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Navigating Layered Precarities
— Legal Status and Gendered Pathways
of Marriage Migrant Women

Kim, Hyun Mee
(Yonsei University)

Thirty years after the emergence of large-scale cross-border
marriages, the social status and rights of marriage migrant women in
South Korea have evolved to some extent. Yet, the legal authority of
South Korean husbands, who continue to exert decisive influence over
their spouses’ residency and nationality, remains largely intact.
“Motherhood,” defined through childbirth and childrearing, still
functions as a key condition for women’s residence status and
citizenship. This article explores how the structural denial of marriage
migrant women as independent legal subjects generates sexual,
economic, and cultural insecurities, and how such gendered precarity
simultaneously deepens vulnerability and stimulates diverse survival
strategies. Drawing on in-depth interviews with marriage migrant
women in South Korea and with returnee women in Vietnam in 2019,
the analysis reveals how women’s narratives and practices expose the
intersection of law, gender, and citizenship. Focusing on three
interrelated dimensions —legal insecurity, maternal citizenship, and the
repression and commodification of sexuality —the article Through the
three analytical dimensions of legal insecurity, maternal citizenship,
and the repression and commodification of sexuality, the article seeks
to elucidate the structural mechanisms of gendered oppression
experienced by marriage migrant women in South Korean society.
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