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Gendered Migration of Korean Women
— An Analysis of Oral Narratives of Jeju Women's
Experiences as Undocumented Migrant Workers
in Japan in the 2000s

Lee, Heyjin
(Gyeongnam Institute)

This study analyzes the experiences of Jeju women who lived as
undocumented migrant workers in Japan in the 2000s by utilizing the
concept of ‘migration habitus’. ‘Migration habitus’ refers to the
tendency to accept migration and movement as a natural and routine
part of life in a certain region. Jeju women’s migration to Japan was a
choice to resolve economic crises such as husbands’ business failures
and guarantees of debts. The migration of Jeju people to Japan, which
continued from the early 20th century, became more active due to
factors such as the network of Jeju residents in Japan and the
expansion of tourist visas. In cases where legal routes were difficult,
smuggling or staying on tourist visas took place. In the Japanese labor
market, women were able to find more stable jobs than men, and they
mainly worked in the service industry, such as restaurants, hotel
cleaning, and pachinko exchange shops. Jeju women were able to find
employment and settle down through their relatives, friends, and
hometown networks in Japan. Their return to Korea was either
voluntary (self-imposed) or forced repatriation, and they often found it
difficult to readjust to Korean society after their return, and they
sometimes showed a desire to move to Japan again. This study
emphasizes that Jeju women’s labor migration was gendered and
determined by the needs of the family economy.
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