have worked there at least once,” in response
to this interviewer’s questions. Nevertheless, people hesitated to give details
about their work experience, much of which was without proper visa
authorization. Those who “made it big” working in South Korea were
reported to have replaced their tin roofs with coloured tiles and upgraded
the ondol (traditional Korean) heating systems in their houses upon their
return. These houses stand out from among the rest in the village.
However, it was rare to find people in their twenties to forties who had
returned to farming after a stay in South Korea. Many took their earnings
and moved south to cities like Dairen where many South Korean firms had
set up branch plants. Once they moved to the cities, they would get together
in groups to buy dwellings or rent places to live. Nevertheless, many soon
ran out of money and ended up returning to Korea yet again to work as
illegal workers leading insecure lives. It was common for them to return
home to China without having saved up any substantial amount of money.
With this exodus from the countryside, many Chosŏnjok villages have
undergone rapid change. The abandonment of houses has made some
villages inhospitable. For example, the village of Shaotun (in Wuchang) was,
at one time, made up of sixty households. Now, however, only nineteen
homes are occupied and the rest have been abandoned. Many of those in
the active labour market have left for cities in South Korea or other cities in
China. Villagers have lost touch with their former neighbours and have no
idea about how long-time acquaintances are faring. In the not-too-recent
past, Shaotun was a typical Chosŏnjok village, with 100 percent of its residents
ethnic Korean. One old-timer reported that it was commonly understood
that “no Han Chinese ever set foot in the village.”31 At the moment, the few

__________________
29
Yongwan Jin, “Yanbian diqude xiandaihua jianshe he minjian waijiao,” (People’s Diplomacy
and Building a Modern Yanbian Region), Beifang minzu (Borderland Minorities Studies), vol. 4 (1999),
pp. 20-21.
30
Eun-mee Kim and Jai Mah, “Patterns of South Korea’s Foreign Direct Investment Flows into
China,” Asian Survey, vol. 46, no. 6 (2006), p. 892.
31
Interview, # 38, Lee, OO (71), peasant.
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residents left behind are all over sixty years old or young children left in
their care. Solidarity was such that one senior villager reported that young
couples often left their children behind in China while they went to South
Korea to work. He said that he and his wife at one time ended up being in
charge of nineteen such children.32
Nevertheless, ambivalence exists toward these sojourns in the “land of
opportunity.” Returnees must try to balance any ostentatious display of their
new-found wealth (such as tiling their roofs or sending their children abroad)
with traditional values of community solidarity so as not to engender feelings
that they are “lording it over” those who never managed to make the voyage.
On the other hand, those who have never been to South Korea may confess
their regrets— “emptying their drinks, sighing, and cursing their failed lives,”
as one man in his fifties put it.
However, reform and rapid marketization in China has brought ethnic
Koreans into frequent contact with the world outside their villages and towns
and the Han Chinese influx into the Yanbian area has also contributed to a
change in self-perception for the Chosŏnjok. Until the early 1990s when
China’s level of industrialization was in its early stages and South Korea was
unknown to most Chinese, the ethnic Koreans in China were an object of
envy for their standard of living. However, in less than ten years or so, China
has emerged as a new global economic empire and, with its rapid
Westernization, the ethnic Koreans are now looked down upon by many Han
Chinese as backward for having clung to their agricultural ways. The Chinese
refer to those living in the northeastern part of China as tungbai (literally,
northeasterners), a term that communicates not only the geography of the
place but also its peripheral status and provincialism, far from the centre of
a modern, marketized China.
The young Chosŏnjok now feel inferior to the Han Chinese, particularly
those from the Beijing area. Despite these feelings, however, many endeavour
to find their identity within China, rather than turning to South Korea. In
a poll conducted by this researcher among Yanbian University students, their
preferred location for study or working abroad was, in relative order, Englishspeaking countries, such as the US, Canada and Australia, then Germany,
then Japan, and finally South Korea.
In terms of marriage, the young ethnic Koreans will often take the
opportunity if it arises (and their parents approve) to marry Han Chinese
in order to take one closer step toward a less marginalized existence as a
member of an ethnic minority. Nevertheless, children of such mixed
marriages most often end up unilingual, speaking the language of the parent
of the majority ethnic group.
While Chosŏnjok differ in their notions of Korean ethnic identity from
generation to generation, even more marked differences exist in notions of
__________________
32
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gender roles. Within Chosŏnjok communities themselves, traditional gender
roles based upon notions of patriarchal authority were often emphasized.
Men were expected to function as head of household and major breadwinner,
while women were expected to contribute in supporting roles and as mothers
to the next generation. Nevertheless, just as the ethnic identity of the
Chosŏnjok is changing rapidly and gaps in its apprehension are appearing
between the generations, likewise an understanding of gender roles and the
importance of gender equality is developing over time. Chosŏnjok women
who learned about the importance of social justice through the teachings
of Mao are also more aware of gender bias. Of course, this is not just a
shortcoming in Korean culture but is also present in Confucian teachings
that strongly influenced the Han majority in China as well.
The importance of sons as guarantors of the continuance of the family
line and as the sign of a “complete” family was emphasized and conversations
with elderly Chosŏnjok frequently confirmed this marked preference for
sons over daughters. Although memorial services for ancestors (chesa) were
formally prohibited under communism, Chosŏnjok families continued to
place emphasis on this practice and most continued them despite government
disapproval. Nevertheless, the traditional Korean belief that the all-important
family line ends without a male heir has begun to change. This perspective
on the relative importance of the sex of children was reflected in comments
from one man in his 60s that “today, it’s not like it was before. We educate
daughters just like sons—we send them to university and send them abroad
to study.”33 However, much as it was in South Korea in the 1980s, many older
Chosŏnjok parents emphasized that the purpose of furthering their
daughters’ education was in good part so that they could “marry well” and
support their husbands by being “good mothers” to their children.
Women and Migration
In their efforts to better their own lots and those of their family, an increasing
number of Chosŏnjok women are choosing to leave Manchuria for other
areas. Migration to coastal cities within China and to other major cities like
Beijing has been a frequent choice for many young Chosŏnjok, particularly
young ethnic Korean women. Once Chosŏnjok women make their way to
one of the coastal cities, employment opportunities often abound. One
employment broker in Qingdao (Jiaonan City) reported that “even elderly
women (halmŏnidǔl ), if they aren’t too picky, are able to find work.”34
Common jobs for first migrants include food service, cleaning, working in
small shops and the like.
__________________
Interview, # 40, Chae OO (61), a professor at Yanbian University.
Kwang-Sŏng Pak, Chungguk chosŏnjok ǔi ch’ogukjŏk idong kwa sahoe pyŏnhwa [Transnational
Migration of Chosŏnjok and Social Change], (P’aju: Hanguk haksul chŏngbo, 2008).
33
34
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During the period 1998-2001, the majority of Chosŏnjok migrants to South
Korea were men. Beginning in 2001, however, the number of ethnic Korean
women making that same voyage has increased significantly.35 As of 2008,
the total number of Chinese “residing” in South Korea was 556,517 of which
52 percent, or 376,563, were identified as Chosŏnjok—the largest nationality
or ethnic group identified by the statistics at 32.5 percent of the total
foreigners. A fact that stood out from these statistics was that virtually half
of the Chosŏnjok (49.9 percent) were female, an exception among Asian
nations/ethnic groups (apart from Japan) where men always significantly
outnumber women.36 What accounts for this demographic shift toward
migration to South Korean by Chosŏnjok women?
In fact, Chosŏnjok women began coming to South Korea as soon as
diplomatic relations were normalized with the PRC in 1992. Over time, in
the complex calculus of which family member ought to be sent abroad to
work or settle, women have come to be preferred as they are able to set down
more permanent roots and are thought to be more frugal and less likely to
squander their savings on entertainment or the like. As well, ethnic Korean
women are able to engage in a wider set of roles than are Chosŏnjok men
in South Korea: as factory or service sector guest workers as well as citizen–
spouses. A sizable number of young ethnic Korean women also travel to
South Korea to study as exchange students or in specialty educational
institutions.
At present, most Chosŏnjok women migrate through visas obtained for
the purpose of visiting relatives abroad or through international marriage.
According to South Korean immigration law, a Chosŏnjok can work up to
three years in a service-oriented job if invited by a Korean family member.
Those coming to Korea for marriage may work up to three years while waiting
for citizenship to be granted, after which she may remain in the country
permanently.
As with domestic migration, most migrants who found jobs worked in
service industries such as restaurant cooks, cleaning services and the like.
Because they were working illegally in South Korea, many took care to work
out of the view of restaurant patrons in order to avoid contacts that might
disclose their Manchurian origins through regional accents and the like.
International marriage was also a means of migration employed by
Chosŏnjok migrants in the years immediately following normalization. At
first, international marriages were arranged for the most part between rural
__________________
35
Hyun-mee Kim, “What are ‘Fake’ or ‘Real’ Marriages: The Experiences of Korean-Chinese
Marriage Migrants in Contemporary Korea.” Paper presented at Migration and Identity in Asia, Yonsei
University, May 9-10, 2009.
36
“Stay foreigners” are those people without South Korean citizenship who have the legal right
at any point in time to remain in the country longer than three months. According to this statistics
from Immigrant Office (2008), there were 1,158,866 such foreigners in the country at the time.
Chosŏnjok are the only ethnic group listed separately in the published statistics; all other groups are
shown at the national level only.

108

Nostalgia, Anxiety and Hope
Korean men unable to find partners in the countryside and Chosŏnjok
women. The first marriages were promoted by the South Korean side (i.e.,
local governments, agricultural coops, and the government-funded Research
Association for the Welfare of Farm and Fishing Villages) almost as an act
of nationalism in order to benefit bachelor farmers in the South. In the early
stages of this phenomenon, brokerage fees were paid by the prospective
grooms. The market has now shifted to the point where Chinese women are
bearing the cost of these migrant brokerage fees.
In the early years, it was easier for Chosŏnjok to use family connections
to secure visas to visit South Korea. After it became clear that this system was
being abused to secure visas fraudulently through falsified paperwork or that
beneficiaries were using ostensibly medium-term tourist visas to seek illegal
employment, visa laws were tightened, restricting family visits through the
imposition of various conditions.
At this point, international marriage became one of the means employed
to allow ethnic Korean women to enter South Korea. As Nicola Piper points
out, “In the context of…rigid immigration policies, marriage is an important
strategy for women to achieve economic and legal security.”37
International marriage with Asian women has become an increasingly
important phenomenon in South Korea. In the case of foreign females,
almost a third of the brides have been ethnic Korean women in China. As
well, newspaper accounts report that approximately 40 percent of marriages
by rural South Korea men are now international marriages and much
discussion is being given to multiculturalism in the press as well as in academic
circles, particularly within the field of social work and government policy.
So-called “fake marriages” are another means by which Chosŏnjok women
come to South Korea. Hyun-mee Kim describes a typical scenario as follows.
Women in China pay a marriage broker a fee typically in the order of 8 to
15 million South Korean won (US$8,000-15,000). Meanwhile, a Korean
broker recruits a suitable Korean citizen who is promised a free vacation in
China, a “token of appreciation” of around 4 to 5 million won and a guarantee
of divorce after two years. After recruitment, the man travels to China, marries
the woman and registers the marriage with the government. He then returns
to Korea, registers the marriage in his own family register and forwards her
the necessary documents to receive a spousal visa to travel to South Korea.
After the woman successfully enters South Korea, she finds a place to live,
either with her husband or nearby, and starts to work. If all goes as planned,
the woman eventually obtains South Korean citizenship, initiates the divorce
and is free to continue living in Korea in the location and with the partner
of her choice.38
__________________
37
Nicola Piper, “Rights of Foreign Workers and the Politics of Migration in South-East and East
Asia,” International Migration, vol. 42, no. 5 (2004), p. 79.
38
Hyun-mee Kim, “What are ‘Fake’ or ‘Real’ Marriages.”
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Table 1
Marriage Immigrants by Nationality in South Korea (2008)
				
Nationality
Total
Males Females
TOTAL
122,552
39
China
67,787
Korean-Chinese 35,707
Vietnam
27,092
Philippines
5,819
Japan
5,223
Cambodia
2,683
Mongolia
2,325
Thailand
2,041
U.S.A.
1,558
Uzbekistan
1,384
Russia
956
Canada
817
Others
4,867

14,753
9,257
6,189
141
162
515
9
37
40
1,053
45
44
719
2,731

107,799
58,530
29,518
26,951
5,657
4,708
2,674
2,288
2,001
505
1,339
912
98
2,136

Male
Rate (%)

Female
Rate (%)

Sum
(%)

12.0
13.7
17.3
0.5
2.8
9.9
0.3
1.6
2.0
67.6
3.3
4.6
88.0
56.1

88.0
86.3
82.7
99.5
97.2
90.1
99.7
98.4
98.0
32.4
96.7
95.4
12.0
43.9

100
55.3
29.1
22.1
4.7
4.3
2.2
1.9
1.7
1.3
1.1
0.8
0.7
4.0

Source: Immigrant Office in Republic of Korea, Annual Statistics on Immigrant Policies
(2008)

The current patterns of migration of Chosŏnjok women belie outdated
notions of female migration where women and children migrate to
accompany or rejoin their breadwinner spouse. In the current economic
climate, ethnic Korean women clearly have a wider range of strategies
available to them to pursue their lives outside of their native enclaves in
Manchuria than do Chosŏnjok men. As it is often families and household
units who decide which family members will migrate, the relative flexibility
that women enjoy increases both their value to the domestic unit as well as
their agency.40 This contribution to extending their families’ economic and
social networks in urban centres within China and in South Korea has led
to changes serving to weaken masculine privilege back home.
Nostalgia, Anxiety and Hope
Amid the social changes taking place in post-reform China, the breakdown
of strong social solidarity is also causing inter-generational conflict over
__________________
Korean-Chinese included.
Sarah J. Mahler and Patricia R. Pessar, “Gender Matters: Ethnographers Bring Gender from
the Periphery Toward the Core of Migration Studies,” International Migration Review vol. 40, no. 1
(2006), pp. 27-63.
39
40
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identity among Chosŏnjok. Even the status of Yanbian as an autonomous
prefecture for ethnic Koreans seems less certain and only the elderly or the
very young remain in its villages with no better place to go. To be sure, those
who have left send back remittances to support their parents and sometimes
children and return for visits from time to time, but it is becoming more and
more a Chosŏnjok community in imagination only.
The older generations express their worries about leading their lives in a
society that has fragmented under the pressures of a competitive economy.
They also express concerns about who will take care of them in their old age
(although it is increasingly their daughters) and the possible loss of a Korean
ethnic identity under the encroachment of the Han Chinese into their
communities. One man said with visible regret that, “what our ancestors
toiled for so hard is now being taken over by the Han Chinese.”41 Regrets
expressed do not touch only on ethnicity but also reflect nostalgia over the
loss of a way of life.42 One elderly man commented while his wife nodded
her head, “In the past we farmed collectively, ate together and thought we
were a community of equals. There were a lot of such thoughts. Now everyone
only thinks of themselves.”43
The middle generation, that of the parents, reflects some of the
ambivalence that this change has wrought in the Chosŏnjok’s understandings
of their place in the world. In conversation, a number of these individuals
referred to the PRC as their “fatherland” (cho-guk in Korean, zuguo in
Mandarin, literally “land of one’s ancestors”) and their ancestral home on
the Korean peninsula to be the “motherland” (moguk). At first glance, this
usage seems to be contradictory. After all, their ancestors lived somewhere
on the Korean peninsula while it is the land in Manchuria that has nurtured
them. On the other hand, this evocation of fatherland may be a recognition
of where their true political allegiance must lie, protecting the body, and
where they now belong, while the motherland nurtures the soul, through
language, tradition and dreams.
For the younger generation, however, a sense of hope and possibility can
be detected. They tend to view change as an opportunity to leave the collective
system, earn money in the urban areas and share in this new modernity. They
also see this as a means of freeing themselves from the humdrum life of the
family farms and a way to create new conditions for better living. Ethnic
Koreans have a high desire for educational attainment and, as such, are
highly competitive. There is a widespread belief that a good education for
their children will serve as a means to escape the routine lives they themselves
__________________
Interview # 32, Kang, OO (75), once participated in Korean War.
Nostalgia for the collectivist era is also found elsewhere in China. See, for example, Kevin J.
O’Brien and Lianjiang Li, “Campaign Nostalgia in the Chinese Countryside,” Asian Survey, vol. 39,
no. 3 (1999), pp. 375-393.
43
Interview # 39, Chung, OO (73).
41
42
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led on the periphery. Thus, within the Chosŏnjok community, nostalgia and
worry and challenge and hope intermingle. However, all of these are in fact
the product of anxiety over an uncertain future.
The rural residents of Wuchang may have an advantage when dealing
with the dissonance resulting from South Korea’s economic and cultural
predominance on the world stage compared with that of the North. Because
their families’ hometowns are located in present-day South Korea (primarily
Kyŏngsang province in the southwest), they showed less ambivalence about
praising South Korea to a South Korean researcher. Some mentioned that
they cheered for the South when watching international sporting competitions
(even when the competitor was the PRC). They also displayed pride in South
Korea’s showing in the 2002 FIFA World Cup as well as the election of Ban
Ki-moon as UN Secretary-General. In contrast, residents of other areas that
had stronger associations with North Korea (or were Communist Party
cadres), tended to avoid any subjects that involved comparison between
North and South Korea, explicit or implicit.
Conclusion
The community of ethnic Koreans in Manchuria was forged over many long
decades, indeed, almost three quarters of a century, constantly buffeted by
geopolitical forces over which they were most often but the pawns. In an
inhospitable climate, they built farms out of barren land, raised and educated
large families. They preserved a culture—its language, tradition and values—
in the face of difficult odds. Through diligence and backbreaking work, over
time, they prospered and became the envy of their neighbours. With a place
they could call “home” in the autonomous prefecture of Yanbian, they
enjoyed the privilege of controlling all cultural and educational facilities
from elementary school through high school and even to Yanbian University
where the majority of students were ethnically Korean, as well as media in
the form of newspapers, radio and television networks. They also dominated
the economic sphere in the area. However, the rapid reform, industrialization
and urbanization of China have had a great impact on their traditional forms
of cultural and economic dominance.
Swept up by the onslaught of marketization and urbanization, Chosŏnjok
ethnic identity has undergone substantial and rapid changes. Farming the
family homestead, a task at which the ethnic Koreans excelled compared to
their neighbours of other ethnic groups, has been replaced by wage labour
for most of the younger generation. Their ethnic predominance in the region
has dropped, due both to out-migration as well as a birthrate well below a
population replacement level.
Importantly, modes of thinking have also changed under the impact of
state education and economic exigencies. In particular, traditional patriarchal
structures under which son preference was a significant component have
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given way to increasing important roles for women in ensuring the economic
reproduction of the family. This has been made possible through the
domestic migration of ethnic Korean young women to large coastal cities
and their participation in the service sectors there as well as through the
active role they have taken in extending their family networks in South Korea
through wage-earning employment and international marriage. This broader
range of roles ethnic Korean women can play as domestic and international
migrants enhances their independence and personal autonomy as well as
provides access to resources, both economic and other, for family in
China.
Nowadays, many young ethnic Koreans in China emphasize their Chineseness—as citizens of the PRC and as members of the Zhonghua zu (the union
of all ethnic groups within China)—rather than their unique identity as
ethnic Koreans as their parents’ and grandparents’ generations had done
before. Because, unlike ethnic Koreans living in North America, they do not
have any particular physical traits that set them apart from most of their
compatriots, and because they do not have any significant language barrier
vis-à-vis the Han Chinese majority, they have many avenues for assimilation.
They worry that, as China grows in world importance, they may be blocked
from advancement and forever remain marginalized. Furthermore, with the
rapid marketization and intense competition, the younger generation is so
busy making money that they neglect to examine themselves and their past.
Unlike the younger generation of ethnic Koreans in North America, they
make little attempt to construct their own public sphere or to even think of
such an endeavour.44
The establishment of a public sphere where they can raise their own voices
is only possible when there are such conditions: freedom of expression and
communication, freedom of possible social movement, and so forth. As
mentioned above, the enormous industrialization being carried out in China
is now producing various values and organizations. Nonetheless, state-led
marketization and control still dominates. This industrialization is carried
out by the state that still possesses a patriarchal order and governing system.45
Without democratization and establishment of civil society (education and
training in civil values) in China, it will be difficult for ethnic minorities such
as that of the Chosŏnjok to forge their own voice and identity and position
themselves as subjects of their own.46 If marketization of the economy is
brought about without the creation of a civil society based on civil values,
__________________
44
For a study in contrasts, see Louisa Schein, Minority Rules: The Miao and the Feminine in China’s
Cultural Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000).
45
Like state-led industrialization, the formation of civil society is also led by the state. See B.M.
Frolic, “State-Led Civil Society,” in Timothy Brook and B. Michael Frolic, eds., Civil Society in China
(Armook NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997).
46
About the features of civil society in China, see Timothy Brook and B. Michael Frolic, eds.,
Civil Society in China.
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the ethnic Korean will be carried away by the waves of marketization like
sand and will become descendants of the Han Chinese.
The Chosŏnjok women and men in their struggle to compete with the
Han Chinese feel both hope and concern for the future. They feel that the
power of the Han is too strong and, rather than resting on past feelings of
pride and superiority, they have no choice but to find ways to compete with
them head on in the big cities where China’s future lies. They find themselves
in a struggle their agriculturalist ancestors in the cold outback of Manchuria
never could have imagined.
Yonsei University, Seoul, Korea, November 2009
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Labour Recruitment, Circuits
of Capital and Gendered
Mobility: Reconceptualizing the
Indonesian Migration Industry
*1

Johan Lindquist

Introduction

I

t is mid-morning in early June 2007 on the Indonesian island of Lombok.
I am spending time at PT Semesta, a small labour recruitment agency
that sends women to work as domestic servants in Malaysia and Singapore.
I have been conducting ethnographic fieldwork on the labour recruitment
industry for several months and Semesta has become one of my main research
sites. Strategically located in an alley off the main road leading out of the
city of Mataram and towards the central and eastern parts of the island—
critical sources of migrant labour—Semesta is, like most other recruitment
agencies on Lombok, a gathering site for potential migrants and the informal
labour recruiters who bring them there. On this particular day, Yati, a woman
in her mid-twenties, comes into the reception area where I am sitting with
Rina and Hannah, Semesta’s office staff. I had interviewed Yati the day before
and in two days' time she is scheduled to leave for Malaysia on a two-year
contract as a domestic servant. Semesta has already paid for her airline ticket
and all her paperwork is done. She has been to the Malaysian capital of Kuala
Lumpur on contracts before; you can tell from her style; she is not as reserved
as the other migrants living in the office and is quite fashionably dressed.
As Yati walks in she proclaims that she is returning to her village in East
Lombok and will be back at the office the following morning. In keeping

__________________
* Please refer to the introduction of this special issue for additional discussion of the analytical
framework and theoretical background (Apichai Shipper, “Introduction: Politics of Citizenship and
Transnational Gendered Migration in East and Southeast Asia,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 83, no. 1, March
2010, pp. 11-29).
1
I would like to thank Daromir Rudnyckyj for his helpful reading and the two anonymous
reviewers for their encouraging comments. Ongoing conversations with Rachel Silvey and Xiang Biao
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me to take part in this special issue and Hyung Gu Lynn and the staff at Pacific Affairs for their speed
and focus. The research on which the article is based was funded by the Swedish Research Council
and I am grateful for their generous support.
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with Semesta’s regulations Yati has been living on the second floor of the
office since her airplane ticket was finalized the previous week. Hannah is
taken aback and exclaims, “You can’t go home, you have to stay here!” But
Yati insists. She says that she wants to see her two children one last time
before leaving. Rina turns to me and whispers that they are worried that she
will get pregnant. A month earlier Semesta had sent a woman to Singapore,
but upon arrival her medical examination revealed that she was pregnant
and she was immediately sent back. “We lost a lot of money,” Rina had told
me. In fact, during the previous months Semesta had been having extensive
problems with their recruits. Some had dropped out just before they were
about to leave, others had become pregnant, while still others had disappeared
from their employers only days upon arrival, particularly in Malaysia. This
last group consisted of women who had previously worked abroad and Rina
suggested that they were trying to escape from the debt that would be
deducted from their salaries over a period of six months. In fact, some sources
claim that 30,000 Indonesian maids in Malaysia run away each year.2 For
Semesta, the problem had become so serious that the owner of Semesta, Pak
Iskander, a Chinese-Indonesian man from the Riau Archipelago just off the
coast of Singapore, would be arriving the following week to handle the daily
operations of the company indefinitely.
In light of this, it made sense for Hannah to turn to Yati and ask her
directly if and what kind of contraceptive (KB, keluarga berencana, family
planning) she was taking. Yati replied without hesitation that she was on “the
shot” (suntik) and had taken her last one on May 15. Hannah repeated “May
15” and nodded, reluctantly agreeing that Yati could leave. After she walked
out the door, Hannah turned to me and said, “Actually, she shouldn’t be
allowed to leave (seharusnya tidak boleh). It is too great a risk.” A male labour
recruiter who had been following the interaction from the other end of the
room, raised his voice and said, “kalau disuntik tidak apa apa” (“If she has
taken her shot it is no problem”).
From Experience to Brokerage
In the growing corpus of commentary—academic, activist and otherwise—
dealing with the transnational industry for domestic work, most of the
attention has been paid to the plight of women in destination countries, as
well as their relationships with family members, particularly children who
remain behind.3 More generally, while much is known about why unskilled
__________________
2
Raúl Hernández-Coss, Gillian Brown, Chitawati Buchori, Isaku Endo, Emiko Todoroki, Tita
Naovalitha, Wameek Noor and Cynthia Mar, “The Malaysia-Indonesia Remittance Corridor: Making
Formal Transfers the Best Options for Women and Undocumented Migrants,” World Bank Working
Paper no. 149 (2008), p. 21.
3
See, for instance, Nicole Constable, Maid to Order in Hong Kong: Stories of Filipina Workers (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1997); Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, Children of Global Migration: Transnational
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migrants, both female and male, leave home and how they are treated upon
arrival, much less is known about the actual process of labour recruitment.
Even if the blurred boundaries between state and market and between
documented and undocumented activities are widely acknowledged in labour
recruitment, there is often limited ethnographic evidence of these processes.
As Massey and his colleagues observed more than a decade ago,4 labour
recruitment, and the migration industry more generally, has often been
overlooked by researchers who have tended to focus attention on migrants,
their families, and communities, rather than entrepreneurs and brokers.
Arguably, this is still the case. However, if we are to grasp the changing
structure of contemporary forms of transnational labour migration it is
critical to consider the infrastructure, or “migrant institutions,” which allow
people to move.5 This perspective suggests a shift of attention away from—
without denying the importance of—the emotional experiences of migrants
and the often predictable forms of injustice they face in destination countries
to the brokerage systems that move them from one place to another. Phrased
more strongly, this article contributes to the existing literature on labour
migration by identifying the recruitment process as a critical empirical
vantage point from which to reconceptualize gendered regimes of
transnational migration.
It has been widely noted that in the current global economy, capital moves
more easily than labour.6 In this context, Xiang Biao has pointed out that
“transplant” is a better metaphor than “flow” to describe the contemporary
circulation of migrants in Asia.7 The case of Yati above is a case in point, as
she ideally will be moved from one point to another before being returned
again after her two-year contract has ended. The staff’s concern with her
potential pregnancy further highlights the process of “transnational
__________________
Families and Gendered Woes (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005); Dewi Anggraeni, Dreamseekers:
Indonesian Women as Domestic Workers in Asia (Jakarta: Equinox Publishing, 2006); Barbara Ehrenreich
and Arlie Russell Hochschild, Global Women: Nannies, Maids and Sex Workers in the New Economy (London:
Granta Books, 2002); Human Rights Watch, “Swept Under the Rug: Abuses against Domestic Workers
Around the World,” Human Rights Watch, vol. 18, no. 7 (C) (July 2006) pp. 1-93.
4
Douglas Massey, Joaquin Arango, Graeme Hugo, Ali Kouaouci, Adela Pellegrino and J. Edward
Taylor, Worlds in Motion: Understanding International Migration at the End of the Millennium (Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1998), p. 190.
5
See, for instance, Jon Goss and Bruce Lindquist, “Conceptualizing International Labour
Migration: A Structuration Perspective,” International Migration Review, vol. 29, no. 2 (1995) pp. 317351.
6
See, for instance, Saskia Sassen, Globalization and its Discontents: Essays on the New Mobility of
People and Money (New York: The Free Press, 1998).
7
Xiang Biao, “Transplanting Labour in East Asia,” in Yamashita Shinji, Makito Minami, David
Haines and Jeremy Edes, eds., Transnational Migration in East Asia: Japan in a Comparative Focus (Osaka:
National Museum of Ethnology, Senri Ethnological Reports 77, 2008), p. 175. See also Alan and
Josephine Smart, who propose an alternative metaphor, “punctuation,” in order to reconceptualize
migrant flows and stoppages at the border to Hong Kong. “Time-Space Punctuation: Hong Kong’s
Border Regime and Limits on Mobility,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 81, no. 2 (2008), pp.175-193.
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encapsulation”8 that characterizes contemporary unskilled labour mobility
across Asia, as migrants become both valuable commodities to be controlled
by agencies and employers and later workers to be regulated and citizens to
be protected by state actors. It is with this increasingly generalized concern
with the management of transnational mobility that migrant transplant gains
its contemporary force.
More broadly, this should be understood in relation to two interrelated
global economic and political contradictions further highlighted by Xiang:9
first, that between the “upward” concentration of capital and the “downward”
outsourcing of labour, and, second, that between the dispersion and
fragmentation of labour management and the centralization of migration
control. In this context, a space is created—indeed made necessary—in
which increasing numbers of labour recruitment agencies come to mediate
flows of capital, facilitate bureaucratic process, and move the migrants
themselves. Through this process, in which labour brokers must deliver
migrants before they are paid in full, the bodies of migrants are quickly
transformed into valuable commodities to be controlled and protected.
In this article, I am interested in investigating this interstitial space
ethnographically, particularly with regard to the process of labour recruitment
and the formalization of a post-crisis migration industry in Indonesia. In
shifting perspective, and with a focus on the Indonesian island of Lombok,
I consider the emergence of various forms of male and female migrant
recruitment, thus shedding light on how mobility is achieved in an era when
documented migration appears to be gaining ground throughout Asia at
the expense of undocumented migration. In particular, I am interested in
how gendered regimes of debt—directly structured by the global processes
described above—affect the recruitment and transplant of men and women
from Indonesia to countries such as Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. More
generally, I argue that labour recruitment is an absolutely critical empirical
starting point for conceptualizing transnational migration, since it is at this
site that local, national and global processes most clearly intersect.
International Migration from Indonesia
In 2006 680,000 Indonesians travelled abroad as documented migrants and
in total there are believed to be around 4.3 million Indonesian international
migrants. Of those who left in 2006, 40 percent travelled to Malaysia and 45
percent to Saudi Arabia; 80 percent of the migrants were women, 88 percent
of whom worked as domestic servants.10 In other words, the Indonesian female
__________________
8
Xiang Biao, “Transnational and International Rupture: Compulsory Return as a Means of
Migration Control in East Asia” (unpublished ms, n.d.).
9
Xiang Biao, “Transplanting Labour,” p. 175.
10
Raúl Hernández-Coss et al., “The Malaysia-Indonesia Remittance Corridor,” p. 8.
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domestic servant is by far the most common type of documented migrant and
also the type of migrant that has been most widely discussed by researchers
and in the Indonesian mass media.11 Indonesian international migration has
been increasing steadily since the 1980s and particularly since the 1997 Asian
economic crisis. In fact—and largely as an effect of the crisis—the official
number of migrants sent abroad between 1997 and 1999 was more than the
total during the previous 25 years combined.12
One defining aspect of the broader Asia–Pacific migration system,
compared to North America and Western Europe, for instance, is that
governments have tended to promote and regulate international migration.13
In Indonesia, international labour migration has been a critical element of
national development since the early 1980s, both expanding the labour
market and creating access to foreign capital.14 This has been particularly
obvious during the last 20 years with the expansion of female migration to
countries such as Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan, as well as Hong Kong.15
Since 1983 the Indonesian government has permitted private Saudi agents
to recruit labour in Indonesia through block visas that can be issued
independently of the identities of the migrants who will eventually use them,16
which contrasts with migration within Asia, where employers and agents
generally recruit migrants via job orders after which they apply for individual
visas. During the Suharto era, which ended in 1998, labour recruitment
agencies were heavily regulated and connected to systems of state-sponsored
patronage. In other words, the labour recruitment market was extremely
centralized during this period, which meant that the majority of migrants
travelling to neighbouring Malaysia, particularly men, crossed the border
illegally, as it was both faster and less expensive.17
__________________
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An Overview of the Asian-Pacific Migration System,” The Contemporary Pacific, vol. 12, no. 12 (2000),
p. 394; Robyn Rodriguez, “The Labor Brokerage State and the Globalization of Filipina Care Workers,”
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Although the World Bank states that migrant flows to Malaysia are
primarily undocumented,18 my field research in 2007 and 2009 suggests that
in recent years there has been a drop in undocumented and a rise in
documented migration from Indonesia to Malaysia, particularly in the context
of the exclusively male palm oil and construction industries. During this
period, Indonesian government agencies and international organizations
such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) have increasingly
engaged in campaigns, using brochures, posters, and billboards to inform
migrants about the importance of travelling abroad legally. On the island of
Lombok, one of the main sending areas for male migrants to Malaysia, this
shift has been particularly obvious. Between 2000 and 2005 the number of
migrant passports issued nearly tripled, and during the preceding five-year
period the increase was certainly far more dramatic.19 During fieldwork it
was in fact nearly impossible to find any recruiters or migrants who were
interested in sending or being sent to Malaysia without a passport. It is
important to note, however, that various forms of “illegal” practices continue
to be an integral part of “legal” recruitment processes, as aspal (asli tetapi
palsu, authentic but false) documents are omnipresent, while many migrants
travel abroad on tourist visas before working illegally.
The 1997 crisis was a watershed in migration to Malaysia, as recurring
deportation campaigns and the emergence of a state-sponsored civil
volunteer corps, with the right to detain undocumented migrants in exchange
for cash rewards, gained increasing support in tandem with a faciliated work
visa process.20 Memorandums of understanding between the Indonesian and
Malaysian governments attempt to regulate the mobility of migrants between
the countries.21 Furthermore, the deregulation of the labour recruitment
market in Indonesia following the dismantling of monopolies after the fall
of Suharto led to a dramatic increase in the number of labour recruitment
agencies in Indonesia. These PPTKIS (Perlaksana Penempatan Tenaga Kerja
Indonesia Swasta) control the market for documented migration across the
country. As of November 2007 there were 498 registered agencies of varying
__________________
Raúl Hernández-Coss et al., The Malaysia-Indonesia Remittance Corridor, p. 57.
I was only able to access the data from 2000 until 2007. Even this data was considered sensitive
by the officials in charge and I was only given the figures on a handwritten note. The reason for this
unease is certainly that the government office that issues passports is widely known as a gudang uang,
a “money warehouse.”
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size and stability in the country; 281 had offices in West Nusa Tenggara
Province, 157 on Lombok and 124 on Sumbawa, with the former being a
major sending area to Malaysian palm oil plantations and the latter of
domestic servants to Saudi Arabia.
Despite this shift to documented forms of labour recruitment, however,
it is important to keep in mind that since the 1970s most forms of migration
from Indonesia, and throughout the Asia–Pacific and the Middle East, have
been characterized by contract–labour migration, which traces its origins to
the contract coolie system of the colonial era.22 In other words, despite the
changes in the migration system it is important to remain attentive to the
“significant continuities in the formation of the global labour reserve.”23
More specifically, it is critical to consider how the dual processes of
centralization and fragmentation, as discussed by Xiang,24 take shape in
relation to historical continuities in labour recruitment that utilize already
existing forms of social relations at the village level around Indonesia.25
International Migration from Lombok
Lombok is part of West Nusa Tenggara province together with Sumbawa and
a series of smaller islands. Approximately 4700 sqared kilometers in size and
with a predominantly Muslim population of around three million—
concentrated from east to west along the main road that cuts through the
island—irrigated rice cultivation dominates Lombok’s economy, but capitalintensive cash crops such as tobacco are increasingly common. The island
is located at the Wallace Line that divides the lusher and greener parts of
Indonesia from the dryer and often poorer areas. While the western parts
of the island resemble Bali, its western neighbour, the eastern and southern
parts of the island are similar to the more arid Sumbawa. The effects of this
are obvious, as many parts of central and western Lombok have up to three
harvests of rice per year while the dryer parts often only have one. These
latter areas are also much poorer and have in recent years become the main
source of migrant labour to Malaysia and Saudi Arabia.
The 1997 crisis had devastating effects on Lombok’s poorest peasants,
who depend primarily on temporary wage labour, rapidly pushing those who
could access capital to migrate abroad, as the Indonesian rupiah dropped
dramatically in value in relation to foreign currencies.26 Moreover, the anti__________________
Douglas Massey et al., Worlds in Motion, p. 181.
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Schulte Nordholt and Gerry van Klinken, eds., Renegotiating Boundaries: Local Politics in Post-Suharto
Indonesia (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2007), p. 287.
22
23

121

Pacific Affairs: Volume 83, No. 1 – March 2010
Christian riots of 2000 and the Bali bombs crippled a promising tourist
industry,27 creating yet another group of workers who moved towards the
rapidly expanding migration industry, either by becoming labour recruiters
or migrants themselves. One sign of the importance of the contemporary
migration is that remittances to West Nusa Tenggara province have quickly
become greater than total local income.28 The shift in the regional economy
is all the more striking if one considers that in much of the ethnographic
work on Lombok in the 1970s and 1980s migration was rarely mentioned,
except briefly in relation to transmigration projects in which farmers were
relocated to less densely populated areas of Indonesia. Even through the
1990s, migration appears to have had limited impact on village life across
the island. By 2004, however, 14,000 migrants were officially leaving Lombok
each year, while this figure steadily increased to over 41,000 by 2008, of those
almost 30,000 travelled to Malaysia—the great majority of whom were men
going to palm oil plantations—and more than 11,000 to Saudi Arabia. Annual
departures to Saudi Arabia, the great majority of whom are women working
as domestic servants, has increased by 15 times since 2004.29 These changes
reflect broader trends throughout Indonesia, as migration to Saudi Arabia
steadily increased during this period.30 In fact, however, the figures from
Lombok account for far from all international migration, as many migrants
are officially recruited in other parts of the country, while others travel abroad
outside of formal channels.
Women on Lombok have not only tended to marry at a young age, often
in their early teens, but the island also has among the highest divorce rates
in Indonesia and Southeast Asia.31 Marriage and divorce have often been
understood in relation to economic cycles. While a common saying in the
1970s was that “people get married after harvest when the rice-barn is filled
and divorce some months later when the rice is finished,”32 by the late 1990s
it was claimed that couples marry when the man returns from Malaysia and
divorce when the money is gone and he once again leaves for the palm oil
plantations abroad.33 The widely used term jamal, short for janda Malaysia,
or “Malaysian widow,” suggests the gendered form of migration that
developed from Lombok and other islands further east since the 1980s.
Migration continues to follow economic and cultural cycles, as many return
__________________
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before Idul Fitri, the celebration that marks the end of Ramadan, before
leaving shortly thereafter, while departures remain low during the tobacco
season, when temporary wage labour is readily available.
During the previous decade, with the increasing demand for domestic
servants across Asia and the Middle East, the gendered bias of migration has
rapidly shifted, and today women are increasingly leaving Lombok and nearby
Sumbawa to work abroad. Despite the fact that many people, including labour
recruiters themselves, claim that female migration is haram (forbidden) in
Islamic terms, this trend is intensifying. For commoner women on Lombok,
who have historically become sources of labour during periods of economic
scarcity or raised by gentry families in exchange for domestic service,34 the
move towards transnational migration does not appear to represent a radical
shift. For divorced women, migration also offers the possibility of supporting
children and parents, as the burden of income shifts from the man to the
woman. Furthermore, going abroad is seen by many young rural women as
a possibility of at least temporarily escaping from a circumscribed and
patriarchal village life,35 while, more generally, international migration has
quickly become a rite of passage and part of a broader nationalized moral
economy of migration that has developed in Indonesia in recent decades.36
Travelling to Saudi Arabia in particular offers the possibility of making the
pilgrimage to Mecca with one’s employers, while the material effects of
remittances are obvious across the island, as new houses with tile floors are
easily identified as rumah Saudi or rumah Malaysia, Saudi or Malaysian houses,
and hundreds of mosques are in the process of being constructed. Others
have noted the possibly detrimental effects of migration on children, however,
as in many households both mothers and fathers remain abroad for years at
a time.37
Situating the Migration Industry
Since the 1970s the use of labour recruitment agencies in international
migration has grown steadily across Asia and in the Middle East,38 agencies
that have come to control the export of migrants in contemporary Indonesia.
Of the more than 150 labour recruitment agencies holding government
permits on Lombok, only eight are main offices, while the rest are branches
__________________
34
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to main offices located in other cities, most commonly major cities such as
Jakarta or Surabaya. While main offices are only allowed to begin operations
with significant amounts of capital, branch offices open and close easily.39
Formally, only main offices have the right to send migrants directly abroad,
but branches are allowed to do so if they have a letter of permission from the
main office. In the case of Saudi Arabia, all migrants depart from Jakarta and
all main offices must be located there, where the passport also is issued.
On Lombok, there is great variation between different agencies. The
largest send up to 3,000 male migrants each year, with a particular focus on
Malaysian palm oil plantations, and often have contacts with high-ranking
government officials that offer access to contracts with the largest Malaysian
state-owned company, Felda. The majority of the branch offices only have a
few staff and are dependant on the flow of capital from their main office.
Even minimal disturbances in terms of migrant or capital flows between the
two can lead to the closure of a branch. These offices, which frequently
double as residences, tend to be located in the main towns on Lombok,
Mataram in the west, Praya in the centre and Selong in the east. To add to
the complexity, many informal labour recruiters, who often live in the island’s
rural areas, have large agency banners hanging in front of their houses,
although they in fact deliver migrants to multiple agencies, since they do
not have contracts and are paid for each recruit delivered. In turn, these
labour recruiters collaborate with large numbers of sub-recruiters, thus
creating an incredibly complicated and unstable network that involves
thousands of people across the island.
With the increasing shift towards documented labour migration—among
men to Malaysia in particular—there has been a formalization of process in
bureaucratic terms, as growing numbers of documents have become
compulsory in order to acquire a passport and work visa, including a birth
certificate, a “family card” (kartu keluarga), and, for women, a letter of
permission from either the husband or father. These documents are issued
by the office of the village head (kepala desa) in the individual’s place of
residence. With these in hand it becomes possible to apply for an identity
card and thereafter to approach a recruitment agency. In principle, each
adult Indonesian citizen is supposed to have these documents (except the
letter of permission) even before he or she considers migration, but in reality
this is rarely the case. For instance, on Lombok in 2007 there was a
government campaign aimed at distributing birth certificates to residents
free of charge. In fact, however, many residents do not know their date of
birth and often lists of migrants being sent from agencies state that the
majority were born on the same date, 31 December.
__________________
39
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The migrant is in principle free to choose between different agencies and
the various job orders that each offers, for instance to a particular palm oil
company or to a particular city to work as a domestic servant. In this process,
there is, on the one hand, a distinction between agencies that have the right
to recruit to the Middle East and Asia–Pacific and, on the other hand, a legal
distinction—which in effect is gendered—between the “informal” and
“formal” sector, with the former meaning domestic servants, and the latter
including all other forms of labour. Migrants within the informal sector must
be at least 21 while those in the formal sector only need to be 18, with the
maximum age being 45.40 Ideally, the potential migrant presents the necessary
documents before the agency handles the rest of the paperwork together
with the migrant.
After interviews and registration, the agency facilitates a medical
examination at a clinic, a letter of recommendation from the Department
of Manpower on the regency level (which allows for the right to issue a
migrant passport), transportation and, prior to departure, a letter of
exemption for the exit tax that citizens and residents must pay upon leaving
Indonesia. Most of these documents are necessary in the process of acquiring
a special migrant passport, which is 24 pages instead of the typical 48 pages,
and then a work visa from the destination country.41 Before departure the
migrant is required to take part in a government-regulated training that
prepares the migrant for work abroad. Furthermore, domestic servants
engage in a one- to three-month long training program—which varies
according to the destination country—usually involving language, cooking,
childcare, and cleaning skills.
In fact, however, labour recruitment does not follow this process. Migrants
almost never approach the agency directly. Instead, an informal labour
recruiter, a petugas lapangan or PL, meaning field agent, 42 also called a sponsor,
approaches—or is approached by—the migrant directly, either in the area
where he or she lives or through other forms of social relations, such as
friends, family or a local figure of authority. The historically critical role of
middlemen in the Asian migration industry has been noted, as it has often
been the middlemen rather than migrants themselves who have had strong
networks on both sides of the border leading back to the migrant-sending
villages.43
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It is clear that there has been a dramatic growth in sponsors on Lombok
and across Indonesia. While the 1980s and 1990s was the era of the taikong,
or migrant smuggler, particularly to Malaysia, with the formalization of labour
recruitment the last decade has come to be dominated by the sponsor or
PL. This suggests a process of bureaucratization and domestication. Indeed,
in the current recruitment regime, elementary school teachers, former
migrants and even a grandmother who previously worked in a village office
are examples of sponsors that I have met on Lombok. Unlike the taikong,
who was often—though not always—a shadowy figure,44 kepercayaan (trust)
rather than keberanian (bravery) has become the most important expressed
quality in contemporary recruitment. One sponsor explained the source of
his expertise: “recruiting migrants is exactly the same as selling carpets in
the market. In both cases you have to be clever at bargaining.” But in the
next breath, when I asked him what the most important quality was for a PL,
he repeated the broker mantra, harus jujur, “you have to be honest.”
Recruitment and Economies of Debt
It is mid-morning at Semesta, the time of day when new recruiters from
around Lombok begin to show up with potential migrants. Two women enter
the office; one is in her early forties and obviously a sponsor, while the other
is much younger and clearly a recruit. They are from Tanjung in the northeast
part of the island, one of the main areas on Lombok for the recruitment of
female domestic workers. Rina greets them, picks up a new folder and forms
and asks the young woman to sit down across from her, while the sponsor—
who comes to the office weekly—sits turned towards them at the next desk
over. Rina asks if she has an identity card and if she can read and write. She
tells her to read the top part of the form before asking about her education.
It turns out that she has graduated from junior high school. Rina asks if she
has a letter of permission from her parents, and the young woman answers
“yes,” and if she has ever been to Saudi Arabia or Malaysia, to which she
answers “no.” All of her responses are either “yes” or “no.” The woman has
previously worked on Bali for a year as a maid, where she made 200,000
rupiah (about $20 US) per month, and six months in Mataram on Lombok,
where she made 175,000 rupiah per month. Rina shakes her head and says
she understands why she wants to go to Malaysia.
The PL laughs, and says, “In Malaysia you can make a lot of money.” The
woman’s father is a fisherman and her mother a housewife. Rina asks how
old they are, but she doesn’t know. The PL says that her father is in his forties
and the mother is about 35. She is the oldest of four children. Rina says,
“You have a lot of responsibility” (bertanggunjawabnya besar). The girl nods.
__________________
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She is then interviewed about what kinds of work she can do, and only
uncertain about one question, if she can take care of a baby. After looking
towards the PL, who nods, she agrees that she can, but with some hesitation.
Afterwards she is left alone for a while before the photo shoot and the trip
to the medical centre. I go up and try to talk to her, but do not get much of
a response. She is 21.
***
A critical difference between the recruitment of men and women, or more
specifically between the formal and informal sector, is that men must
generally pay a fee prior to departure, while women do not pay at all. This
distinction has become increasingly marked during the last few years, as
competition for female domestic servants has intensified across Asia and the
Middle East. For instance, between 2007 and 2009 the fee to Indonesian
recruitment companies from labour agencies in Saudi Arabia reportedly
increased from around $800 to $1,400-1,500 US, with similar changes in
other markets such as Malaysia. In effect, this has meant that fees to local
sponsors has increased dramatically, from around one and a half million
($150 US) to over five million rupiah, thus generating intense competition
for female migrants among labour recruiters across Indonesia. In practice,
the main office generally controls funds until the migrant has been
successfully recruited, while the branch office on Lombok pays out an initial
fee to the sponsor, which is spent on the recruitment process, such as
transportation costs, basic documents, a medical check-up and gifts to the
migrant. Once the migrant has arrived safely in Jakarta and is ready to depart,
the full fee of around six million rupiah, or $600 US, is paid to the local
office, which in turn pays the sponsor, who in turn pays a number of subsponsors. The local branch generally receives a fee of a few hundred thousand
rupiah, around $30 US, from the main office once the migrant has departed,
which is often the actual profit. If a sponsor does well, he or she can make
a profit of around three million rupiah, or $300 US per migrant.
It is striking to compare this with the wages that migrants make abroad.
Women who become domestic workers in Malaysia make approximately 600
ringgit, or $175 US per month, with six months’ salary deducted for fees
from each two-year contract, while in Saudi Arabia women make 800 riyal,
about $215 US per month, with no deductions for fees. Domestic servants
can make far higher salaries in Hong Kong and Taiwan, but there is a longer
language training process, and women with an elementary school education
are rarely recruited for these jobs. Most women also prefer destinations that
are predominantly Muslim. Men working as drivers in Saudi Arabia make
about 1,000 riyal, or $270 US, while in the palm oil plantations men can
make around 800 ringgit, or $235 US, each month. This can be compared
with temporary wage labour in Lombok’s tobacco fields, which pays around
$2 US per day.
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While capital flows “down” in the recruitment of women, for the
recruitment of men capital flows “up,” from the migrant to the sponsor and
the Indonesian recruitment agency. For instance, a man wanting to work as
a driver in Saudi Arabia must pay around 10 million rupiah, around $1,000 US,
while the fee for construction in Malaysia is around 5.5 million rupiah, and
for palm oil plantations in Peninsular Malaysia around four million rupiah.
Generally, the agency has a fixed but informal fee that each migrant pays to
the agency via a sponsor. As of July 2009, the fee for working on a Malaysian
palm oil plantation hovered around 2.3 million rupiah, or $230 US, while
the added 1.7 million rupiah comes from the fee that the sponsor accesses
from the migrant. Agencies that attempt to charge higher fees are quickly
abandoned by sponsors, as a relatively stable market has developed. The
sponsor’s fee is thus dependant on the amount of money that he or she can
extract from the migrant, a sum that typically varies by around three hundred
thousand rupiah, or $30 US. Potential migrants are, however, increasingly
well-versed in costs and salaries abroad, and also this part of the market has
become increasingly stable. As with the recruitment of women, the sponsor
is responsible for basic documents and a medical examination, but also the
cost of the passport. After transportation and cell phone costs, gifts and the
payment of sub-sponsors, a sponsor is left with perhaps 400-500,000 rupiah,
about $40-50 US, for each migrant that he or she successfully delivers.
The critical problem in the recruitment of men is precisely the migrant’s
ability to access capital. Returning migrants may control capital, but generally
men will borrow from informal moneylenders at 100 percent interest. The
migrant often repays the debt through incremental installments over
time—usually between six months and two years—once he has arrived abroad.
In a pious Muslim area such as Lombok, people do not speak easily about
usury, but this form of lending is generally legitimized in terms “business”
(usaha), meaning that those who control capital locally can easily generate
comparable profits by investing, for instance, in tobacco planting rather than
money lending. Often this lending is informal and based on trust between
neighbours, but contracts are sometimes drawn up on a local level and
witnessed by the village head, with the migrant’s parents or other relatives
being held responsible if the debt is not repaid in time. In these contracts
it is never stated how much has been borrowed, only the sum that is due to
be repaid. Here it is possible to see how local state and market actors
collaborate in order to hold the borrower responsible through the production
of debt in the context of already intimate social relationships. If the migrant’s
family owns land or a house, this is often used as collateral. In this process,
it is frequently the sponsor himself (rarely her) who lends part or all of the
money necessary in order to speed up the process. It is thus the relationship
between the sponsor and migrant that is critical in the “upward” flow of
capital to the recruitment agency.
The recruitment of women has a similar structure but capital flows in the
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opposite direction. Usually the woman’s husband and parents must be
convinced and a letter of permission is required from either of them,
particularly if she has not yet married but even if she is divorced. Formally,
this is the case for male migrants as well, but is rarely implemented.
Increasingly, the woman or her parents are offered up to one million rupiah,
or $100 US, in “shopping money” (uang belanja) in the initial stage of
recruitment. For the sponsor, and often the labour agency that pays the
sponsor an initial fee for this purpose, this entails a risk, since there are many
other competing sponsors offering similar incentives. In the case of men,
but particularly in the recruitment of women, it is critical for the sponsor, if
he is not part of the extended family or known in the village, to use subsponsors in order to generate relationships of trust. With the recruitment
of women, a female sponsor is usually involved, preferably one who has
already worked in the destination country and can explain what the migration
process holds in store.
Once the female migrant has agreed to depart, and a bus or airline ticket
has been purchased, there is increasing concern about her backing out. In
contrast to male migrants, at this stage women are frequently moved to the
actual recruitment agency—as in the case described in the beginning of this
article—where they sleep and engage in “training,” which basically means
offering free labour to the agency through cooking and cleaning. The further
along in the process the migrant is the more valuable she is to the sponsor
and the agency that has recruited her. The main threats to the transplant of
the woman to the destination country are generally an illness such hepatitis B,
pregnancy, or that she or a family member will change their mind regarding
her departure. Encapsulation is used to protect the migrant from these
threats. The head of one Jakarta-based labour agency sending migrants to
the Middle East told me that the “most common type of disease (penyakit
yang paling biasa)” for female migrants is pregnancy, particularly since it
generally takes at least several weeks after conception before it is possible to
test with any certainty. I have witnessed several cases of women who are about
to depart for Jakarta from Lombok being sent to a local clinic to receive a
final contraceptive shot. The case of Yati, which I opened this article with,
clearly illuminates the way that labour recruitment agencies and sponsors
deal with this issue.
In the case of women travelling to Malaysia, particularly those who have
been there on contracts before, cell phones and Malaysian phone numbers
are generally confiscated, as sponsors or agents will search women’s bags
prior to departure in order to prevent contact with boyfriends or family
members who may help them run away and thus escape the debt that is
repaid during a period of months. In the cases that a woman does actually
run away, the Indonesian agency and sponsor are held accountable by the
Malaysian labour agent and are forced to pay back the fee if they do not want
to be blacklisted.
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As capital incrementally flows down, the female migrant is thus transformed
into a commodity that must be protected by the recruitment agency and the
sponsor. This is especially the case in migration to the Asia–Pacific, where
placement fees are deducted from the salaries of domestic servants,
sometimes for a period of up to seven months. Commodification begins on
Lombok and continues with the escort of migrants to Jakarta or other cities
where they are trained at the main office prior to departure. In contrast, for
men debt becomes localized through social relationships in the village, thus
binding him to fellow villagers and family members, rather than the sponsor
or labour recruitment agency. If the migrant chooses to back out, the agency
never loses money, since relations of debt remain centred on moneylenders
and sponsors who lend money to potential migrants.
Conclusion: The Gender of Labour Recruitment
Through the above description it becomes important to ask why the
contemporary recruitment of men and women has taken different forms on
Lombok and across Indonesia, and, more specifically, why men must borrow
to finance migration, while women are offered money to travel abroad.
Responses to this question can be situated in relation to a series of overlapping
processes. In global terms, there is growing competition for female domestic
servants across Asia and the Middle East, which has led to increasing capital
flows to local labour recruiters. In contrast, the market for male palm oil
workers is limited primarily to Malaysia and competition between estates has
not led to higher fees and thus greater flexibility for local recruiters.
Whenever I have posed the question of gendered difference directly to agents
and sponsors, most have claimed that since female domestic servants are
bound to particular households that they are rarely allowed to leave, they
are easier to control than male migrants, who usually have greater freedom
of mobility. These claims can be further considered in relation to stereotypical
discourses concerning the global feminization of electronics factories, in
which women have generally been viewed as more docile and less likely than
men to disrupt the labour process.45
On the national level, the centralization and bureaucratization of migration
control has led to an increasing concern with the protection (perlindungan)
and regulation of female migrants. As I write, the sending of female domestic
servants to Malaysia has been stopped after a widely publicized case of abuse
that has led to demands for revision of the 2006 MOU between Indonesia
and Malaysia,46 while separate migrant arrival terminals are being constructed
__________________
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at airports around Indonesia in order to protect returning migrants.47 In
other words, state and market actors, as well as nongovernmental organizations
that focus on migrant rights, are increasingly concerned with the regulation
and transnational encapsulation of female migrants, thus reinforcing channels
of mobility.48
Finally, in villages across rural Lombok and other parts of Indonesia that
are key sources of migrant labour, women’s migration abroad remains a
sensitive issue compared to the much greater freedom that young men have
both inside and outside of the household. In Lombok’s current economy, it
is men rather than women who borrow money to move forward in life, thus
creating a situation in which capital must flow towards women, rather than
away from them, and that guarantees are offered to family members and
local communities regarding their protection from abuse abroad.
Yet clearly migrant women (or men) are not passive victims in these
processes. The fact that 30,000 domestic servants reportedly run away from
their employers in Malaysia each year in order to escape debt, or that Yati—in
the story that opened this article—returned home rather than remaining at
the recruitment agency, suggests that over time migrant women are
developing strategies within the current migration regime and in relation
to their increasingly transnational lives—both at home and abroad. As
increasing numbers of migrants return home after two-year contracts abroad,
and as the prevalence of cell phones facilitates long-distance communication,
knowledge about migration has become pervasive across Lombok. In this
process—as migrants, capital, and knowledge come to circulate between local,
national, and global scales—a migration system is taking shape which is not
easily summarized in terms of power relations, gendered or otherwise.49
In order to begin to conceptualize this system, I have argued for a renewed
focus on the “migration industry.” This ethnographic space allows me to
carefully highlight the relationship between labour recruitment and capital
flows in a complicated market in which state and market actors work together
on various levels. Moving beyond contemporary debates in migration studies,
this creates a vantage point from which to consider not only how migration
__________________
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is gendered, but more forcefully, how gender actually shapes transnational
migration regimes. As the documented labour recruitment market has
become increasingly decentralized and fragmented during the last decade,
informal sponsors have become key interstitial brokers in historically specific
environments at the boundaries between formal recruitment agencies,
bureaucracies, and villages, where the relations of trust, power, and debt that
organize life throughout Indonesia are in play and must be taken into
account.
In government offices involved in international migration there are large
signs that warn migrants against using calos, or brokers, a slightly derogatory
term that refers to sponsors. In fact, however, because of the complicated
bureaucratic procedures and endemic forms of small-scale corruption that
can either slow down or speed up the process, it is nearly impossible for a
migrant not to use a sponsor. It is at points such as these that the centralization
of migration control and the fragmentation of labour management come
to intersect, as the expansion of an informal brokerage system is both vilified
and absolutely necessary in the creation of a migration industry that merges
capitalism, state power and local economies of trust. It is at this very
intersection that the actual mobility of transnational migrants becomes
possible and which should be considered more carefully in future
research.
Stockholm University, Stockholm, Sweden, December 2009
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