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NoTEes oN LANGUAGE AND TRANSLATIONS

Romanization

[ have followed the McCune-Reischauer system of romanization for Ko-
rean words and names. Chinese terms and names are romanized in pin-
yin. For the names of authors, I use the romanization that appears in their
publications. I render the names of friends according to their preferred
method of romanization. Names appear according to the Korean and Chi-
nese practice of putting the family name before the first name, except where

individual preference dictates the English convention of surname last.

Translations

Translations of native terms appear in either Korean or Chinese, reflect-
ing the language that was used by my research subjects. Most Chosonjok
employed a mixture of both languages when speaking to me, and thus



xiv Notes on Language and Translations

Chinese and Korean terms may alternately appear in passages attributed
to a single individual. In referring to concepts that are used by both Korean
and Chinese speakers, I provide translations in both languages. All transla-
tions are my own unless otherwise noted.

Korea and Koreans

While some scholars use the term “Korean Chinese” to refer to Koreans
who reside in'the People’s Republic of China, I follow the subjective nam-
ing practices of my research subjects who refer to themselves as Chosonjok
(Chaoxianzu in Chinese). When referring to the Republic of Korea (ROK),
I am careful to use “South Korea” rather than simply “Korea.” I follow
this practice to help bear in mind that North Korea (DPRK), as a political
and geographic territory, stands between the nations of China and South
Korea. Only when the context makes it clearly unambiguous, do I drop the
geopolitical modifier and refer to South Korea as Korea.
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INTRODUCTION

I first learned about transnational marriages between Chosdnjok
women and South Korean men in 1995 while reading the Korea Times one
morning on the subway in Seoul. I had been casting about for some time
for a research topic that would allow me to draw upon my decade-long
acquaintance with China, further explore a newfound interest in South
Korea, and build on theoretical interests in kinship, gender, and transna-
tionalism I had been cultivating. The editorial I read that morning struck
me as a winning lottery ticket, the prize being a project ideally suited to
this particular combination of personal and academic interests.

The article was written by David Steinberg, a scholar of South Korean
society whose insightful commentaries appeared in a weekly editorial col-
umn. In this particular essay, Steinberg described a “quiet rural social cri-
sis” under way in the South Korean countryside concerning the inability
of hundreds of thousands of rural bachelors across the country to find mar-

riage partners. South Korean women en masse, like their counterparts in
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Japan' and Taiwan and even outside the continent in Ireland,” have largely
rejected rural matrimony and the drudgery of rural living presumed to go
along with it, setting their sights instead on city-dwelling husbands. What
was unique to the situation in South Korea, and what I was most surprised
to learn from the article, were the measures being taken by the South
Korean government to redress the shortage of rural brides: government-
funded matchmakers were leading groups of farmers on week-long “mar-
riage tours” to northeastern China where they were expected to fare better
in the competition for local brides.

Home to nearly two million ethnic Koreans or Chosonjok® (Chaoxianzu),
northeastern China was viewed in the early 1990s as an ideal source of
potential brides for South Korea’s bachelor farmers and, as I would later
discover, for other men on the margins of South Korea’s marriage market,
including unskilled workers, divorcees, widowers, and the disabled. Be-
tween 1990—when marriages between women in China and men in South
Korea first began—and 1998 when I set out to do the research for this proj-
ect, tens of thousands of Chosonjok women had stepped forward to fill the
vacancies in South Korean households in villages, small towns, and cities
throughout the peninsula (Kang 1998).* By the time I arrived in the field,
the project of supplying Chosonjok brides for South Korean men was no
longer primarily a government-funded initiative. A host of profit-secking
marriage brokers had come to dominate the business of leading marriage
tours to northeastern China.’

South Korea has since witnessed an extraordinary rise in the number
of foreign brides entering the country, not just from China but from other

1. Kelsky 2001, 1-2; Burgess 2004.

2. Gilot 1998; “Irish Farmers' Need for Wives Becomes Calendar Fodder,” Korea Times,
February 4, 1999, p. 10.

3. “Choson” derives from the name of the last dynasty on the Korean peninsula before Japa-
nese colonization. Ethnic Koreans who migrated to northeastern China as early as the late seven-
teenth century and throughout the early twentieth century were officially recognized in 1945 as an
ethnic minority in the People’s Republic of China under the name of Chosonjok or “the Chosdn
nationality.” North Koreans also use Chosén to refer to their country, while South Koreans use the
term Han'guk.

4. By the end of 1999 the number of marriages between Chinese (predominantly Chosonjok)
women and South Korean men totaled 37,1715 by 2005 the figure had nearly doubled to reach
70,163 (Lim 2010, 65).

5. In 2009 more than 1,200 agencies were officially registered as international marriage bro-
kers (Kwon 2010).
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countries in the region, including Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand,
Mongolia, Cambodia, and Russia. By 2005, thirty-six percent of South Ko-
rean men in rural areas were reportedly married to foreign brides (HK Lee
2007, 9)." Amid predictions that households with migrant women will
comprise twenty percent of the total number of South Korean households
by the year 2020 (HM Kim 2007, 101), the “multicultural family™ as it is
now called in South Korea is a rapidly escalating social and political issue,
spawning a broad-based public debate as well as myriad popular culture
representations’ and legislative initiatives. This book documents the first
spate of international marriages that grew out of the evolving political,
economic, and demographic circumstances within and between China and
South Korea during the 1990s. An in-depth ethnographic look at the com-
plex cultural logics surrounding this earlier wave of migrant brides will
enable us to understand the historical precedents of what has become a
steadily growing and contentious phenomenon in South Korea today.
Looked at from the Chinese side, the exodus of Chosonjok brides to
South Korea emerged in the broader context of rapid marketization and
globalization of the national economy and the increasing opportunities for
spatial mobility that accompanied these twin processes. Anthropologists
have examined patterns of domestic and transnational mobility among di-
verse segments of the population in China’s post-1978 economic reform
period, including overseas Chinese entreprencurs shuttling across the Pa-
cific (Ong 1997, 1999), migrant workers moving to special economic zones
within China (CK Lee 1997, 1998), Chinese scholars sojourning abroad
(Liu 1997), and the vast “floating population” (liudong renkou) of peasant
migrants moving to cities throughout China (Zhang 2001a, 2001b; Solinger
1999). Less attention has been paid to how the new and increasingly trans-
national dimensions of social and spatial mobility have affected the lives
of China’s minority nationalities. The popular perception that China’s mi-
norities live in isolated enclaves on the political, social, and economic pe-

riphery of the Han Chinese world, presumably far removed from regional

6. Cho Uhn (2005) puts the proportion of rural houscholds with foreign brides in 2005 at
27.2 percent, or 11.7 percent of a/l marriages in South Korea (28). Tim Lim (2010), citing South
Korean government statistics, asserts that “multicultural marriages” comprised 13.6 percent of all
marriages in South Korea in 2005, dropping to 11.9 percent in 2006 (65).

7. See Epstein 2009.
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and transnational networks of mobility, makes it perhaps startling to note
that in the late 1990s, the Chosonjok had higher rates of mobility than any
other nationality in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), including the
Han Chinese (Zheng 1998, 74).

The unique opportunities for geographic mobility open to the Chosonjok
in the 1990s were to a large extent created by the restructuring of political
and economic relations between the Chinese and South Korean nations
and their complementary economic requirements. The opening of China’s
doors to the global economy in the post-Mao period coincided with the
emergence of labor shortages in the rapidly industrializing South Korean
economy as well as bride shortages in the South Korean countryside, itself a
consequence of earlier migrations by women to South Korean cities. In re-
sponse, South Korean capitalists have invested heavily in China’s northern
and northeastern provinces, and China’s Chosonjok population has helped
redress the shortage of both wives and workers in South Korea. By 2001,
it is estimated that there were 200,000 Chosonjok migrants living, either
legally or illegally, in South Korea (J Lee 2001, 129).

Although the symbiotic needs served by the back-and-forth movement
of people between the two countries were clearly important in explain-
ing the surge of Chosonjok brides (and other migrants) into South Korea,
some empirical questions prompted me to undertake this research. What
exactly was entailed in a “marriage tour,” and why would the South Ko-
rean government promote and facilitate this type of transnational match-
making? Even more perplexing, why would large numbers of Chosonjok
women opt to marry South Korean farmers and poor workers when few
South Korean women would deign to marry them? The sudden appeal
of foreign brides for South Korean farmers and blue-collar workers could
be understood in light of their widespread marital predicament, but it
was less clear what motivated women from China to venture so far from
home and across national borders to marry into the lowest rungs of South
Korean society. Were Chosonjok women being coerced into transnational
unions by impoverished families who could not afford to support them?
Or was northeastern China such a dreary place compared to the South
Korean countryside that women themselves were actively seeking South
Korean marriage partners as a pathway to upward mobility? With respect
to the business of matchmaking, how did commercial marriage brokers
and their clientele differ from the matchmakers dispatched with govern-

ment funding to northeastern China?



