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1. Introduction  

 

Marriages between Korean men and foreign women have been skyrocketing in recent years. 

According to the data from the Korean National Statistical Office, the total number of 

international marriages in Korea was 39,700 in 2006, tripled since the year 2000 when there 

were 12,300 such marriages. About 76% of these marriages are marriages between Korean 

men and foreign women. In 2006, 41% of the 8,596 Korean men who work for agricultural or 

fishing industries married foreign women, which is a 5.1% increase from the previous year. The 

globalized capitalism has incorporated the third world countries into its ever-expanding markets 

in the forms of multi-national companies and financial businesses. Competition among countries 

has also been intensified, precipitating the labor mobility of the underdeveloped countries in 

Asia (Lee Jae-in, 2004; quote from Lee Jung-hee, 2006). This economic globalization has 

forced people in poor countries to leave their countries looking for money and resources abroad.  

 

Asia is the region with the biggest labor mobility, explaining 36% of all the migrant labor in the 

world. And the rates of women migrants have been increasing, too, in the region. According to a 

report by Asian Migrant Year Book and UNIFEM, about 1.9 to 2 million women are now working 

abroad. 85% of the Sri Lankan migrant workers, 70% of the Indonesian migrant workers, and 

69% of the Philippine migrant workers are women. International Organization for Migrant of the 

United Nations points out that the 'feminization of migration' in Asia has two major 

characteristics. First, more and more married women migrate, and the average age of 

unmarried migrant women are getting lower. Second, most of the jobs open to those migrant 

women tend to be traditional and stereotypical "women's jobs." Most of the women migrants 

work as factory workers, domestic workers, or sex workers. 'Feminization of migration' has a lot 

to do with the rapid commercialization of housekeeping work and also the commercialization of 

women's bodies which fuels women's migration through international marriage and sex industry.  

   

'Feminization of migration' shows that women migrate across the borders in different ways than 

men do, and that the experiences women go through as migrants are thus different from those  



 

 

of men. Especially, since migration by marriage is for the women to get incorporated into the 

existing patriarchal marriage system where men are regarded as primary breadwinners, it can 

be an easy way out for the women who have no resources but their own bodies(Hong Gi-

hye,1999). Women who do not have particular skills or merits for international labor markets 

tend to go for international marriage. While a migrant worker can enjoy some limited legal 

protection from both her home country and her hosting country, migrant wives should take the 

risk of being under the absolute control of her husband(Yoon Hyung-sook,2005). In fact, there 

are numerous cases in which foreign migrant wives are abused and forced to work by their 

husbands and in-laws.  

 

Despite all the problematic situations and conditions, we should not regard those migrant wives 

only as victims who need 'some policies.' Representing these women as victims can lead us to 

ignore that they themselves are agents who have diverse life stories and motivations, and 

constitute their own lives even in limited ways. Also, unlike migrant workers, migrant wives are 

recognized as legal or institutional subjects only through making intimate relationships within 

their new families. Therefore, in order for us to better understand the lives of migrant wives, who 

are "the Other" in our society, we need to first understand the multi-level social, cultural, and 

historical contexts in which they have lived. Efforts to understand these are a practice of 

respecting the migrant wives as agents of their own lives, and also lead us to the realization that 

they are human beings with a little different experiences from ours.  

 

In this paper, through some counseling cases1) of Vietnamese migrant wives, I try to discuss 

that these migrant wives are agents who actively manage their own conditions of life. More 

importantly, I discuss the conflicts and confusions that have come to me while counseling these 

women. I hope we can come up with some solutions to these issues.  

 

 

2. International Marriages and Hotline 1366 in Gyeongbuk Province  

 

2-1. International marriages in Gyeongbuk Province2)  

 

According to the "Realities of Families of International Marriage in Gyeongbuk and Policy 

Suggestions, 2007," there are 3,469 households of international marriage in Gyeongbuk 

Province as of April this year, a 43.5% increase from last year. Vietnamese wives form the 

largest group (42.8%) among those migrant wives. The number of Vietnamese wives has  



 

 

increased from 324 in 2005 to 1,483 in 2007, a 35.8% increase on average each year for the 

last three year period. 493 migrant wives live in Pohang, 371 in Gyeongju, 288 in Gumi, 226 in 

Andong, 255 in Sangju, 209 in Gyeongsan, and 173 in Gimcheon, which are roughly in 

proportion to the size of the whole population of each county. 71.7% of the migrant wives in 

Gyeongbuk live in agricultural areas. 45.5% of the households are at farming, and 1% at fishing.  

 

The average age of the migrant wives is 32, while the average age of their Korean husbands is 

44. The average age gap between Vietnamese wives and their Korean husbands is 18. For 

10.3% of the husbands, the current marriage is their second one. 12.3% of the husbands (1 out 

of 8) are disabled. 58.9% of the migrant wives live together with their parents-in-laws, a stark 

distinction from urban areas where the rates of cohabitation with in-laws are only 32.2%. 45.8% 

of the migrant wives (and 81.2% of the Vietnamese wives) married through international 

matchmaking agencies.  

2-2. Hotline 1366   

The Hotline 1366 is run by the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family with partial financial 

assistance from local governments. When first opened in 1997, the Hotline was for women in 

crisis in general. With the increase of calls from migrant women, a Hotline 1366 was newly 

opened exclusively for foreign migrant women in 2006. Now there is one Line in each of the 17 

regions of the nation. The Hotline 1366 is run 24/7 for the women who are in danger of domestic 

violence, sexual abuse, or prostitution. The Hotline has a broad range of networks with welfare 

agencies, counseling offices, shelters, law enforcement agencies, medical agencies, and 

educational facilities. Migrant women in danger are provided with appropriate services and 

information according to their situations and needs. The Hotline also runs its own shelters so 

that women in emergency situation can be protected.  

 

The Hotline 1366 Gyeongbuk, where I've been working as a counselor, used to have 9 

counselors. With the expansion of 'Support for Families of International Marriage' programs in 

Gyeongbuk, two more counselors (one Vietnamese Korean, and one Chinese Korean) joined 

the office in May 2007. The total number of counselees this year (January through October) is 

over 10,000, 10% of whom are migrant wives.  

 

As a counselor, I have met migrant wives from various countries such as China, the Philippines, 

Mongolia, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam. Especially, I have counseled more than 20 Vietnamese  

 



 

 

migrant wives, the highest number among my counselees. Most of those Vietnamese women 

are married through international matchmaking agencies, and currently live in rural areas.  

 

 

3. Vietnamese Wives' Experiences of International Marriage  

 

3-1. Various reasons for migration  

 

Those 20 some Vietnamese migrant wives I've counseled are pretty different from each other in 

terms of what part of Vietnam they are from, and why they got married to Korean men. Their 

reasons for the marriage include "I wanted to be a good daughter to my mother," "I wanted to 

leave Vietnam after the breakup with my boyfriend," "my brother-in-law beat my sister, and I 

thought Korean men would never beat a woman," "a friend of mine married to a Taiwanese man 

bought her parents a house, and I wanted to do the same thing," "I felt suffocated in 

Vietnam......," and "Vietnamese men don't work hard, and have nothing to offer to you......."  

 

Most of the Vietnamese migrant women are in their early 20s, and from rural areas. Some of 

them are elementary school dropouts, while some others are middle school graduates. In 

Vietnam, they used to stay at home and help their mothers, or try to learn some marketable 

skills such as hair dressing. Koreans usually think that Vietnamese migrant women didn't want, 

but had to marry foreign men because of the poverty at home. However, many of the women 

actively chose to do it, got married secretly, and thereby shocked their families afterwards. 

Many of them voluntarily went to the matchmaking agencies. From this, we can read those 

women's desire for some new lives in the globalized world. Nevertheless, when asked "What do 

your brothers do?," the majority of them answered "They go to school." This tells us that, even 

though their migration seems voluntary to some extent, the patriarchal family culture in Vietnam 

lies behind the women's migration.  

 

3-2. Domestic violence from husbands and in-laws  

 

Statistics shows that 12.3% of migrant wives in Korea have experienced domestic violence. The 

majority of the women I have counseled were exposed to domestic violence, too. Some of them 

called the Hotline themselves, and others were introduced to the Hotline through the police or 

their neighbors. The women talk about the situations as follows.  

 



 

 

"My husband got drunk and beat me up for no reason."  

"He wanted to have sex with me just too much. When I say 'not now,' he beat me."  

"I have some issues with my mother-in-law. Whenever I talk to my husband about  

it, he got angry and beat me."  

"My husband discusses things only with his mother. One day I told him to discuss  

things with me, too. Then he started punching me."  

Chang(alias), one of my counselees, had no idea why her husband beat her so often, and 

wanted me to ask him why. Below is his answer.  

 

"Well..... I got drunk, and felt miserable when looking at her, thinking, you know, when the hell 

she is gonna learn Korean.... just like that.... I couldn't communicate with her.... so I just beat 

her."  

 

While talking with the husbands, I realized that most of them do not help their wives learn 

Korean or Korean society at all. Difficulties in communications are nothing but a pretext for their 

violence.  

 

Muy(alias) tells me that her husband comes home drunk late at night and demands sex. If she 

rejects it, he kicks her out. Since it is always so late at night, she has to sleep in a nearby 

storage barn. She comes back home when her husband is out, starving, but finding no food at 

home. Wife-abandonment, such as Muy's case, has been increasing. All of my counselees lived 

with their parents-in-laws. In Vietnam, however, women usually do not live with their in-laws. 

Upon marriage, people have their own separate living places, and even when they live with in-

laws, they enjoy enough psychological independence. Therefore, those Vietnamese migrant 

wives, although they knew they would live with their in-laws, still feel extremely hard living with 

them, especially because their Korean husbands are too dependent on their parents not only 

economically but also psychologically.  

 

Wan(alias) complains that her husband listens to his mother, but not to her. Her mother-in-law 

even cooks for Wan's husband. If Wan tells her not to do it, the two women get into an 

argument, and her husband always stands on his mother's side, and ends up yelling at and 

beating Wan. Wan argues that cooking is her job, but they won't let her do it, and instead, she is 

only forced to work in the farm. Wan is now considering to divorce her husband.  

 

 



 

 

Those migrant wives are confined in very private space called 'family' in which their labor and 

sexuality is controlled in violent ways, and their autonomy is extremely limited.  

 

3-3. Resistance growing in experiences  

 

Not all counselees want to end their marriages. Some of them asked the counselors only to stop 

their husbands from beating. What they need is some help for negotiation, not for ending the 

relationship with their husbands once and for all. Unless they already have Korean citizenship, 

they cannot stay in Korea when divorced. Going back to their home country with the stigma of 

'divorcee' is not an option, either. Therefore, they want to stay married and exhaust any means 

possible to do so.  

 

Although the primary motive for the women to marry Koreans is to get out of poverty, they still 

have dreams for romantic love and loving family. So they work for that as much as they can. 

Sometimes they demand they and their husbands move out of their in-law's house. Some of 

them choose to stay in shelters until their abusive mothers-in-laws and husbands change their 

attitudes. When they come back to their families after staying in shelters for a while and getting 

positive promises from their husbands, they often resume the power and courage to demand 

that, for example, their husbands should take a shower more often, get well-dressed, or give the 

women monthly allowances.  

 

However, when the violence does not stop and the women cannot bear with it anymore, they 

start considering divorce. In this case, the husbands and in-laws usually insist that there was no 

violence involved in their relationships with the women, and that they are the real victims 

because they spent too much money to get married and now their wives try to get away. 

Sometimes the husbands even try to demand settlement money from the women. Nevertheless, 

for some migrant wives, divorce is the only option to protect themselves from violent and 

patriarchal marriages.  

 

 

4. Working as a Counselor for the Migrant Wives  

4-1. My own conflicts when counseling battered migrant wives  

 

1) Each society has its own definitions of violence. In Korea, when it comes to domestic 

violence, the victim's statement alone is enough to conclude the existence of violence. But in  



 

 

the cases of migrant wives, submissions of medical documents or conspicuous injuries are 

usually needed as 'proof.' Interpretations of the experiences of violence vary. There are conflicts 

between feminist definitions of violence and its practical definitions in the filed of counseling. 

Usually, migrant wives who are abused economically or psychologically, but not physically, are 

not protected.   

2) In the cases of domestic violence where the victims are Korean nationals, the counseling 

centers counsel only the victims. But in the cases involving migrant wives, the centers counsel 

not only the women, but also their husbands and in-laws.   

3) In the cases of domestic violence involving migrant wives, there are differences in opinions 

among counselors regarding whether or not the cases in question should be recognized as 

domestic violence. These differences lead to differences in the way in which the cases are 

solved, and accordingly to different influences on the lives of the counselees.  

4) Each counselor has her/his own perspectives during the counseling processes, which results 

in different approaches to the counselees in terms of what information and assistance the 

counselees need. This can narrow down the range of options the counselees could enjoy.  

 

4-2. Suggestions for solution  

1) There should be sophisticated training programs for counselors for migrant women. And the 

training programs should be established in the way in which accumulated counseling cases can 

be shared with other counselors, and counselors can brainstorm to come up with better 

counseling frames and strategies.  

2) There should be systems by which various legal and institutional information can be provided 

to the counselors.  

 

5. Conclusion  

 

In this presentation, I have discussed the experiences of Vietnamese migrant wives, and 

the conflicts and problems I have felt as a counselor working for those women. There 

are differences between counseling Korean women and counseling foreign migrant 

wives in terms of counseling processes and information given to the women. The major 

reason for this is the widespread cultural stereotype that denies the subjectivity or 

agency of the migrant wives as citizens. What do we need to do in order to solve or 

improve this situation? We need to try to know better who these migrant women are, 

and under what social and cultural contexts they have been. We also need to have 

empathy for the women on the basis of feminist solidarity. 


