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South Korea’s Dilemma: Foreign Workers in a “Homogenous Society”

Timothy C. Lim1*

Overview: From Labor Exporter to Labor Importer

For about three decades now, South Korea has needed to “import” foreign workers, 
especially for low-wage, 3-D (dirty, dangerous, and difficult) jobs in the small- and medi-
um-sized business sector. This is a sharp contrast from the early-1960s to the mid-1980s, 
when the government facilitated the “export” of tens of thousands of South Korean 
workers in order to bring in desperately needed foreign exchange and alleviate domestic 
unemployment.2 The switch from labor exporting to labor importing, however, is far 
from unusual. Indeed, most capitalist economies that go through periods of high-speed 
industrialization—especially an industrialization process geared toward international 
markets—typically experience the same basic phenomenon, which scholars have dubbed 
the “migration transition.”3 At the same time, South Korea’s migration transition does 
have an unusual (although widely recognized) element. Namely, it unfolded in a country 
that has, since its founding in 1948, defined and prided itself on maintaining a “pure 
bloodline” that supposedly stretched back thousands of years. While this narrative has 
always been more myth than reality,4 it has had a profound impact on South Korean 

1 * I would like to acknowledge the generous financial support of the Laboratory Program for Korean
Studies through the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and Korean Studies Promotion 
Service of the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2018-LAB-2250001). 
2  By the end of 1974, there were about 90,000 South Koreans working in 54 countries around the 
world and on 340 large foreign ships; a construction boom beginning in 1975 led to a rapid increase, 
especially in the Middle East, where the number of Korean construction workers increased to 
160,000 (by 1982) in that region alone . See Ui-Sup Shim, “South Korean Workers and the Middle 
East Construction Boom in the 1970s,” Journal of Contemporary Korean Studies 2, no. 1 (2015): 37-
56.
3  Stephen Castles and Mark J. Miller, The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in 
the Modern World (New York: Guilford Press, 2003).
4  Beginning in the mid-2000s, a number of scholars have thoroughly debunked the presumption of 
natural or organic homogeneity in Korea. Kim Choong Soon provides a particularly straightforward 
assessment. “The evidence from Korean ... history, and contemporary demographics,” she wrote, 
“suggests that the conventional view of Korea as a racially and culturally homogenous society may 
have no foundation at all.” See Kim Choong Soon, Voices of Foreign Brides: The Roots and Develop-
ment of Multiculturalism in Korea (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2011), xiv. 
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society. The impact has been most apparent in South Korea’s immigration and nationality 
regimes, both of which were, for a long time, premised on maintaining, reinforcing, and 
reproducing the ideal and (socially constructed) reality of a “homogenous nation-state.” 

The long-term shift to labor importing for a society premised on a firm belief in the 
sanctity of ethnic and racial homogeneity creates a strong and potentially intractable 
tension within South Korea. It is important to understand how South Korea’s govern-
ment and society have addressed and are addressing this tension with respect not only to 
(non-professional) immigrant workers specifically, but also to other immigrant groups. It 
is equally important to address the deeper question: As South Korean society becomes 
more ethnically diverse, will the ethic of homogeneity continue to dominate or, conversely, 
will a new ethic of multiculturalism take hold? While I cannot provide a definitive 
answer, I argue that the ethic of homogeneity has already begun to erode and will likely 
erode much further. This erosion, however, is not only due to the migration transition; 
it is also due to a parallel rise in “marriage migration.” Of course, migration trends by 
themselves do not necessitate far-reaching social change. In South Korea, there have 
been multiple and intersecting factors at play—including the role of civil society, courts, 
and immigrant activism—most of which I can only touch on in this short article. My 
goal is to provide a basic sense of how South Korea has dealt with its emergence as a 
significant destination for immigrants from around the world and how immigration 
may be leading South Korea down the path to multiculturalism. 

The Dilemma: Foreign Workers in a “Homogenous Society”

The persistent need for large numbers of foreign workers raised a dilemma for South 
Korean policymakers and bureaucrats. Specifically, how can South Korea incorporate tens 
of thousands of immigrant workers into a society that was purpose-built (in a manner) 
to reject them? One “solution,” albeit only a weak stopgap, was to rely on co-ethnics—
ethnic Koreans living in other parts of the world. Fortuitously, South Korea’s rising need 
for foreign labor coincided with the breakdown of Cold War dynamics, which, until the 
end of the 1980s, were responsible for the construction of an almost impregnable wall 
between South Korea and a very large ethnic Korean population in China of around 1.9 
million,5 as well as a much smaller population in the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS), especially Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.6 Once the wall came down, it 
became possible to tap into a large pool of fairly easy-to-exploit, inexpensive co-ethnic 
workers, most of whom spoke Korean fluently. Still, the South Korean government was 
loath to officially or formally open its borders to “unskilled” labor, even if many of the 
workers shared “Korean blood.” As a result, until 1991, every single immigrant engaged in 
menial or manual labor was undocumented. Even more, once South Korea was identified 

5  Woogill Choi, “The Transformation of the Korean Chinese Community: The Case of the Age of 
Migration in China,” Journal of Contemporary Korean Studies 3, no. 1-2 (2016): 245-264.
6  There were also sizable populations of ethnic Koreans in the United States and in Japan (and small-
er communities spread throughout the world), but the prospect of working in extremely low-pay-
ing, manual labor jobs with limited protections was completely unappealing to virtually all ethnic 
Koreans from these more prosperous areas.
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as a country in need of immigrant labor, people from a range of poorer countries began 
to flow into South Korea in hopes of finding a job. The demand for workers willing to 
take up jobs in the 3-D sector was so intense and unremitting that most easily found 
positions. This was the unintended and unwanted start of South Korea’s transformation 

from an ostensibly homogenous society to a “multicultural society.”7

The Search for a Permanent Solution

Between 1991 and 2020, the South Korean state made a number of efforts to address 
the seemingly unfulfillable need for immigrant workers. Throughout the 1990s, the 
practice of allowing people to enter the country and begin working on an undocumented 
basis not only continued, but grew. In 1990, there were 18,402 undocumented immi-
grant workers, and by 1997 that figure had grown to 148,048.8 At the same time, the 
government developed a more formal program, the Industrial Trainee System (ITS).9 
The ITS was based on a lie—intended to justify substandard wages and the denial of 
benefit and labor protections—that full-fledged workers were not workers, but were 
instead “trainees.” Immigrant workers turned the lie against the government by using 
the ITS as a convenient vehicle for entering South Korea only to quickly abandon 
their “trainee” positions. At the same time, activists among foreign workers teamed 
up with civil society organizations in South Korea to put pressure on the government 
to reform the system. This led to the creation of an actual guest worker program, the 
Employment Permit System, or EPS, in 2003 (which took effect one year later). The 
EPS was a major step forward in that it created a more transparent recruitment system, 
mandated fairer wages, and provided immigrant workers with the full protection and 
benefits of the Labor Standards Act. To critics, however, the EPS was still a modern 
day “slave system” because it did not allow workers to freely change jobs even if they 
suffered from physical, verbal, or sexual abuse or were not paid. The EPS also placed a 
strict time limit of four years and ten months of continuous employment within South 
Korea, a restriction that was specifically designed to prevent (legal) long-term settlement 
(South Korea allows immigrants to apply for permanent resident status—which can 
lead to naturalization—after five continuous years of residency). 

Another major step was the creation of the “Visit and Employment” or H-2 visa program 
in 2007. The H-2 program was designed specifically for ethnic Koreans (those from 
China and the CIS) since they were not eligible for the EPS. Indeed, for a few years, it 

7  “Multicultural,” in this sentence, is used to refer to the “empirical fact of diversity” as opposed to 
“multiculturalism,” the latter of which is the normative response to that fact. For further discussion, 
see Patrick Loobuyck, “Liberal Multiculturalism,” Ethnicities 5, no. 1 (2005): 108-123.
8  Figures cited in Dong-Hoon Seol and John D. Skrentny, “South Korea: Importing Undocument-
ed Workers,” in Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective, ed. Wayne A. Cornelius, Tsuda 
Takeyuki, Philip L. Martin, and James F. Hollifield (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 481-
513. 
9  There was another similar program, the Industrial and Technical Training Program (ITTP), but 
this was originally meant for large Korean companies with overseas facilities or subsidiaries. It was 
only used to a very limited extent.
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was difficult for ethnic Koreans from China and the CIS to legally enter South Korea, 
especially to work. The H-2 program completely changed that by giving those ethnic 
Koreans privileged access to South Korea (relative to other immigrant workers but not 
compared to ethnic Koreans from the United States and other western countries). It 
had all the benefits of the EPS plus a number of “special benefits” including the freedom 
to change jobs or to not work at all (the “visit” part of the visa). A few years later, in 
2010, ethnic Koreans from China and the CIS were also provided an easy path to an 
F-4 visa—part of the Overseas Koreans Act10—which provided de facto citizenship to 
visa holders. Technically, ethnic Koreans from China and the CIS were already eligible 
for F-4 visas, but the government designed the visa program in a way that made it very 
difficult for them to qualify. Specifically, the F-4 did not allow immigrants to engage in 
non-professional work. In 2010, however, the government allowed anyone with an H-2 
visa to qualify for the F-4 visa as long as they have worked in their non-professional 
position for one year (later amended). The result was a huge upsurge of F-4 visas issued 
to ethnic Koreans from China from just 542 in 2009 to 10,113 in 2010 and to a high 
of 37,539 in 2018. 

In the search for a permanent solution, the South Korean government decided that the 
most viable path was one that afforded privileged treatment and status to immigrant 
workers with “shared blood.” This decision was neither automatic nor preordained, but 
once implemented, it established the basis for the current labor immigration regime.

South Korea’s Unequal Two-Track Labor Immigration System

In short, the South Korean government ended up institutionalizing a two-track system—
one track for co-ethnics from China and the CIS and one for all other immigrant workers. 
The system has proven to be relatively stable and effective. As a result, the South Korean 
government has seen little reason to significantly change it in the more than ten years 
since all of the key elements have been put in place. The EPS, in particular, has been 
singled out for praise as a “win-win-win” for immigrant workers, host states, and sending 
countries by the United Nations, the World Bank, and the International Labour Orga-
nization. At the same time, however, the EPS has been the object of intense criticism, 
especially by immigrant activists who argue that the protections it promises are largely 
empty. Instead, they assert that the EPS is rife with abuse and violations of human rights. 
At a 2018 rally, for example, Al Mamun (vice president of the Migrants Trade Union, or 
MTU) stated, “The Korean government made this slave system called the EPS that has 
only created unstable temporary work for foreigners,” turning them into “consumables” 

10  Passed in 1999, this groundbreaking legislation provided an easy path to permanent residency and 
certain rights typically reserved for citizens to ethnic Koreans who emigrated after the establishment 
of South Korea in 1948. As a result, all ethnic Koreans in China and the CIS were summarily exclud-
ed. Korean Chinese and their allies in South Korea, however, immediately challenged the law. For 
further discussion, see my co-authored article, Timothy C. Lim and Dong-Hoon Seol, “Explaining 
South Korea’s Diaspora Engagement Policies,” Development and Society 47, no. 4 (2018): 633-662.
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rather than human beings (emphasis added).11 One of the main issues has been the 
clause restricting the freedom to change jobs. While the government has steadfastly 
withheld that right from workers in the EPS, it has handed such freedom to co-ethnic 
immigrants from China and the CIS on a silver platter. The differential treatment of 
co-ethnic immigrants and all other immigrants is important to emphasize.12 It speaks 
to the construction of an immigration system based on a hierarchy of race or ethnicity. 

Of course, South Korea is in very good company. Almost every country in the world 
with significant immigration has, at some point in their not-too-distant history, done 
the same. Over time, however, most countries reduced or eliminated work-related immi-
gration restrictions strictly based on race or ethnicity. In Asia, however, this has been 
much less the case. In this view, it would be very easy to assume that for South Korea—a 
self-defined homogenous nation-state—the unequal two-track system will remain a 
permanent feature. Yet, this may not be the case.

The Fuzzy Future of Multiculturalism

South Korea has become a “multicultural society,” but this only means that its society has 
become more racially and ethnically diverse. It does not mean that “multiculturalism” as 
a normative principle—one premised on the equal treatment of culturally, ethnically, and 
racially diverse individuals and groups—has been embraced. Indeed, it seems evident 
that multiculturalism has not been accepted. After all, the very existence of the two-track 
immigration system that privileges immigrants with “shared blood” over all other immi-
grants indicates a seemingly clear-cut rejection of multiculturalism. Under the surface, 
however, the picture is fuzzier. This is partly because a segment of the foreign worker 
community, from the very beginning of large-scale immigration to this day, has waged 
a near-constant struggle for labor and human rights. For most of this period, they have 
had strong and indispensable support from influential groups within South Korea’s civil 
society. South Korean courts have also at times played a crucial role in protecting and 
promoting the rights of immigrant workers, including those who are undocumented. 
A good example of the latter is the 2015 Supreme Court ruling that undocumented 
workers had the right to unionize.13 In short, this struggle will continue to problematize 

11  Cited in He-rim Jo, “Migrant Workers Are Not Consumables, We Are Human,” Korea Herald, 
December 1, 2018, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20181217000719.
12  South Korea has also been criticized for creating a hierarchy based on nationality and class, 
wherein ethnic Koreans from China and the CIS were placed below ethnic Koreans from the United 
States and other western countries. See Nora H. Kim, “Hierarchical Ethnic Nationhood in the For-
mal Membership and Beyond: Joseonjok and Formal and Substantive Citizenship in Their Ethnic 
Homeland,” in Diasporic Returns to the Ethnic Homeland, ed. Tsuda Takeyuki and Changzoo Song 
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 79-97; Piao You, “Hierarchical Citizenship in Perspective South 
Korea’s Korean Chinese,”  Development and Society 46, no. 3 (2017): 557-589; Erin Aeran Chung, 
“Creating Hierarchies of Noncitizens: Race, Gender, and Visa Categories in South Korea,” Journal of 
Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 12 (2020): 2497-2514.
13  International Trade Union Confederation, “Korea: Supreme Court Affirms Rights to Unionise 
for Undocumented Migrants,” ITUC News, June 25, 2015 https://www.ituc-csi.org/korea-supreme-
court-affirms-right. 
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the underlying racism and ethnonationalism of South Korea’s immigration regime.

The fuzzy future of multiculturalism in South Korea, though, is also due to the rise 
of “marriage migration.” Between 1993 and 2018, there have been close to 600,000 
marriages between a foreign national and a South Korean, an average of 22,785 a year 
accounting for 7.1 percent of all marriages in South Korea during that period.14 From 
the 1990s to 2010, the majority of marriage migrants were ethnic Korean women from 
China. In the last decade, however, the largest number of marriage migrants came from 
Vietnam. There are also significant numbers of marriage migrants from the Philippines, 
Cambodia, Thailand, Japan, the United States, and Pakistan (in the latter case, it is 
exclusively Pakistani men marrying South Korean women). The rise and persistence of 
“multicultural marriages” (the government’s official term) has directly raised the issue 
of how to integrate hundreds of thousands of culturally distinct individuals into South 
Korean society. The process has been fraught and complicated. It also has been profoundly 
political, as many marriage migrants—while accepting and even embracing the necessity 
of assimilating into Korean society—have struggled to maintain a distinct ethnic iden-
tity both for themselves and for their children. This has been a difficult and uncertain 
struggle as they not only have to challenge Korea’s ethnonationalist foundations, but 
also an entrenched patriarchy.  

Concrete Steps Toward Multiculturalism 

It is not clear how far South Korea will move toward multiculturalism, but every step 
forward will likely undermine the justification for maintaining an immigration and 
naturalization regime based on racial or ethnonationalist distinctions. Importantly, there 
have been signs—albeit small ones—of institutional change. In 2017, for example, the 
Ministry of Justice announced a change that would allow a very limited number of EPS 
workers to convert their visa status from E-9 to E-7, the latter of which would provide a 
path to permanent residency and naturalization. Such a policy change would have been, 
it is fair to say, unthinkable ten or twenty years earlier. Another potentially important 
shift is reflected in a 2018 decision by the Cheongju District Court, which ruled that the 
government could not deport an eighteen-year-old undocumented teenager born and 
raised in South Korea to two undocumented foreign parents. In the decision, the judge 
wrote, “Deporting a person like the plaintiff … goes against the spirit of the constitution 
of a civilized country to protect human dignity and guarantee rights to live.”15 

It is also worth noting that South Koreans have become increasingly open to the idea 
of immigrants—regardless of race or ethnicity—becoming “real Koreans.” In a 2018 
Ipsos survey,16 30 percent of South Korean respondents answered “Yes” to the question 

14  Average based on author’s calculations; figures from KOSIS (Korean Statistical Information Ser-
vice), “Vital Statistics: Multicultural Marriages by Citizenship,” https://kosis.kr/eng/index/index.do.
15  Bo-gyung Kim, “Undocumented Children in South Korea Deprived of Basic Rights,” Korea Her-
ald, Februrary 10, 2018, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20190208000401.
16  Nicolas Boyon, The Inclusiveness of Nationalities: A Global Advisor Survey (Washington: Ipsos 
Public Affairs, 2018), 21. 
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“Is a legal immigrant who has lived in South Korean most of his/her life but has not 
become a citizen a real Korean?” Another 34 percent answered “Not sure,” while only 
30 percent said “No.” These results are not much lower than other countries with long 
histories of immigration, including Australia and the United States. This suggests a 
sea change in Korean attitudes toward immigrants and openness that simply did not 
exist a few decades earlier.17 Whether this translates into a new social reality for South 
Korea, one based on multiculturalism instead of ethnic homogeneity, is still very much 
an open question. There is little doubt, however, that the South Korea of today is already 
very different from the South Korea of the 1950s or 1960s or even the 1990s. The once 
highly exclusionary immigration and naturalization regimes—which are admittedly 
still biased toward individuals with Korean ethnicity—have become meaningfully less 
restrictive. Despite its limitations, the EPS is one example of this, as it created a legal 
means for hundreds of thousands of immigrants—those with “Korean blood”—to enter 
the country to work in non-professional jobs. A small number of EPS workers have 
even been given a path to permanent residency and naturalization through the creation 
of a new visa in 2017, the E-9.18 

Another significant change is the formal recognition of dual citizenship in 2010. To be 
sure, this change was originally intended for ethnic Koreans from the United States and 
other wealthy countries, but activists, including immigrant activists, have pressured the 
government to include all naturalized citizens regardless of race, ethnicity, or nationali-
ty.19 This change, in turn, has convinced more permanent residents to seek South Korean 
citizenship. Indeed, one of the biggest changes in the immigration and naturalization 
regimes is the sheer increase in the number of naturalizations: Between 1985 and 1995, 
the total number of naturalizations was 538; between 2009 and 2018, that number had 
jumped to 133,214.20 While a large chunk of this total are ethnic Koreans, particularly 
from China, an increasingly large percentage are immigrants without Korean blood. In 
2018, in fact, naturalizations of Vietnamese citizens outnumbered Chinese citizens for 
the first time. While there is still a long way to go in overturning the racial and ethnona-
tionalist foundation of the South Korean nation-state—and replacing it with one based 

17  Unfortunately, there are no previous Ipsos surveys asking the same question in South Korea. How-
ever, a survey by Shin and Chang in 2000 found that 66 percent of Korean respondents agreed with 
the statement, “‘Blood’ [is] the single most important criterion of national identity.” If the “Yes” and 
“Not sure” responses in the Ipsos survey are combined, it suggests that 64 percent of South Koreans 
no longer strongly believe that “blood” is essential to Korean national identity. See Gi-wook Shin 
and Paul Yunsik Chang, “The Politics of Nationalism in U.S.-Korean relations,” Asian Perspective 28, 
no. 4 (2004): 119-145. 
18  The E-9 visa, created in 2017, is for “Foreign Nationals of Special Ability.” It is specifically designed 
to allow a very select number of EPS workers (just a few hundred a year) to legally stay in South 
Korea on a permanent basis, if desired. 
19  See Erin Aeran Chung and Daisy Y. Kim, “Transnational Marriage: Citizenship and Marriage in a 
Globalizing World: Multicultural Families and Monocultural Nationality Laws in Korea and Japan,”  
Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies 19 (2012): 195-219.
20  Korean Immigration Service, Immigration and Foreign Policy Statistics Yearbook (Seoul: Immi-
gration Service, Ministry of Justice, 2018).
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on recognition of multiculturalism—much forward movement has already been made.21
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21  My discussion in this article is admittedly quite general and even superficial. However, I discuss all 
the issues raised here in much greater depth in my recently published book, The Road to Multicul-
turalism in South Korea: Ideas, Discourse, and Institutional Change in a Homogenous Nation-State 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2021).


