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INTRODUCTION

This study looks at female North Korean entrepreneurs who live and run businesses or organisations
in South Korea. Defining them as North Korean female elites, the research examines how they, going
through precarious lives including escapes from North Korea, staying in China for a while, and
settling down in South Korea, have come to use their experiences and networks as assets for their
empowerment. North Korean defectors' are an articulated example of how geopolitics and migrant's
daily life encounter. This is an ethnographic approach to these female North Korean defectors who are
entrepreneurs in South Korea. Considering them It documents North Korean women's flight from the
1994 to 1998 famine in North Korea and human trafficking in China to their defection to the two

countries.

The key concepts of this study include empowerment and ethnic networks. These groups’ responses to
their precarious life course during the process leads to unexpected and unintentional empowerment.
Transnational ethnic networks play an important role in the empowerment. By looking at how to
understand the contextualized interplay of mobilities, precarity, and empowerment, this research

contributes to the understanding of multifaceted agency and empowerment.

This research asks, how have these elite North Korean defectors established their business or
organizations empowering themselves? During precarious life of courses going through North Korea,
China and South Korea, how have they been engaged with Korean ethnic networks formally and
informally? The research subjects did not resist but adapted, taking discriminations. This study looks
at how those responses have led to opportunities and empowerment. Third, how have of transnational

ethnic networks been formed and developed?

This research demonstrates that these women's adaptability and transnational networks led them to not
only survive certain situation but thrive. These elite women are successful cases as a result. Regarding
precarity in terms of a double-edged nature and agency a traps and opportunities of victimization and
empowerment, this research contributes to the multi-faceted and ambivalent understanding of agency

and empowerment. Ethnic networks played a critical role in

FROM PRECARITY TO EMPOWERMENT THROUGH ETHNIC NETWORKS

! This study uses the term, defectors because defectors refer to those who escaped from their homeland. Refugees is referred
to their status in the receiving country, and in South Korea, as North Korea is not a country but an anti-governmental
organization, those who escaped from North Korea are not considered as refugees but who escaped from that organisation.
Migrants are people free to return to their home countries while North Koreans cannot do it.
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Precarity debates have been made around the job markets so people have increasing precarity and in
job searching and in the job market. The theory conceptualised people in the contemporary society as
precariat, which is a combination of precarity and proletariat. This discussion focuses on the structural
conditions of the contemporary society, especially flexible job market conditions and unstable and
unpredictable life conditions for various minorities first but eventually every member of the
contemporary society. Previous debates on precarity contributed to comprehensive understanding of

macro structure of political economy and individuals’ well-being and suffering.

The previous discussions on migrant women have a discussed intersectionality, doubled
discriminations on migrants and women. The discussions on empowerment, especially migrant
empowerment have focused on their resistance their active resistance and organization activities.

Agency has been one of the keywords in those cases.

However, a number of cases of female migrants demonstrated that their coping mechanism, which
seems quite passive, has turned to be empowering effects as a consequence. It means that there are
unexpected points in the precarity- migrant- agency nexus. It is because mobility can lead to upward
and downward social mobilities so provide those female migrants opportunities of upward mobilities.
Dynamic processes from precarity to empowerment are not necessarily linear. They can resist to
adversary or they can be just resilient in survival, but those attitudes are leading to their empowerment
as a result. It means that their coping strategies in the constrained situation can turn into empowering
resources. These barriers-opportunity dynamics are quite dramatic and contextualized. In terms of
empowerment, empowerment results from the development of a self-confidence through the

expansions of one's contribution and influence to betterment of one's subordinate position.

This research suggests a more relational perspective that sees North Korean defectors’ life trajectory
as a product of those defectors and various Korean ethnic groups in responding to geopolitical
economy. The role of ethnic networks at transnational, national, and local scales with South Koreans
and Joseonjok is noticeable. Both their difficulties and opportunities emerged from their contracts,
marriages, and employments with ethnic Koreans as brokers, human-traffickers, husbands, and
employers. Those ethnic Koreans had particular needs and intention Joseonjok societies and South

Korea

The concept of transnational ethnic networks has focused on the economic interest-based networks,
but transnational migrants’ informal networks indicates important unplannable challenges in
contemporary society in terms of migration, marriage, and job markets. Based on transnational social
capital, ethnic networks of international migrants (Jones, 2008; Raijan and Tienda, 2003)) have
received an increasing attention. Those ethnic businesses constituted commercial part of an ethnic

enclave and relied on the enclave for their success (Yeung, 2000). Discussions on transnational ethnic
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networks (Hsu and Saxenian, 2000) not only contributed to the understanding migrants’ ethnic
enterprises and organisations but also contributed to dialogue on the interactions between geopolitical
dynamics and people’s lives through ethnic networks (Shin, 2017; Sperling, 2014). The debate also
clarified how macro changes like geopolitical situations both influence and are influenced by ethnic
networks. Transnational entrepreneurs take strong leadership roles within the migrant community, and
transnational ethnic networks connect to the origin and other destinations. Financial and social
remittances (Hudson, 2008; Friesen and Collings, 2017; Zapata, 2018) increasingly shape the
development and investment of regional development the origin (Bailey, 2010; Datta, 2009). Migrants

and their ethnic networks are increasingly viewed as transitional development agents (Faist, 2008)

Undocumented migrant activities have replied on and, at the same time, created different methods of
crossing borders, marrying, and running businesses from institutional ones (Samers, 2003; Jones et
al., 2010; Pisani et al., 2008; Chauvin and Garcés-Mascarefias, 2012). Those life dynamics produce
ordinary informal networks, existing outside of state regulation but also co-existing with formal
networks (Kubal, 2013; Kudva, 2009; Su-Jan, 2012; Roy, 2009). Informal exploitation or support
ethnic networks as well as formal ones are critical to North Korean defectors’ navigation. They try to
cope with and overcome their precarious life by engaging with informal networks and formal
regulation and support. Forced migrants rely on and utilise social networks (Minghuan, 2012;
McKeown, 2012 including brokers) to secure their movement and places (Darling, 2017).24 Local
actors mediate geopolitical dynamics and national immigration regulation within a particular local

context.25

The implication of the study on female defector elites can be juxtaposed with East German women’s
empowerment in the post-unification Germany (Choi, 2022). After reunification, young women began
to actively seek jobs from East Germany to West Germany. They began to stand out after 30 years of
integration more than West German women, accounting for approximately 70% of the high-ranking in
economic, legal, academic, administrative and political positions. Regarding the East German women
myth, their self-confidence, independence and career-orientation based on state welfare for
childcaring were discussed. In the initial phase of the unification, East German women were criticized
for being eagle mothers, taking day-care centres for granted, but now the East German system has
been evaluated to have actually helped women in many ways. The East German female image has
now emerged as a new female image and a more positive female image, and the positions on
feminism have become more colourful, and the positions on gender equality have now changed. At

the same time, East German women are beginning to become more flexible.

RESEARCH METHODS



Qualitative research data were collected through in-depth interviews, participant observations, and
documents. In-depth interviews were conducted with 17 North Korean female defectors and 1 who
worked in the South and North Korea Hana foundation and 1 South Korean business consultant, and
two people from the Ministry of Unification. Those businesswomen ran businesses of restaurants,
manufacturing, online shopping mall, coffee shops, a beauty salon, a convenience store, and marriage
making companies. Organisation leaders were leading North Korean entrepreneurs’ organizations,

North Koreans’ local organization, and South-North organisations. Interviews are summarised as

follows.
1 Restaurant
2 Marketing
3 14 April 2022 Media Office
4 29 April 2022 Online shopping mall Phone interview
5 15 May 2022 Coffee production and Workplace
coffee shops
6 4 June 2022 Trade and organisation | office
7 11 June 2022 Manufacturing
8 23 June 2022 Hair salon
9 3 July 2022 Local organisation
10 3 July 2022 Local organisation
11 4 July 2022 restaurant
12 13 July 2022 Convenient store,
tangerine
13 13 July 2022 Trade, organisation
14 13 July 2022 Convenient store,
tangerine
15 14 July 2022 Trade, organisation
16 8 November Matchmaking company
2022
17 Hana Foundation
18 Ministry of Unification
19 Ministry of Unification
20 Business consultant
21

Participant observations were made in a business consulting trip with the head of the North Korean
business organisations and a South Korean business consultant, female entrepreneurs’ social
gatherings, and the end of the year party of a North Korean entrepreneurs’ organsation. Conversations

in an online group talks of North Korean entrepreneurs were also observed.
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The main research subjects of this study are North Korean female defectors who went through North
Korean famine, the Arduous March. Before defection, the majority of them were involved in informal
economic activities in Jangmadang, an informal streat market in North Korea. They went to china to
stay for a while to make money by informal trades, and many of them were human trafficked to

Chinese men in countryside. After a stay for several months to years, they moved to South Korea.

FINDING 1 FROM TRAUMATIC EXPERIENCES TO RESOUCES

Smuggling was one of the most often spoken words during interviews with North Korean female
defectors. Such informality seemed quite familiar to these interviewees, and they comfortably said
that they did smuggling, Milsu. They exchanged North Korean vegetables like schisandra with
Chinese items to sell in Jangmadang. Smuggling activities enabled them to think about leaving North
Korea, find out a method of leaving, and eventually run from Chinese control to catch North Korean

defectors and, as a result, arrive in South Korea.

Many of these the female interviewees married or co-lived with Joseonjok men. It is often described
as human trafficking, but their explanations reveal that their experiences were rather money-engaged
arranged marriages that these women were forced to agree on because they were seeking safety from
defectors' control. Many of these interviewees went to China to make money by smuggling and were
hiding themselves from the Chinese police and getting help from Joseonjok or relatives who often
arranged such informal marriages. So, smuggling and human trafficking are interrelated. Unlike the
image that the term of human trafficking, these women were given some time to think about their
choices and made the choice of such marriages. Some of them still maintain marriages, bringing their
husbands, who are either Joseonjok or Han Chinese, to South Korea. The interviews demonstrated

enormous flexibility in their businesses and private lives.

One interviewee that I interviewed on 23 June 2022 went through hunger, the loss of her baby,
imprisonment, and informal marriage in China. While she opened her shop in South Korea, she is in
an informal marriage -like relationship. When her partner left his former wife, she thought that this
relationship was not going to be stable, so she suggested that he pay a monthly rent, staying in her
house. She said that she did not expect anything from her partner and regarded him as her rentier. She
described her life from a distance, casually saying "I was sold to human trafficking." She even said
that if she had stayed in North Korea, she would have been sentenced to death eventually, not because

the North Korean government is bad, but because she is a person who does whatever is told not to do.

Those interviewees, who are leading North Korean organizations, were quite passionate. They said
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that they were grateful for what they had received from South Korean society, so they wanted to do
something back. They organized voluntary activities, such as visiting nursing homes. One
interviewee, the chair of the North Korean organization in Taegu, raised her granddaughter by herself
as her daughter was shot as an exemplary punishment for smuggling. Her leadership was based on her
general generous accommodation. She liked inviting people and feeding them. I visited her house,
which was public housing given by the government. She worked as a reunification education speaker
for middle school and high school students. If a school requests a speaker, the given school district
arranges reunification education speech. There are 15 speakers in Taegu. She spoke about North
Korea and possible future jobs in a reunified Korea. She said she really liked the speaker's job,
although she was very nervous at first. Like many other interviewees, she does several kinds of jobs,
such as working in a restaurant, doing agricultural jobs, and other irregular jobs. At the same time, she
was involved in the Inter-Korean Unification Party. She said that the purpose of establishing the
political party was to secure human rights for North Korean defectors who live in South Korea and to

change people's perceptions of North Korean defectors.

Another interviewee who was also leading a North Korean organisation was even a member of the
communist party (3 July 2022). She just tried to get a machine of soy meat from China so that they
could produce soy meat which was popular in Jangmadang, North Korean informal markets. She
stayed with her relatives, who are Joseonjok in China, and her cousin wanted her to have a stable life
in China and forced her to get married to Joseonjok. She refused that but she could not go back to
North Korea while control was strengthened and she lost her passport, which she could get based on
other references. Things led to another and she ended up permanently leaving North Korea, unlike her
intention. As soon as she arrived in South Korea. She started organising people's voluntary work

because she said that once we were born as human beings, that's what we do. She said,

People's business is just soaked in my body. The communist party cell task was also
people's business. Everything is people's business both in South Korea and North Korea. (3
July 2022)

She has been engaged and involved in various types of organizational activities. She criticized South
Korean organizational activities as being insufficiently serious. She said that people who went

through organizational activities in North Korea seriously get into them.

The Chinese language that Interviewee 3 learnt while staying in China turned out to be an important
resource. She was hired by a trade company and sent to Shimchun because she was able to speak
Chinese. A North Korean woman who is running her own restaurant has lived in North Korea for her
first 15 or 14 years, 14 years in China and 10 years in South Korea. Since her education stopped when

she was a teenager, she has worked domestic work and in restaurants for a long time. While she is a

7



businesswoman with her own restaurant now, she is passionate about Chinese translation. As her
education was only elementary school, she took the two exams and became a high school graduate,
she entered a college for Chinese interpretation. She never went to school in China, but she gradually
learned Chinese, working in restaurants and watching TV. Although her time in China was very
harsh, she discovered her passion and talents. When she worked in a Korean restaurant in China, she
was asked to interpret Chinese into Korean. She said that she felt like running away. She was so
scared of being discovered to be a North Korean because at the time she pretended to be a Joseonjok.
Ironically, she said that she wanted to do such jobs. She said that running a restaurant and interpreting

are common service jobs for helping people.

This interviewee from a prestigious family in Pyung Yang lived a decent life. But, she got involved in
embezzlement of a national trade, so she ended up running away to China. During her escape, a South
Korean man saved her life and enormously helped her with a house to live in. After she arrived in
South Korea, she just spent all the money that she had received from the government for settlement
and wasted her time, according to her. After such years, she received a picture of her son and parents
and started having a goal for her life. Her partner and she went to China for his business and got a big
house with six bedrooms. She was not working outside, but she started using the extra five bedrooms
for B&B. It was successful and she started selling those Korean items that she bought with her
settlement money. Her business was very successful, partly because she still maintained her
connection with her North Korean family, who could liaison between her and North Korean hand
carry sellers. She made a lot of money, but a couple times, she got deceived and lost money and was
punished for her illegal business. After losing all the money, her friend and she visited Jeju Island to
work on a tangerine farm temporarily for several days. She settled down on the island. She runs a
convenience store as well. She said that she really wanted to be successful so she could look nice
when the doors between South Korea and North Korea became open. She wanted to bring her son to
South Korea, but her son refused to come to South Korea, saying that he would be loyal to the state

and the people.

This interviewee was a professional athlete and worked as a nurse, which she did not enjoy. Her
parents were from Japan, Jochongryun. Her family had benefits from her relatives, who lived in
Japan. She ran away to China and got forced to marry a Chinese man. Regarding human trafficking,
she described that it is a matter of luck whether her future will be bright or will be sent back to North
Korea as an enforced marriage is made randomly. She kept running away from her arranged
marriages and settled down with her fourth husband. However, it was not that her first three husbands
were bad. She said that all four were good men, but the first three were quite old. Her fourth husband
was her age, and she called him 'boyfriend' and they were still in touch via Witchat. They stayed in

Qingdao, and at that time, Korean companies emerged in the city and so she became connected to
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Korean entrepreneurs and joseonjok manager. She pretended to be a Joseonjok. In Qingda, she
learned how to manage a company, working in various companies. Although her Chinese was not
sufficient, she could use her Chinese and management skills to get trust. She had several opportunities
to be a manger and she ran her own business in China. The reason she came to Jeju was a business
opportunity, which was canceled later. Currently, she is running a trade business and is involved in a

North Korean organization.

This interviewee runs a restaurant. She was teaching at a music college. In the process of escaping
from North Korea, she lost the connection with her husband and son. Missing her family was the
biggest pain and motivation of high life. Because she was singing on a stage, she took the suggestion
of talking about North Korea on TV. She thought that she could inform them about the country. The
program she was on was called Eemangab and then, as she became well-known, people suggested that
she open the restaurant. She was quite capable of utilizing the happiness program that the South
Korean government made for North Korean defectors. She made money out of a fund and she was the
she started running running a restaurant. She hired a South Korean cook but agreement was not made
on the methods of cooking and the budget was limited, so she and her boyfriend run the restaurant
together and went night fishing. Night fishing was her only stress reliever and and she said that she
did not have a goal of her life because she was just so worried about her husband and her husband and

son

This interviewee said that she valued respect and recognition. She has enjoyed hearing that her foods
were delicious and she was good at work. After graduation, she worked as an art teacher and a
member of an art team. She said that, during the March of Hardship, Hamkyung region was the first
one to face a difficulty because the region had a smaller portion of farm lands. And, loyal people died
first because they firmly relied on the state’s food distribution system, she said. It means that she
knew the importance of flexible approaches. She made money by informal jobs such as manufacturing
alcohol, making clothes, making tofus, and doing hair service at home. She was good at those works,
making her foods and alcohol popular. She said that women did all the work to keep a family survive.
There is a saying that men can only be a house dog. Her opinion was that those emerging service jobs
are women’s because women are communicative. She heard that working in China for a week can
bring a good money and went to China, being deceived by a broker. She fortunately escaped and met
a Joseonjok man, who is still her husband. She worked in a restaurant, leaving her child with her
parents-in-law and became successful making good money in China. But, her life without a document
was difficult, so she migrated to South Korea. Her networks with South Koreans was helpful. She

opened a restaurant in South Korea naturally because it was her strength.

This interviewee left North Korea, wanting to come to South Korea. She experienced disappointing

experiences in her career and upward mobility based on feminity.
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“In North Korea, I wanted to try, but I’ve got limited opportunity because of my father’s
origin class (Chinese). I wanted to do a business in Jang ma dang, but my conservative

parents did not allow it.” 8 November 2022

Watching Korean drams, she like many others in her generation had a Korean dream. She came
through a broker and stayed in China for six months. As an ambitious woman, she actively applied for
a job in various places including a supermarket, hospitals, telemarketing, and marriage agency. In
telemarketing company, she corrected her accent to assimilate to the South Korean society. She

applied the service skills that she learned in telemarketing company to marriage agency. She said,

“I really wanted to be ‘ordinary’ in South Korea.” 8 November 2022

Ironically, she said that because she did not stay in China long like others, she had more difficulties in

assimilating to the South Korean society. Her

There are many a number of support groups support organizations for North Korean defectors.

Those organizations are were established by North Korean defectors, South Koreans or South

Koreans, or Korean Americans, South Korean ethnic Koreans who live in in the U.S.

Regarding human trafficking experiences, those interview subjects voluntarily brought up their
expeirneces although it was not in the scope of the study. They said that it is a part of their answers to
my question, how they have come to establish their businesses. Human trafficking was to get Chinese
men, who lived in a deep countryside so had difficulty in finding a woman to marry, brides who can
have a child. Many of them, after they were forced to marry a man in China and some of them gave a
birth, got a job at a South Korean company in downtown. It was how they learnt how to run a
company in South Korean ways. They also leant Chinese language during their stay in China. The
skill of doing a business and the language were essential in their achievement. As the post-interpreted
evaluation, they actually said that the human trafficking was what helped them. Some of them knew
that they would be or they could be human trafficked if they go to China, but they went there to get

food and do informal trades.
One interviewee said,

After having a baby, my parents-in-law told me to go out to work in the city and they will
take care of the baby. So I got a job in the city. I worked for a South Korean company.
Because I worked very hard, everyone acknowledged me and introduced me to others. I

learnt how to run a business in Korean ways, at that time.
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The majority of my interviewees had similar experiences, and they said that the language and the

skills that they learnt in China became assets for their businesses that they started running later.

Another interviewee said that she did not want to even think about the hardship that she and her
brother had in a Chinese family who bought them and their mother, but she said she did not know that
her Chinese was so helpful after she came to South Korea. She went on a business trip to Hong Kong
with her boss and her fluent Chinese was very helpful. Her boss was impressed, and he offered that

she gets independent and they collaborate.

Their experiences with the forced marriage were rather various. They had bargaining power to some

degree and found their opportunities of learning in the illegal system.

There were many cases where they did businesses because they were not able to get a job mainly
because of their North Korean accent in South Korea. Their job training was usually for the low-
income service jobs that they could access in principle. However, their North Korean accent made
their service work hard to satisfy Korean clients, and some of them experienced a bully in job places.

Some of them looked for a job that they can have while raising a child.

While they were really being successful in China, their life was not sustainable because they obtained
a fake ID which belong to the dead from a broker. They heard that they could get a legitimate ID and

welfare in South Korea so they decided to move to the country.

The third case was to run her South Korean husband’s business. An interviewee started helping her
husband's business and succeeded in making much more profits than her husband. Her involvement

became bigger while usually husband's role became quite passive, taking care of their children.

Some of them are actively connected with other North Korean businesses and hired North Koreans.
To them, the North Korean identity was important responsibility. Many of them emphasized that they
are trying to be a service provider not a service beneficiary. They were conscious of South Koreans’
criticism on providing North Koreans free house and other welfare. Some organisations were
established to contribute to their local community and do voluntary activities such as helping the
elderly and the poor regularly. They also learnt accounting and management because they always feel
that they need to be equipped with knowledge about business management in a capitalist society,

especially South Korean society.

All the interviewees expressed their passion for work. During the semi-structured interviews that
allowed their choice of talking on a particular subject, they talked about their work long and
passionately, demonstrating that they were excited about working. One woman sighed about her

gender role and said,
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Every day I get many calls regarding my children and often go home. That’s too bad.
How much could I do better if I could work like those male entrepreneurs who can focus

on their work without paying attention to their children?

When she said that, she looked desperate. Even those who complained that running a business is so
hard talked about their work with such passion. It means that these elite women, while the process to
reach where they were now was rather accidental, they were sincere regarding their businesses

performances.

All research subjects commonly said that, if South Korea and North Korea opened up slightly, they

would do business in their hometown. One interviewee said,

I would definitely go back to my hometown if my safety is guaranteed. North Korea is a

new market. I understand the demand and supply of the North Korean society.

They also seemed to feel guilty about leaving their hometown and wanted to be with their friends and

family.

There was the influence of policy and the politics. There are subsidies for small business owners and
North Korean defectors. Their biggest difficulty was to write a proposal for the funding. The North
Korean entrepreneurs’ Organisation that I observed connected South Korean business consultants to
North Koreans so they can get help in filling out the application form and develop their PowerPoint
slides. So the organisations mediated the meetings between South Korean experts and the North

Korean business people.

They were also connected to rally conservative politicians and then they establish the conservative
political party. They had a close relation with the ministry of unification because North Korean
defectors’ well-being is their responsibility. Hanawon, North Korean defectors’ shelter where they
have to stay as soon as they moved to South Korea, provided a startup training. The training clearly
influenced their decision of the kind of business they do, and those female defectors tried these

businesses a lot and then failed. There is a startup support by the Korean Hana foundation.

Transnational ethnic networks among those North Korean defectors, South Korean individuals and
organisations, Korean-Chinese (Joseonjok), and Korean-Americans played important roles.

Those female defectors’ escape and business initiatives were based on their networks with ethnic
Koreans in the origins, the destination society, and other countries. The North Korean defector
entrepreneurs’ organisation and a cooperation helped with getting funding and provided training and
education and networking opportunities to those entrepreneurs. There was an education for female
North Korean defector CEOs regarding how to deal with the customers, how to write a application

form for the financial support, how to do marketing and so on. The cooperative was initiated by South

12



Koreans intellectuals than North Korean entrepreneurs. North Korean defectors in the cooperative

focused on reunification and peace in the Korean peninsula.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their businesses was less than South Koreans’ because,
according to an interviewee, North Koreans were likely to avoid relying on bank loan so they did not
have much loan in the first place and to run their business as a family one. They reduced the size of
the businesses during the period. Rather, a positive change was that online training and meetings
started so they could attend these meetings and then educations more easily although they live outside

Seoul.

FINDING 2 Transnational National Networks

North Korean interview subjects were aware of the importance of networks. They resented that they

could not pursue their dreams because of their poor political origin in North Korea. One of them said,

In North Korea, I wanted to try, but I’ve got limited opportunity because of my father’s

origin class [He is from China]. I wanted to do a business in Jangmadang, but my

conservative parents did not allow it. Z A&

On 11th june 2022, I conducted a participant observation on a consultant trip to Paju by a South
Korean consultant and the chair of a North Korean entrepreneurs' association. They would visit North
Korean business people who live in other cities, usually separately, and this time it was a joint trip.
The consultant has provided business mentoring to North Korean entrepreneurs since 2008 when he

gave a lecture at the association.

We visited two places. One was a company for a sunlight energy business and sports wear. The North
Korean businesswoman and the consultant set together, and the consultant provided a document with
an assessment of the current situation of the business and suggestions. She and her husband were
running the business together, and they had an office and factories that manufacture those sunlight
energy facilities. The female entrepreneur and the consultant discussed how to market her items and
how to approach potential customers. She discussed the psychological difficulty of contacting a
relevant public official. She said that as a north Korean she has faced discrimination and she is afraid
of that. And the consultant said that it might be a matter of psychological imagination as approaching

a potential customer and interesting them is very challenging for anybody.

The businesswoman brought us to a restaurant for noodles and dumpling. Later, the chair of the north
13



Korean association entrepreneur’s association was quite angry with the low-profile treatment towards
the consultant,' according to her. The chair said that the consultant helped with writing a business
proposal that was submitted to the government, so the entrepreneur had to be grateful and to treat him
very well with better food. This means that the chair wanted to manage such interactions and had an

expectation towards North Korean entrepreneurs who need help from South Koreans.

The second female entrepreneur was running a hair salon alone without any employees. She was very
kind to us, and she provided various services and a nice dinner. The consultant wrote a proposal for
her to submit to get governmental funding for small businesses. She failed to get the funding, but she

repeatedly expressed her gratitude towards the chair and the consultant.

We went to the bakery and then coffee shops together. She discussed other jobs, including agriculture
and food delivery service that she did in the evening. She and her partner were living together, but not
married. Regarding that, the chair blamed her partner for not helping her with her business at all while
he had big savings. The businesswoman said that he has two children and that she was just relying on
herself. She was very cheerful and was willing to do all the hard work. When describing her hard life,

she didn't picture it negatively. She used her sense of humor to light up those issues.

North Korean ethnic networks show slightly different transnational ethnic network. For example, they
stayed in China for a while, and sending remittances was difficult because of the relations between
North Korea and South Korea so they needed broker’s involvement. There were also their social
remittances; They talked about South Korea, and it helped increasing number of people in North
Korea know about South Korea. And, there was also a South Korean government’s involvement as
defectors from North Korea were important in the politics. They also got help from South Koreans
and became friends with the South Koreans. North Koreans, who lived in South Korea for a while and
they were not happy so left South Korea, and and South Koreans’ descendants outside the Korean
peninsula have networks between North Korean defectors who live in South Korea. They do

businesses and activities together.

Regarding the hypothetical scenario where the situation of the Korean peninsula changes, these North

Korean elite defectors would go back and run their businesses and make an investment.

This research put the light on multi-layered understanding of discrimination, agency, and
empowerment. Observing these particular migrant women's social navigation while the setting is in
motion by social forces, it demonstrates the double-edged characteristics of precarity. Precarity in
these women’s life was a certainly a threat, and going through it gave them significant physical and
mental troubles. Nonetheless, at the same time, it provided them an opportunity in the turbulence, and

their oppression, coping mechanism, and social activities resulted in empowerment.
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These women are defined as elites because those business women are relatively more successful than

and aspired by many others and organisation leaders shape and influence North Korean communities.

Many of them are neither necessarily from prestigious families nor from poor families. Commonly
they geographically lived close to the border area so their defection was possible. The reason of their
defection was not just starvation or economic difficulty of the North Korean society. A part of it is
that they were not happy with their potential that was constrained by their non-prestigious family
background. Although all of them said that they are not ambitious.

I'm not ambitious. And then I didn't start the business because I'm not ambitious, it was true that they

were not satisfied with their past jobs in North Korea and South Korea.

Conservative party is relatively free from pro-North Korean label, a very dangerous one in South
Korea. According to the national security law, the label sent a number of people to jail and ruined
their lives. Those people who were involved in the process of democratisation were likely to be
labelled as a Pro-North Korean by the past the military government, so liberal and progressive
political party were cautious of being accused. Conservative party were free and approached North
Korean defectors in assimilationist ways. North Korean defectors are not interested in the kind about
distinction between liberal and a conservative in general. However, in terms of human a network, they

are often connected to liberal political party politicians.

Along with the conservative party, a number of conservative Korean Christian churches were
involved in helping with defection, taking care of and recruiting North Korean defectors as the
churches were clearly pro-US and anti-North Korea. As a result, many North Korean defectors

became Christians.

They utilised the human trafficking marriage system in a way in order to make they stay in China
possible because their options were severely limited. To my question, if it isn't too dangerous, these
interviewees asked me back life isn't like that. Many of them they wanted to make just easy money
and the come back to North Korea in a week. They founded themselves a human trafficker sometimes
even by her cousin who argued that her life would be better if she married a Chinese man than it

would be if she gets caught by North Korean police.

Their networks with other North Korean defectors played a critical role in their businesses. One
interviewee said that first she tried to get South Korean customers but failed. She turned her interest to

other North Korean entrepreneurs because she had connections already, and her business became
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quite successful. To a North Korean woman in her 30s who ran a matchmaking company, North
Korean women were essential customers and resources. She said that would be definitely willing to
run the business connecting to her hometown because so many women in North Korea would be her

potential customers who would be interested in marrying South Korean men.

The same interview subject, however, was not interested in hiring other North Koreans because,

according to her, they did not understand what working means in a capitalists society.

Approaching North Korean defectors as migrants

When North Korean females are given education for gendered job training, they took it and later
realised that, no matter what skill they have, their service skills were not enough with their accent and
manner. One interview subject was recommended to work in a tele-marketing job. When she started
working, her North Korean accent that is similar with Joseonjok’s, which is typical image of voice
fishing, caused potential customers to hang up. She was heavily criticized by her boss, cried much,
and worked hard to change her accent. In the interview, she sounded like a South Korean without any

North Korean accent. She said,

My biggest dream is just to leave like ordinary person ordinary South Korean.
It means that the accent pressure

There seem to be a generational difference. According to a young interview subject, she and her
friends in North Korea all watched K-dramas and dreamed about living in South Korea. When [
visited a North Korean restaurant, an old generation interviewee told young North Korean female
waitresses that they should work hard to be able to run their own business. The young ones scoffed
about it and said that they are not interested. They said they were not afraid of the older woman and

then they just ignored her.

CONCLUSION

This research argued that, going through significant precarity, these north Korean female elites have
socially and individually, relying on and promoting their ethnic networks. The Korean ethnic included
formal networks with the South Korean government, South Korean Christian churches, their
husbands, South Korean business consultants, South Korean businesses who hired them in China and
North Korean networks in South Korea and abroad, and Korean American support groups. The
informal networks were engaged with defection brokers and human traffickers in China, their

husbands in China, their families left in North Korea, and the brokers who helped with the crossing
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the border between China and South Korea. Going through difficulties and turning difficulties into
their business assets, these women utilized, as well as being exploited by, those networks to cope with

threatening situations and then, as a result, empowering themselves.

This study focuses on the role of those ethnic networks and then the process in which these women
met these networks and then empower themselves. The research contributes to the relational approach
to migrant women's empowerment. Those networks and these women engaged each other during the
process of defection, settlements, and starting their businesses and organisations. While those
networks can be exploitative, the ethnic networks also contributed to their empowerment and social
navigation. North Korean defectors’ networks within and outside the Korean peninsula should be

included as well in the discussion.
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A Suol4 B 22 olx x|y ¥

Ao (Merjan SYPATY AYFTY)
A&
g2al o]xo ZgQ ERXYOoFT FE=  Zlo] o|Fx9 ofidsHfeminization of

migration)ojct. 2L} 1990 FRE, oi®f 250l AR oz 259 dAu JET

Wl 9Jon Agsly =22 o|xg A]7]t§ Z7rd 2 xfol7p E2{uta 9t 20224 6¥
71%, d=oz A=t ERR2 F 33834Yoz o] F offo] 72%ES ARAltthD A4d
25U & o449 vlgo] W2 g7] AR Z2 20027 ooyl 2006 o] RH=
70%E ditt. 482 Ad ol% t= A=ste BRU 27 2R 449 HE 2 235
S7tsto], 2015878 COVID-19 Hey] A7pA] of/d o]Rrl9] vl 80%F E-uH °]9
sttt 22 o] A2 5-5 GAE Ev 8RUY AY 2 A= A
Act. F=olA %‘%UJ LS ste 7= 9

¥ 2 SIAAYEME SARR
So] olF7t Py T
Auol9lT, @312 20004T] B ol el

el 19904t 20004 ==
ol 487t E8HE 9t g2 oxo] Al7|Y, Z7E Wt olo] Az
)3l RASe oApdoR wejuo] Aot 2 o|x2 ciEAow Amua Fict
=0l0] ojzd] fig J|E dPE 22

Chun 2022), "% 259 (Choi 2010; 2014),
2012; 0440139 2014 ol2}y 2016) S0 galslof A7 @ Fyol ok A7
19901Ache} 20009THE £2 A7stgon URe

St olFasl ol

he ASIch WS R0l diat @ ol Kmigration)o e
gt A7t giRRolch. ZRojgo] et A 2R oy AIthuje FRoA] Xﬂti
z, FRoM P8 ow%o AU, s g, £ LﬂEHE% 3 A

Sofl ot e7sh EACE o|olArolRlel 2018 2020 olaled 2012 512 201
grujet 2015). i 2o g@@ Al Aol 30dlo] HakstAA =8l 94 R} FF U
get Sdol F7HE ofuet ¥ L B0, &% Aol agut 137]d) Ao
Seol4 2R olFd] Ued WakE A[EE pEsti, 2 AVIE B o5

) SUR, L3l e YT,

https://www.unikorea.go.kr/unikorea/business/NKDefectorsPolicy/status/lately/ (20234
18 72 &%)

2) 20209 = ESHQIHGHEME| 7L Waist FESHQIEWMA] o] Th2W, ZARSE 288719 E35H o
A OIAIONO & 42.7%7F 1990¢CH wrABa 1, 2000 X.E| 2005W 0] 37.5%, 2006 H.g
2009510111‘ 9.4% HAYsIAT}. T ﬁ‘?ﬂ 199 JAu=s7Fs2te] Qe RHo] =/ 1990
o Setof] &E8lo] tist AAlujuf7t 7 AZbshA o] Fox AL, 2000 ¥ o] &3t
W B FoAQ M Fekz ATzt 2A FASHAT.
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2008 2015 Plper 2013) EAWOI WHWOE steliA 228 AlojAIQl(global
care chain)o] o@7] @Hﬂ T QAES HAEA it At 1980 o]% of-
st o]folF. ol2fgh o]0 odst= olsZ Bl Aol BAA, AtslXo=w
AASE Y & e 7FsAdol =odE QuistZ|= sttt shA|gE ojeb &0 stA
TAALR] = o3 oS0l ols W FE AFA dFolA A= AR E Algete o] 2o E
7129 ¢4t} (KC and Hennebry, 2019).
G5 o]R9 o/dets AlAstet =sAlge] Wet £oA o] SFo] AlHe} EQitty
+ doll= SHAPE ok 2934 A7) 529 iVt S5 ofAlof A|¥e] b5 U
Aol ®isby g5 olR9 oidstol] d&dFs 7R oY olet @ =9 =4 A ¥
A G5 28 FAAEY @' 2 AAol g5 o4y oxE Fi 4
st 25 o459 olFE WHEAZG. ™70 £ AF= AYe; NAA RxEg)
(global restructuring)5®olA  AlEeE  o|FF A AAHSAREe] AWy
BRAYEA  FHOA =271 L FAAFE Q] HSEE o|FeF AAAA HYshe o]F9
AGEA AEHE AZAA EAstuAr gt & =71e] 23 &A ¢ ol A,

4
Tusel g, AL AR AR Mg A, BT e A L UN, NGO 59

AP HE, B BEL BAT olF A9 W =uul AANA 59 %
WA s fol oWl sUHoz sEslel Ws wH olE Msisient ol
MEPA| A SHeAlS A aal St

g, 222 &5 Atg, olF9 x4

Adel o] A IA & HER FiEo] WA ot 52 FAIAQ olF, 1
FOME wFo|Ret oS FE AL Fofo|tt. ofE ohubs ofd del U QlAlufjol
S m3eh AAlols, dd=of digt dtoltt. 2882 WY=(human smuggling)olt; 14l
Ojof(human trafficking)& &l $=2=& Y=3t & 0|55 o|fVUC=E ARSIAY, Y&&
5 - k3 olF, R0 PHE SR Ut § IFoM T £ Al 3moR TUH
gt st=2 JstolA AASHE gYshe 2500 i A9 +83tthe 42 4o
=7 RAl5HH ‘%3&0]5}”1 B3 9 PAK| Lol et HE o e} o] oA FAF, £7A]
Ald, FAARL, ARl EA], ws AY 52 Als st ok vHd, o), 7iud, /3 =71 %
33 SN 25U IEAQ 99l AARE ol dvleR wols1 Qlnt o|MH 8=
7Hreceiving state)g2 ZEEUS AJolstA /st o= it AMS oA A8 ¢
o ol2igh FA E5t AIZ|HE WHloll 7o, ERTIQ o]xF KA ZHUWo|A FAHCR

_2_



olafist7] {sliA= AAlstel] T kw0l X AEo|R
A Aol ol tigt A4S AAsSte AT Tarh .

=298 MAFxstet o]f9 UAE Atste HUulUAE SARE2 AAlst TE S+t
DA dE 29 duAA Aldetd ol&E olsistuAt sttt (Chang & Ling, 2000;
Cravey, 2003; Erenreich and Hochschild, 2002; Gammage 2019; Nair 2020; Sassen,
2002; Wright, 1997). 252 AIAl AR250]9] &74fo] AH o] Ateld —L4do] U]X]l= T
oA o]xulo] FoFHS ZIIA7|E= WAL RAFSHLH SRIELS ]2 2A |7 2K o]&
o] oAgs7t =2 g9 AL w5 A =Fo &S FE2Y =2 Ab&(global care
chain)i} A e o] loy, oj2et Ata2 55 AdES A9 FAl=Co=2REH A
Moz W RO AEA KA =59 Fto] 7Fete dol 9lsttt (Ehrenreich and
Hochschild 2002; Lutz 2002; Parrenas 2000).

AAROR of wAY F7plA APA wFo et 207} FUke] met, ATEAE
odgo] warLul Alate] AT S w2 AMEstEn o wAY 2tz §AXC. 7}
det Ueol A 263 Uske o5 Be o F oSl Jby, W, AEEAUE A, A
A7t SolA JRAL wEAL M, el 4 =E5AtE Qstn itk ofloe] w5 o]F A
2 AYF =EASL W, AGA R Wolso|n 55 BelSo] Akl ARt A

o o — 122
o] 87FsstES ol7|o] W o|FodE52 7HE Relgo] A9 7ME2 =EA] 235t A
=3 k52 35t Atf(Brenda et al, 2020). o]2|st =& o]F 2oz, o5 A 2
5 5ol 7IES FA5HAY e VS Y S, 53] QoA ZESHE oY ololE& =

w7 ofsl ohe etz olFsplE Fith SE U 4 AUAS mIE QYA GRE gRE
MegAoz "ofdo d'z RHW, g ot 7 F7I8Itt (Ehrenreich and
Hochschild 2003).

= Gf JlEe 9k ola® AMs ETsts 2710 olgel delE Dtel g3l
Atk o] Beg As] o|FF st HAAYAEL
bt 759 WA FA olRAIN Rto] @TS AT oxe AvEL AR O 3
b gAe aEsoz AR mPom AMstelol Utk FFS Uyl ARSI
(Hyndman, 2004: Kofman & England, 1997. Leitner, 1995. Mountz, 2010: Nagel,
2002; Tesfahuny, 1998). 2 & o/ d39] AR|A2|stAtE2 Aldekd o] =74 A &
et =719 olRql Ao EHgt #95 7|&QltH(Chang and Ling 2000; Huang &
Yeoh, 1996; Kofman and England, 1997; Macklin, 2003; Pratt, 2002; Silvey, 2004). ©o]
e A4E2 & 22 UHolA o]Fojdl Aol . A= Algetd A o] Reb =7t
o] J&oli M= =3 &ALt vlFAA o|f A o]Foltt. o]FAdo =FH2 AlAt
w79 AAStlA =7t FAEAZ gt BN 2EAECR MREe FPol Ao
(Rosca 1995, 524). FA|A O Z ofAlot9] 7IEAAN AEEL H2]®H (Chang and Ling
2000)9] AtloA B0l of/do] A L5 fEFEN A AMula FAE A=
Moz 58] gtk ol2idt AP F7F FEO| AARFY A FAo] FAMoR ML)
g o|o] Aate] o WA JFL AT RojECh,

olzo] AR H2oR ool ¥]ZAl o|Fd] tjFt A7t 27 EA| Zste}
2 oAloiol S9 A o]F9l HWAAS Armgtt. (Ackleson 2005: Choi 2014: Coleman
2007; Hyndman 2020: Mountz 2010). =744 3ol &6t 23 o4 @7 vHF



A 7] gWds 2-F AANGMY AN wEo AR ol
(1990 =¥t - 2000 %=4h)

2-5 ZAAGA ol2ol3l HTAN 2ol 2} A ”%*OJ Yole Bate] Ayirol
oltt (Zsi& 2005, Lee 2003; Park 2011). &3t th7]+2 1990AC) AHEEE] AJAME of

1998E7tx] o]ojF o 1990¥t =dho] AAE E‘.%E%(Haggered and Noland 2006;
2007). ©& 439 F7E0] AEE Eal ARESL AA st ¢t 5ot S92 AAIA
o2 mYso] ufoliA HAFS A4, 19959 199749] F4et 7hR mjslE ware 3
27)% ot} Atolzt YA

A Al 2Eg Ak 1990dn) 7|20 QIS AR S wa
Ok, oi=F 60Tk oA 2508k § Atolz RAE|H o] FA ot Al Q19 3~10%0f ST
sttt (Haggard and Noland 2007; Natsios 2003; KINU 2004) B35 AH o] Al AlA
go] AdAcr AFEA] A B-F A9 Y Bt AE & FWHE =45 S=0
A AlFE ol Z0t7he ol&ol S7Hsith 1990t o) OlﬂioP 5-% BAAGAMY Lh=
< =00 sl LAIAQI W29 FEIZ o]Folil HFol qlew, £2 F=o 2AE A
o] & o]50] FLstt. olget WF o|x7t F=U AlF FEIZ v A2 F=UlolA
= Bol 5o Ae 7HES LA She B AFREY Bt S=olA Eet o4 ALt
50| BQ3ld Zlo] Agsto] o]foj[ch

= 7FeAl=(2011)0] Utet SAAEC T2 20109 F= XA Q1+ 193,409
U 5 Fme oAdEn d/dol oF 3,4000tY o ittt ols oH(34509F ) R 7HuyTh
(34309 9g)o] AR A4 [ARE £R|O]THUNFPA, 2012). 5=9 &4 /dvl= 19824

108.5% 041 19909 113.8%, 20008 119.9® 08 Z=sisto]| we} Au] 2Halo] Alstg]o]
AEA] = FFL UlFTH (Zhao, 2003:87). 53], HE0] AL JhUE WSS Ol A
b @ 7hsAol of otk 19904 28H014 494 Aelo} Bl EQl = AT F oF 24%7t
SAo] AT, 76%7b HE0] Am 9loo] u]E] 97%7} WolickTang Shengl996,
Zhuang1998:9014 A421§). ol 24 Aul 2@l siHoll e shalgt AceE of=
Asto] & Ao e oy At FAs FA] GhRolch WHEY 27t UL wE
3 AR ARG olF 2% FUY AUS FAS0, 5 =52 AUd%E =4
o]FA71 ol A3H o= slojsteict (Fan 2004). 39| ol2ldt ol% =§ ML S3] 3
A EERA(docile) oy =EL Aty £A19 A £3 2o oAz 2
olF W oYzt 3 ojio] 22 AolMe] AAHUUA TAlo]E w3 Aty 5L
Uepct.



A=Y FHAN U olFE F= Aol Al Abaket Al FFI FAoIA
 F5 34 5. 55 284 AW 2R AR 19929 S50 k=i 34 udAE
S olg, SASt JIARES ddsRt. B2 9 2ASS0] o, 5 2E A Y
T & UY FAoz tmoz olRjit. RtEIdE(EEIAM) S 2SS0l o tu
Aol St st €92 &5 Eo|thFree 2006). ¢t= ARe= & A|F99 U2 4=
of AES Exs] YJsto] 52 WAM AHE ojAo] X &S 27} AMYo] A3Mow
Aejstolt. 2 FRL HRo] k& F2452 207 YMS 98] oy HUs m2 e
S 2qlstn, 2A] Ao tfst WA gL WEomm AME oI 2 FA Abolg]
ZAAE Z2AEES SAUSHYHFreeman, 2005: 95). 1990~2005d st= A1t ZAE5}7]
sl gh=tol S0l RAUE o/ d2 oF 109 B(Lee, 2008:107)01H, 2004¢ =9 L& =

3 £ 349 5& Aoy AEIFY LEo|RR Lo W ojdSo] £}

stal, ARg stua st 2 2AjEE Belnt olo] Jhde Hoju FRolA 15
olo] A £g Wi Alojstt ug ool U9, B¥ w5t 4 MEUS HEY WLALES
A1 Aojsts 3 G50 &7, ofrlo] Bat olgo] 28 Ads) £2 WA sh: oS
o] 8o Astel G ool that AMujule} A Aol A HUL ol L of
70| ojxste ot (2129 2018:185)

A 27]: SRl Rk &5 o4 AS=E+= AMolx (20009 Bt

A 3710 AB2 A1 F4EA et Alcishd o] F9] b APEA
(2012 - COVID-19 =l A]7])

28 U £ 9 99

gRulo] A3 AR 9%, 25, B0 AY SN HANAL st 29w
RIS 20104 018 37 Bk FEak ofnels} Mol YAEe) gare U Uit
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