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Introduction 

 

Since the 1990s international marriage has increased in Korea, and this has led to 

increased attentions to multi-cultural society. In 2007, the number of international 

marriages in Korea was 38,491(compared to 4,710 in 1990) and accounted for 11.1% of 

total marriages. Among them, international marriages between Korean men and foreign 

women 29,140 - over 3 times that of international marriages between Korean women 

and foreign men (Korea national Statistical Office, 2007). Over 110,000 foreign wives 

are residing in Korea. As a result, many studies about female immigrants emerged and 

the central government started to establish a diverse range of aid policies. 
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However, the government focused on fitting female immigrants into Korean culture 

and this kind of approach resulted in a one-sided policy for settling female immigrants 

into Korea: Korean language education, cooking classes, training for Korean basic 

manners and so on. Likewise, most studies have focused on the difficulties they faced: 

hardships with conversations, cultural conflicts and difficulties with child care etc. Such 

tendencies resulted in overlooking the substantial needs female immigrants have and 

raising obstacles to the essential solutions. 

Feminist perspectives on female immigrants have proliferated in the last ten years. It 

is clear from feminist studies that the global mechanism for accumulation of capital 

associated with sexual division of labor has led increased female migration (Ehrenreich 

and Hochschild, 2002; Parrenas, 2001; Sassen, 2001). In this regard, one can say that 

the root cause of difficulties married female immigrants suffer in Korea is marriage 

process managed by the brokerage business and a patriarchal family culture (Kim, 2006; 

Kim Kim Kim, 2008; Lee, 2004; Hong, 2000). All such approaches, however, remain 

marginal to the discipline as a whole. Feminist perspective cannot be reflected in the 

policy, and there have been no studies that have attempted to analyze gender policy for 

female immigrants.  

Therefore this study attempts to analyze the procedure to enact ‘The Multi-cultural 

Family Support Act’ from a gender-sensitive perspective. The act is very important 

because it will be the grounds for establishing the policy for female immigrants. At an 

era of increased attention to multi-cultural society, this paper is expected to serve two 

purposes. First, it will show us how the discourse on married female immigrants is 

shaped. Second, it will provide a gender-sensitive framework for future research efforts 

and policies.  
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Feminization of migration 

 

Numerous attempts have been made by feminist scholars to demonstrate the role of 

gender in shaping migration (Korean Women's Institute of Ewha Womans University, 

2007; Piper, 1999). Their attentions were directed to fundamental differences between 

women’s migration and men’s. Compared with males, there are overwhelmingly more 

female migrants. And most female migrants from poor countries tend to be concentrated 

at the bottom of the employment ladder. Asian female migrants are often recruited 

internationally to do repetitive work in other people’s houses or for service-sector jobs 

such as waitressing or entertainment which are poorly paid and marked by high 

instability and turnover. This is a tendency called ‘Feminization of migration’ (Castles 

and Miller, 2003; Parrenas, 2001). Female migration will continue reproduction and 

exploitation of gender inequalities by global capitalism (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 

2002; Parrenas, 2001; Sassen, 2001; Kim, 2006; Lee, 2004). 

In her article, Sassen(2001) offered a useful analysis of feminization of migration: 

women’s migrants are intimately linked with a changing role and status of women in 

immigrant and migrant countries. Globally changing labor markets have led an 

increased opportunity for women to participate in the labor market, and female migrants, 

subsequently, have been employed as cheap domestic workers to solve the growing 

demand for caregivers in wealthy countries. In addition, the neoliberal reforms of labor 

market have resulted in growing unemployment (of men) and increased poverty in poor 

countries. Women in poor countries have been pressed into survival circuits for their 

families (Tokunaga Risa, 2007: 140).  

Another fuel for the growing gendered migration is international marriage industry, 
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managed by brokerages. The ‘mail order bride’ industry puts men responsible for most 

migrating and wedding expenses, so many women from poor countries prefer 

international marriages to others (Kim, 2006: 15). It treats women as commercial items 

in the global market and been problematic by failing to supply precise information and 

the right of decision making to the women involved. Married female immigrants have 

been under the influence of a gender inequality regime, because women can acquire 

legalization as a subordinate wife to a husband but not an independent citizen.   

 

Issues and problems Confronted by Married female immigrants in Korea 

 

In Korea, the married female immigrants are going through the violence in the 

family, abuse, and exploitation and such circumstances are continuously reported by the 

mass media. The difficulties of the married female immigrants are as follows:  

 

 Difficulty in communications, Conflict with spouse, Conflict and Separation with 

husband’s family members    

 Economic poverty and double burden of work and child care due to the poverty 

 Violence in the family, Constraining obedience to the husband, Husband’s 

ignorance  

 Discrimination and stigma as the woman came from poor country  

 

Most of the studies indicated that the cause of such difficulties is the maladjustment 

due to the cultural conflict, and suggested that the supporting policy which can improve   

the level of the female immigrants’ adjustment to the Korean society is necessary (Ku, 

2007; Park, Park & Kim, 2007; Yang, 2006; Choi, 2007; Han, 2006).   

However, it can be recognized that the difficulties of the female immigrant were 
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derived from the patriarchal culture of Korean society and several problems from 

‘immigration (or inflow) processes’ by reviewing some studies (Ku, 2007; Shin & Yang, 

2006; Jung, 2007; Han, 2006) that attempted the in-depth interview with the female 

immigrant. According to the result of the status examination of Ministry of Health and 

Welfare, husbands’ attitude of emphasizing their authority is one of the most difficult 

situation that the female immigrant are facing, and the women dissatisfy with the fact 

that the husbands prefers to ignore them rather than treat them as a wife, and treat them 

with coercive manner unlikely the manner to the Korean women. When it comes to the 

relationship with the husband’s parents, the female immigrants are suffering from the 

parents’ attitude enforcing submission and obedience to the husband stating ‘the man is 

the heaven(means ‘top’) and the women is the earth(means ‘bottom’)’. In addition to 

this, other members of the husband’ family use violent language, or assault to the female 

immigrants, or even control the women’s going out from home(Park et al., 2007: 5). 

Such conflicts with husband or his family members are caused by the patriarchal social 

culture, and the female immigrant goes through cultural conflicts due to the unequal 

culture which is different from their countries’.                  

Problems the female immigrants in Korea are going through are based on 

fundamentally their inflow process, that is, the marriage managed by the brokerage 

business. According to the result of the status examination of Ministry of Health and 

Welfare (2005), the marriage by the brokerage business reaches to the 13.4% of all 

marriages. If the examination includes similar brokerage, the percentage would be more 

than 50%. In such marriage process, advertising strategies deeming the woman as a 

product are come into being and the women’s sexual right and the right to choose 

spouse are restricted due to the imprecise information of the man(the Ministry of 
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Education and Human Resources Development, 2006: 10-12). As such way of marriage 

has been habitual, certain kind of perspectives deeming the female immigrant as only 

‘wife’ and ‘mother’ of Korean instead of treating them as subjective, and trying to 

assimilate them into the Korean society without their consents has been surging(Choi, 

2007: 143).                 

Seen from the perspective above, to seek substantial policies for married female 

immigrants in Korea, we need to consider gender relationship, that is, ‘mail order bride’ 

industry and ‘constraint in a patriarchal system’ surrounding them. 

 

Gender-Analysis Framework 

 

In this article, we shall define ‘gender-sensitive perspective’ as follows: “The 

necessary insights, skills and knowledge to understand social custom and dynamics of 

gender role and status, to consider the standpoint and experiences of men and women 

equally, and to eliminate influences of gender inequality when someone implements 

polices and projects (Ministry of Gender Equality, 2008: 107)”. In other words, it is a 

gender-sensitive perspective to be aware of differences between women’s and men’s 

needs, and then examine whether a specific concept of policies is advantageous to a 

gender or not. 

In 1995, Governments and the UN agreed to promote the ‘gender mainstreaming’ in 

policies and programs at the Fourth UN World Conference on Women. Since then, about 

forty countries and international organizations have executed ‘gender-sensitive analysis’ 

on policies and programs. The Korean government started that plan in December, 2008.  

However, there is a flaw in the Korean governments: ‘A Guide to Gender-Analysis 
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Framework’. It is excessively emphasized in a Korean guidebook that “A gender 

sensitive policy is profitable to both men and women (Ministry of Gender Equality, 

2008: 55)”. Although, this assertion has an advantage of reducing resistances of officials 

and policy-makers against a gender-analysis, it would be risky to overlook women’s 

specific situations and needs different with men’s. At the Fourth World Conference on 

Women, socialist feminists and feminists from developing counties had already 

suggested to emphasize both men and women in gender-analysis, de-politicize gender 

and overlook the importance of women-specific policy (Baden and Goets, 1998; Ma, 

2007). We, subsequently, stress that gender-sensitive analysis challenges the assumption 

that everyone is affected by policies, programs and legislation in the same way, 

regardless of gender.  

In this paper, we revise some parts of the gender-analysis framework of the Korean 

Ministry of Gender Equality and incorporate gender-analysis framework of Currie 

(1997) into our framework. In her article, Currie incorporated feminist perspective 

focused on specific experiences and needs into her gender-analysis framework.  
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<Table 1> Gender-analysis framework on process to enact ‘multi-cultural family support Act’ 

Step 1. Examining sex-disaggregated quantitative and qualitative data  

 

 Is sex-disaggregated quantitative and qualitative data used in related legislation, 
policies and programs? 
 If the number of immigrants is different by sex, do policy-makers recognize the cause 

of that difference?  

Step 2. Monitoring of gender-differentiated impact  

 

 Are gender issues of female immigrants central to the Act? 
 Are the diverse and different experiences of female immigrants, male immigrants and 

their Korean husbands taken into account? 
- Are fundamental factors influencing this issue (marriage process and patriarchal 

culture) considered? 
- To what extent the Act reinforces traditional family structure? 
- Does the Act contain the solutions to address problems emerged from marriage 

industry by brokerages?  
 How does it define target groups (multi-cultural family)? Is it comprehensive enough to 

include the experiences and needs of married female immigrants? 

Step 3. Monitoring of the level of participation by women and men  

 
 What was the level of participation of the affected groups of female immigrants and 

female members of the National Assembly in the enactment process? 
 Have women’s perspectives informed the issue? 
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Results 

 

Step 1: Examining sex-disaggregated quantitative and qualitative data  

 

Many government reports utilized in the process of legislation are presenting 

statistics divided by gender, and including the results of status examination about the 

difficulties of female immigrants. However it only suggests current status, and it did not 

consider fundamental reason of the difficulties. That is, it does not present the result of 

analysis about why the immigration of female is different according to gender and what 

effect the increase of the immigration of female has to the society. And it ignores gender 

impacts on female immigration.  

 

Step 2: Monitoring of gender-differentiated impact 

 

The Multi-cultural Family Support Act was legislated to solve the social problem 

(obstruction to the social integration) arising from the married female immigrant’s 

maladjustment to the Korean society. In the examination report of the National 

Assembly and the draft of the Act, surrounding and purpose of the Act is stated as 

follows:     

 

“Multi-cultural family is going through difficulties such as maladjustment to the 

Korean society, conflicts between family members, and hardship of children’s 

education due to the language problem and cultural difference. Therefore, it is 

necessary that the members of multi-cultural family adjust to the Korean society 

with ease and are unified to the society.” 
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“… The most serious problem for the members of multi-cultural family to live in 

the Korean society is the atmosphere of that society treating them not as Korean but 

as foreigner simply based on their appearance despite they are making efforts to live 

with Korean identity.”  

 

It is compelling adjustment and efforts of the married female immigrant one-

sidedly regardless of their pain and anxiety.  

Such problem also appears in deciding the target groups. In Korea, there is a 

tendency recognizing the female immigrant not as independent citizen but as a person 

who saves the male remaining unmarried for long time. The Act only protects the 

female immigrant as a wife of Korean male and a mother of Korean child in the range 

of normal family despite it can recognize the female immigrant as a crucial social 

member who reorganize the gender relationship of Korean society and pursue the multi-

cultural society. This reflects hidden intent trying to subordinate female immigrants to 

the patriarchal ideology and the ideology of ‘good wife’. 

Such problem can be reviewed more specifically by examining the contents of 

support manifested in the Act. The support policy focuses on the education and 

adjustment of the female immigrants and protection for the child of them 

First of all, it strengthens traditional Korean family scheme being under the 

influence of the patriarchal ideology. To unify the member of multi-cultural family to 

the Korean society smoothly, the efforts to understand not only the female immigrants 

themselves but also the culture of the country from which they came. Especially, 

Korean male spouse and his family members have to cooperate in making equal 

relationship in the family. Despite this, in the Act, there are a few clauses regulated to 
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make equal family relationship. In addition, the contents are abstract proclamation 

without presenting specific programs(Article 7).     

Second, there is no clause to get rid of marriage by the brokerage. One of the 

fundamental difficulties the married female immigrants are going through is the 

marriage managed by the brokerage business. Although the clauses to prohibit that kind 

of marriage are crucial to solve the problem, in the Act, there is no critical indication 

about it.  

Third, the Act does not recognize the fact that there are various multi-cultural 

family scheme and the needs of the members of that families are also various. 

Especially, most of the Korea male who marries with foreign female by the management 

of the brokerage business belong low-income class making their living by agriculture or 

unstable job position. As a result of that, 52.9% of the household of the married female 

immigrant belongs to the level of blow the minimum cost of living. The Act, however, 

is binding various multi-cultural families into one category, and it leads to the situation 

that unique social and cultural surroundings of the married female immigrants are never 

considered.  

Finally, the Act lacks of active job policy to strengthen the ability of the married 

female immigrants. The female immigrants have strong desire for the job. In the Act, 

however, there is no clause supporting the employment of the women. In addition, it 

also does not have possible solutions to the preceding problems which are to be solved 

for the women’s employment such as the employers and the local communities’ efforts 

to understand the culture of the country from where the female immigrant came, careful 

concern of the male spouse, and the issues linked with work-life balance.  

In conclusion, in Korea, the Act does not name the problems of the female 
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immigrant as gender problem and regulate is gender related context by considering their 

own experience and needs. Such naming of issues and regulation of target groups result 

in the consequence making the difficulties the female immigrants are going through 

invisible.    

 

Step 3: Monitoring of the level of participation of women and men 

 

In respect to the legislation of the Multi-cultural Family Support Act, there were seven 

deliberations in the National Assembly during the year of 2007 and 2008. The ratio of female 

representative who participated in a proposal of the Act reaches to 30-40%, and who 

participated in an examination of the Act reaches to 80%. It is comparatively high percentage. 

However, considering the fact that the number of all representatives who participated in the 

examination of the two Acts is 10-13 and the fact that there are many double counting, it is 

inferred that the number of female representative is at most 10. Furthermore, none of the 

female representative participated in the final examination of the Multi-cultural Family 

Support Act, and the number of female representatives who participated in the consultation and 

decision process of the Assembly plenary session is 27 out of 165, and it is no more than 16%. 

Such fact that the number of female representatives who participates in the process of 

legislation is small shows that it is hard to give pressure to the process of deliberation and 

consultation and decision, and to reflect the needs of the female.          

How was the attitude of the representatives who participated in the process of deliberation 

and consultation and decision? All representatives deem ‘The Multi-cultural Family Support 

Act’ as a individual act to realize the purpose of the Health and Family Act. However, they 

pass up the fact that the married female immigrant are facing with the severe conflicts and 
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inequality due to the marriage process in which the married female immigrant is treated as a 

product and the patriarchal family culture because the Health and Family Act assumes such 

patriarchal culture. That is, law-makers prefer to simply adopt gender-discriminative language 

and custom rather than pursue the gender-equal social culture.       

During the legislation is proceeding, women’s organizations strongly criticized the 

married immigrant policy of the government by holding conferences and campaign.  

However, their voices were not reflected to the draft of the Act, and the issues they had 

raised were never debated in the seven deliberations. Furthermore, the participation of 

the organizations related to the female immigrant was excluded, and even the business 

of the women’s organizations was transferred to the Health and Family Support Center. 

Korean government still is focusing on the supporting business, and does not pay 

attention to the voice of the women’s organization.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This study analyzed the process to enact ‘The Multi-cultural Family Support Act’ 

from a gender-sensitive perspective, especially from the standpoint of married female 

immigrants. Results of analysis are as follow: (1) results confirmed that the Act was 

enacted following an idea that married female immigrants should fit into Korean culture 

lopsidedly. The Act doesn’t contain provisions to encourage Koreans to admit cultural 

variety. (2) The Act put priority on the support services for the role of housewife in the 

family. And by that, it enforced the patriarchal ideology. (3) There were no solutions to 

address the problems of marriage industry managed by brokerages, i.e., inaccurate 

information, exploitation and violence against women, which is a fundamental cause for 
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the difficulties of married female immigrants.   

To overcome these limitations, Korean society should seek the diverse way toward 

authentic ‘multi-cultural society’ more than it is currently doing. First, the efforts to 

recognize the married female women as independent citizen are necessary. For that, 

their participation in the decision making process should be magnified, and the capacity 

as a democratic citizen should be fortified. In addition, the work-life balance policy 

should be magnified, and specific programs to strengthen the economic ability of the 

female should be equipped. Second, programs to improve the social acceptance to the 

multi-culture should be invented.  

This study provides a stepping stone for developing gender-sensitive policies for 

multi-cultural families. Although a meaningful attempt, this study has limitations. First, 

this study focused on the female immigrant, and excluded male immigrant from its 

analysis. In this case, the difficulties of Korean women who married with male 

immigrant can be invisible. Second, further discussion on the refugees who are 

excluded from the Multi-cultural Family Support Act and the family members of the 

unenrolled immigrant workers is necessary. The women in refugee family are excluded 

from the policy support target groups due to their contemporary visit, although they stay 

legally. The considerations of refugee family is crucial in debating the Multi-cultural 

Family Support Act, because the examination period of the refugee authorization is long 

and there are many families who give a birth and raise the child during that period.    

Therefore, further studies on different large-scale assessments are needed. 
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