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Abstract
Since 1998, 33.834 North Korean refugees have settled in South Korea after they escaped from North
Korea (Ministry of Unification, 2020). They undertook a dangerous journey to hope for a better life
and not be restricted in their freedoms as they experienced in North Korea. Since North and South
Koreans share the same ethnic background and language, it is expected that the social adjustment of
North Koreans will not be so challenging. However, the thesis demonstrates that this is often not the
case using data collected on fieldwork in South Korea. Even though North Koreans have high
expectations in South Korea, they often experience social exclusion and are discriminated against by
South Koreans. The fieldwork took place from the start of February till the end of April 2022,
involving interviewing various people and attending conferences related to the topic. The thesis uses
the sociological work of Zygmunt Bauman and concepts of belonging to unpack social exclusion. It
argues that the modernization vision of South Korea does not contribute to the broader social needs
of North Korean refugees in South Korea because it focuses almost exclusively on the economic
belonging of North Korean refugees. Writing on economic belonging is the unique contribution that
the thesis adds to the broader topic. Lastly, the thesis demonstrates that these consequences also
affect South Koreans, who struggle in a consumer, materialistic and competitive society with rising
suicide rates. Therefore, a change in the image of North Korean refugees within South Korean society
is needed, and a better involvement of North Koreans to represent the issues they experience.
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1. Introduction
Today more than 100 million people have left their homes because of conflict, are being at risk of
execution, subject to violation of human rights, or suffer other events that put their lives in danger.
This number has never been that high (UNCHR, 2022). Of these 100 million people, 26,4 million were
forced to seek safety in another country. In 2020, 68% of the refugees originated from Syria,
Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar, and Venezuela. Furthermore, the recent events in Ukraine
caused the fastest and one of the largest forced displacement crises since World War II (UNCHR,
n.d.).
After a difficult journey, while escaping from their homes, many challenges await these refugees in
their newfound countries. They have to consider building a new life, trying to integrate, and adjusting
to the new society of the host country. The UNCHR (2014) defines integration as a two-way process
that includes the preparedness of refugees to adapt to the host society and a corresponding
readiness on the part of the host communities to welcome refugees. Therefore, they must learn
important cultural norms of the society, learn the language, and have personal contacts outside their
group (Majka & Majka, 2015). Adjustment is often experienced as difficult since refugees are
confronted with social exclusion in the host countries. Negative discourses and stigmatization make it
uneasy for refugees to participate, and it fundamentally affects daily life practices (Koçak et al, 2021).
To add information on the broader discussion and ongoing issue of social exclusion among refugees,
the thesis focuses on a relatively small group of refugees of these 26,4 million worldwide. It discusses
the refugees who fled to a neighboring country with whom they share one of the most guarded and
dangerous borders, namely between North and South Korea (Pariona, 2019). Since 1953, 300.000
North Koreans have managed to escape from one of the most isolated countries in the world (Bluth,
2022) and since 1998, 33.834 North Korean refugees live in South Korea (Ministry of Unification,
2020).
Since North and South Koreans share cultural similarities such as language and history and ethnicity,
one would expect that they are less prone to social exclusion and that for them it is less challenging
to adjust compared to refugees fleeing to foreign countries (Sun & Go, 2014). However, according to
various scholars, North Koreans do experience social exclusion in South Korea, and adjusting to South
Korea is considered challenging. Many North Koreans go to South Korea with high hopes and the
expectation to have a better life but often they struggle to belong in the new culture and at the same
time feel alienated from the culture they left behind (Kim et al, 2015).
To understand social exclusion, the concept of belonging is analyzed. The thesis reflects on several
themes within South Korean society, making it difficult for North Korean refugees to adapt to their
newfound country quickly or speak. These themes include the complexity of a possible unification,
South Korean economic superiority, false expectations, lack of mutual understanding between North
and South Koreans, South Korea’s readiness to accept refugees, and the North Korean refugee policy.
The themes are discussed in the result section of the thesis.
The thesis argues that these themes have a shared denominator which is the ongoing eagerness of
South Korea to become a highly modernized economically developed country on the world stage.

7

However, this denominator is not always directly visible. Therefore, the themes discussed are
introduced in order whereby the modernization vision is the most visible. The historic context of
South Korea and South Korea’s aspirations for the future are discussed to understand the
modernization vision and both are perceived from the perspective of Bauman.
The thesis is based on the premise that the modernization vision does not necessarily speak to the
issues that North Korean refugees experience in South Korea, namely being socially excluded from
South Korean society. It seems that North Koreans are often approached from an economic angle,
and the vision has not always positively affected South Korean society. The South Korean
government tries to integrate North Korean refugees economically within this vision by providing, for
example, economic support and finding jobs. However, even though it is often seen as a wellestablished refugee policy compared to other refugee policies, it still has some challenges. The thesis
demonstrates that South Korea focuses on providing North Koreans with economic belonging to
South Korea to enable North Koreans to participate in South Korea's economy, presumably resolving
their challenges in South Korea. As defined by Antonsich (2010), economic belonging entails the
feeling that a person has a stake in the future of the place where he or she lives. The person is part of
the society's economy, and members of that society value the person's position. However, in the
context of North Korean refugees in South Korea, the focus on economic belonging does not
guarantee successful integration. By acknowledging the concept of economic belonging of North
Korean refugees and how it is used within the modernization vision of South Korea, the thesis
contributes to the broader discussion of the social exclusion North Korean refugees experience in
South Korea.
Even though help with economic integration is necessary, the successful integration of North Koreans
cannot be achieved only by giving them jobs. Therefore, due to the modernization of South Korea,
difficulties are caused between North and South Koreans, which can enhance the social exclusion of
North Koreans and negatively influence their sense of belonging to South Korea. A sense of belonging
is the psychological feeling of belonging or connectedness to a group or community, contributing to
adaptive experiences in a particular society. Belonging is perceived as the process of becoming part
of a specific group of people (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019). The thesis emphasizes the need for a better
mutual understanding among North and South Koreans in South Korea and an awareness of the
issues North Koreans are experiencing in South Korea. Improving understanding between the two
communities could contribute to a more positive relationship between North and South Koreans in
South Korea, even though the division of both Koreas has already lasted more than 70 years. A
positive relationship between North and South Koreans helps North Koreans to feel at home in South
Korea. It creates a sense of belonging to South Korea that contributes to the adaptive experiences of
South Korean society and as a response to social exclusion. The South Korean government can play a
beneficial role in this process, especially by focusing less on the economic integration of North
Korean refugees in South Korea and more on sociocultural aspects.
The thesis starts with the problem statement leading to its research questions. Afterward, it
discusses the theoretical framework explaining the work of Bauman and the concepts of belonging.
Then, it continues with the methodology discussing how the research is conducted. Subsequently, it
briefly describes the history of South Korea and South Korea’s aspirations, followed by the result
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section. Afterward, in the discussion and conclusion, the research questions are answered. Finally,
the thesis ends with recommendations.
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2. Problem Statement
2.1.

Socially excluded in South Korea

Many North Koreans go to South Korea with high hopes and the expectation of having a better life
(Tara, 20211). The reasons to leave North Korea are various. Many decided to leave North Korea due
to famine and hunger but also the loss of status, a search for more opportunities, political
persecution, and social constraints (Kim et al, 2020). These constraints include restrictions on
fundamental liberties such as freedom of expression, assembly, and association and forbid political
opposition and independent media (Human Rights Watch, 2021). However, the expectations of a
better life are often disillusioned due to the realities of living in South Korea (Tara, 2011).
It is often thought that North Korean refugees compared with other (foreign) newcomers in South
Korea are most likely to succeed in adapting to South Korean society due to their shared ethnicity
and common spoken language (Sung & Go, 2014). However, North Koreans have difficulties with
understanding South Korean society and culture (Kim et al, 2015). Because the two countries have
been separated for a long time, the people became estranged from each other, and living conditions
in both countries are different (Eschborn & Apel, 2014). Whereas North Korea has been described as
totalitarian, South Korea is often characterized as a place where material competition, material
wealth, and social status are highly valued while traditional Korean values have become less
important (Kim et al, 2015). North Koreans thus find it difficult to enjoy their freedoms and adjust to
a society characterized by individualism. They struggle with making the multiple decisions that living
in South Korean society entails such as the job they want to pursue (Tara, 2011). Furthermore, North
Koreans experience anxiety due to a lack of concrete life goals and feel socially at a disadvantage
pushed aside by the harsh competition and achievement-oriented tendency in South Korea. Due to
these circumstances, North Koreans feel often disoriented. They struggle to belong in the new
culture while also feeling alienated from the culture they left behind (Kim et al, 2015).
Other barriers that have been identified by various scholars that hinder the successful adjustment of
North Koreans in South Korean society result from being socially excluded and discriminated against
by South Koreans (Kim et al, 2015). In the literature social exclusion is explained as a process through
which individuals or groups of individuals are excluded from full participation in the society in which
they are embedded. Individuals are deprived of the resources needed to maintain their social,
economic, and political activities (ibid, 2015). North Koreans find it troublesome to enter powerful
South Korean social networks existing in universities because they are quickly perceived as outsiders
(Bidet, 2009). They experience mistrust, unfair treatment, and prejudices that prohibit the prospect
of successful resettlement (Sung & Go, 2014). Difficulties to integrate into South Korean society are
also reflected in the lower unemployment rate of North Koreans compared to South Koreans (Tara,
2011). The Database Center for North Korean Human Rights (NKDB) reported that the
unemployment rate among North Koreans is 7.7% in 2020 compared with 3.6% of the national
unemployment of South Korea (Jung, 2021). Furthermore, they are also often excluded from regular
jobs and forced to try to find employment on a secondary market that is far less attractive, and they
experience unequal salaries compared with their South Korean peers (Bidet, 2009). Therefore, as Kim
et al (2015) argue, there is a need for a greater understanding of how North Koreans experience their
new homeland to find ways to respond adequately to these issues.
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2.2.

A deeper understanding of social exclusion

As stated above, the experiences among North Koreans living in South Korea must be further
investigated to have a deeper understanding and find answers to contribute to their situation. To
unpack this, my thesis reflects on the sociological work by Bauman which examines issues such as
social exclusion. Furthermore, the work of Bauman helped to notice the modernization vision of
South Korea which is related to the social exclusion and belonging of North Koreans in South Korea.
Kim & Hocking (2020) argue that the resettlement of North Koreans in South Korea is still a largely
unexplored area, in particular their belonging. Chen & Schweitzer (2019) state that by analyzing the
role of belonging, the lived experiences of individuals with a refugee background can be unpacked
and clarified. Therefore, the thesis also analyses the social exclusion among North Koreans through
the lens of several concepts of belonging (belonging & economic belonging, sense of belonging).
These concepts are briefly explained underneath and more in-depth in the theoretical framework.
Belonging can be defined as the process of an individual who has the desire of becoming part of a
certain group of people. This process contains the emotional attachment of feeling ‘’at home’’ (YuvalDavis, 2006) and the aspect of a physical space to which individuals ascribe personal meaning (Chen
& Schweitzer, 2019). Sense of belonging is described as the psychological feeling of belonging or
connectedness to a social, spatial, cultural, professional, or another type of group or community
(Raman, 2014). It can be argued that the concepts of belonging have an additional value to
understanding social exclusion since a certain link can be made. Belonging includes social processes
of exclusion since one party attempts to belong while another party grants belonging (Chen &
Schweitzer, 2019). This coincides with the concept of ‘’politics of belonging’’ or as Antonsich (2010)
states: ‘’Boundary discourses and practices that separate ‘us’ from ‘them’ are indeed at the very
essence of any politics of belonging’.
Belonging is by various scholars researched in other contexts. For example, the study by Herslund
(2021) examines which factors determine the sense of belonging. Furthermore, it analyzes what the
role of the local community plays in generating a sense of belonging among refugees settled in small
towns in Denmark. Herslund explored how local communities are engaged in welcoming and creating
activities for the newly settled refugees. The study shows that belonging is created as an ongoing
process of negotiating everyday life experiences. A sense of belonging among the refugees relates to
practices and activities in their everyday lives. Therefore, refugees should be able to establish
routines and develop everyday life practices. To make this possible, the study showed that suitable
housing is needed and positive involvement by the community in their lives. To relate this to the
context of North Koreans in South Korea, by examining the sense of belonging, aspects can be found
which has importance in their lives and the role it plays in their integration. These aspects may have
a negative or positive connotation which has an influence on their belonging. By identifying these,
ways can be found to improve their integration and tackle the barriers.
Based on the latter, the case of North Korean refugees can be considered interesting because both
Koreas still officially uphold the myth of ‘’one Korea’’ and ‘’one people’’ (Eschborn & Apel, 2014). In
other words, as has been argued by Cambell (2015), there is a belief in the Korean ethnic nation
which is many times brought as the motivation of unification of both Koreas. According to South
Korean law, all North Koreans can become South Korean citizens after setting foot in the country
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(Eschborn & Apel, 2014). However, as has been stated by Chen & Schweitzer (2019) ‘’Rightful
membership such as legal citizenship appears insufficient for belonging if the rest of the community
does not ‘’grant’’ it’’. Therefore, according to Antonsich (2010), is ‘’belonging’’ a ‘’thicker’’ concept
than citizenship, and ‘’to feel at home is not only a personal matter but also a social one’’. An
additional issue identified by Hur (2018) that complicates the notion of citizenship, is the fact that
among South Korean youth the importance of shared bloodline to Korean identity is declining. Due to
this, the feeling that North Koreans are ‘’one of us’’ has become less. Therefore, other ways must be
found on how North Koreans can improve their sense of belonging to South Korea. But there is also a
need to understand the attitude among South Koreans towards North Korean refugees since it can
be argued that they have the power to guarantee their ‘’belonging’’ when reflecting on the notion of
politics of belonging.
Themes such as social exclusion among North Korean refugees and their integration into South
Korean society are not unnoticed by South Korean governmental institutions. To help North Koreans
to integrate into South Korea, the South Korean government has implemented many policies and
resettlement programs. In addition, many NGOs are active to help the situation of the refugees.
However, the main critique is the lack of formal partnership because the programs focus largely on
initial employment. Many of the programs overlap and do not provide follow-up training. North
Korean refugees claim that they do not learn how capitalistic and democratic values and systems can
be applied to their daily life since only basic knowledge is given (Kim et al, 2020). Kim & Jang (2007)
argue that policy mostly focuses on the economic side and fails in practice to consider the dimension
of emotional factors such as identities. The policies that are currently in place are primarily geared
towards providing short-term economic assistance and social services (Sung & Go, 2014). Thus, it can
be stated that there is a knowledge gap between policy and daily life among North Koreans and how
it is experienced. The lens of belonging can therefore be considered valuable since, through these
concepts, issues in their daily life can be examined more in-depth. It identifies how they interact with
issues such as social exclusion and it may reveal the gaps between policy and reality.

2.3.

Research objective & research questions

In short, the thesis aims to examine the belonging and social exclusion of North Korean refugees in
South Korea. Therefore, it brings the concepts of belonging into conversation with the work of
Bauman to examine to give a deeper understanding of the integration of North Koreans. Within this
examination, the modernization vision of South Korea has a central role which is explained more indepth in the result section. This deeper understanding could help policymakers find the gaps
between policy and practice and how they can make policy or other interventions more successful by
including more social factors in the resettlement policy. The study by Kim & Hocking (2020) made a
fair start by identifying North Koreans' daily activities, what helps and hinders them from performing
those activities, and what meaning they attach to them. However, as discussed, the limited number
of participants in Kim & Hocking's (2020) research makes it difficult to generalize and represent all
North Koreans. Therefore, they invite researchers to examine the topic further. This led to the
following main question:
‘’How does the modernization vision of South Korea affect the social exclusion and belonging of North
Korean refugees in South Korea?’’
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The research question will be answered with the help of the three following sub-questions:
1. What has the modernization trajectory of South Korea been?
2. Which themes within South Korean society make it difficult for North Korean refugees to
adapt to South Korea?
3. What are the gaps between the resettlement policy and the experiences among North
Korean refugees in tackling social exclusion?
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3. Theoretical Framework
As discussed in the problem statement, the social exclusion among North Korean refugees in South
Korea is the central subject of the thesis. Therefore, social exclusion is the entry point of the
theoretical framework. The theory of Bauman and the concepts of belonging are used to analyze
social exclusion. Scholars have studied social exclusion, however Bauman’s conceptualization of
social exclusion and concepts of belonging has not been applied so far in-depth in the North Korean
context. Social exclusion is a central theme in Bauman’s work which he conceptualized by using
metaphors. With the help of metaphors, Bauman can speak about people in modern life and get a
feeling of how social exclusion is experienced. Applying his theory to the context of North Korean
refugees in South Korea has the potential to provide an additional and valuable layer of knowledge
on the topic. Bauman’s technique of defamiliarization, which is explained underneath, allows us to
shed an alternative and critical light on and may identify new insights on the social exclusion of North
Korean refugees. In addition to Bauman, I use the concept of belonging to analyze social exclusion
from a different and practical angle. Analyzing belonging is helpful since it helps unpack North
Korean's lived experiences and refugee background. Furthermore, since it has similarities with the
theories of Bauman, it helps to create a deeper understanding of social exclusion among North
Koreans.
The theoretical framework starts by introducing the sociological work of Zygmunt Bauman. Then, it
goes in-depth on his contribution to sociology and explains how his work can be used and its value
for the thesis. It continues by explaining the concepts of liquid modernity, wasted lives, and flawed
consumers. The three concepts are set in a hierarchical order of relevance to the analysis. Afterward,
it discusses the concepts of belonging and sense of belonging more in-depth. Finally, the theoretical
framework ends with the third part by putting the work of Bauman and the several concepts of
belonging in conversation.

3.1.

The Sociology of Zygmunt Bauman and Liquid Modernity

Before I unpack the metaphor of liquid modernity and other metaphors, it is important to
understand what the role of sociology is according to Bauman and how he has conceptualized his
theory by using metaphors.
It is frequently argued that Bauman is one of the most influential sociologists and one of the most
prominent global thinkers of our time (Davis, 2010). Most of his sociological work concerns issues of
morality, totalitarianism, autonomy, and heteronomy. Bauman analyzes the opportunities and
obstacles to decent and moral human existence while being confronted with inhumanities. In his
work, he is critical of deep-rooted inequalities, poverty, degradation, and power differentials
produced by, as stated by Atkinson (2008, pp.3), ‘’the noxious union of neo-liberalism and
consumerist individualism’’. Therefore, Bauman is concerned with those whose lives have been
affected by social transformations because of modernity. In his writing, he defends the ones who got
marginalized, hurt, or excluded (Jacobsen & Poder, 2008).
According to Bauman the role of the sociologist is the observer of reality who is fundamental to
making a change in the world. It is not to ‘’rule’’ but to imagine alternatives (Jacobsen & Poder,
2008). Therefore, the function of sociology is to provide knowledge and choices to the actors in the
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social world. It is not about the production of knowledge but about the evolution of knowledge and
how it should be used (Hobbis, 2021a). Or as Bordoni (2016, pp.283) states ‘’The sociologist is only an
observer of social reality. Its universal utility, in very simple terms, is to put mankind in a position to
know, to understand and, therefore, to choose.” In this line of reasoning, as Bauman argues, the
sociologist is not the one to offer solutions to recover from a current condition but the one to offer a
different interpretation when looking at the same things and allowing knowledge to evolve (Jacobsen
& Poder, 2008).
To observe reality, being critical about it, and providing a different interpretation while looking at the
same things, Bauman uses metaphors and neologisms such as ‘’Liquid Modernity’’ and ‘’Wasted
Lives’’. With the help of these metaphors, he tries to capture the connections between social
structures and lived experiences of human beings and make us aware of our common humanity.
They are the linguistic weapons of defamiliarization by which he deconstructs reality and allows to
observe with an alternative interpretation (Jacobsen & Marshman, 2008). Therefore,
defamiliarization can be seen as a method to introduce a radically new perspective that makes us see
things as if we were experiencing them for the first time (Godioli, 2020). Defamiliarization enables us
to reflect critically, showing that in a certain situation or crisis we should not go back to normal,
because normal was the problem (Godioli, 2020). It makes the obvious non-obvious which results in
opening-up possibilities to become more self-aware and comprehensive in the world we live in.
Moreover, as Jacobsen & Poder (2008, pp.4) state ‘’defamiliarization shatters the impenetrable walls
of common sense that prevents us from experiencing and understanding the world anew’’. In short,
through metaphors, Bauman deconstructs reality and offers a new and critical interpretation. He
attempts to humanize through metaphor, pointing out and reflecting on human suffering and
offering an alternative perspective to reawaken our senses of responsibility and morality. Due to this,
sociology becomes according to Bauman an ongoing and collaborative interpretation of the human
world and attempts to give a deeper understanding of how it may eventually be improved (Jacobsen
& Poder, 2008).

3.2.

Liquid modernity

‘’Liquid modernity is a civilization of excess, redundancy, waste and waste disposal’’ (Bauman, 2004,
pp.97)
In the work of Bauman, the metaphor of ‘’liquid modernity’’ is very central and it is seen as one of his
most effective metaphors (Bordoni, 2016). It entails an ongoing process of ‘’liquefication’’ of the
social order, or in other words, a process of dissolution of the solid structures and institutions (Junge,
2008). Davis (2010) explains ‘’liquidity’’ as the metaphor through which Bauman captures the
dramatic social changes taking place in our everyday lives. Liquid modernity offers an innovative
approach to analyzing the complexities of social change in the contemporary world and being critical
of it (Lee, 2005). Bauman argues that in the world we inhabit the previous fixed and given structures
are dissolved which used to be the fundaments for human societies (Davis, 2010). For example,
Bauman argues that the sentiment of community has broken apart. Before liquid modernity, you are
part of a community if you want it or not. Being part of a community is considered stable and
constant. However, in contemporary times communities have been replaced by networks that are
easy to disconnect from (Jongerden, 2021b). Reflecting on the North Korean context, McCurry (2022)
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argues that North Koreans find the sense of community in South Korea lacking and they struggle with
the anonymity of life in a megalopolis like Seoul.
Liquefication is characterized by the frequency of change which makes reality unstable, inconsistent,
and unreliable, which leads to unpredictable effects (Bordoni, 2016). The welfare state has moved
away from the socialized individual risks, and its main task is to protect the private sphere
(Oosterveer, 2021). This includes the liquification of job security, the state of personal finances, and
the faith in political leaders (Davis, 2010). Due to this, there is a presence of insecurity and angst
among individuals (Junge, 2008). There is no universal order, but a continuous change in how the
world should look like and people must adapt to it (Oosterveer, 2021), and modernity is constantly
changing without a specific life goal in a fragmented global world (Jongerden, 2021b). These changes
occur in relationships, identities, and global economics (Mattiazzi & Vila-Petroff, 2021). Reflecting on
the North Korean context, Tara (2011) states that North Koreans find it difficult to make decisions by
themselves that living in South Korean society entails. According to Kim et al. (2015), youth
experience anxiety due to a lack of concrete life goals. This can be considered the result of a
constantly changing society, making it difficult to adapt to it.
Due to the non-appearance of structure or protection from the state, there is more an emphasis on
the sense of individualism, or as Bauman (2004, pp.90) states: ‘’The contemporary state cannot
deliver on the social states promise and its politicians no longer repeat the promise. Instead, their
policies portend a yet more precarious, risk-ridden life calling for a lot of brinkmanship while making
life projects all but impossible; they call on the electors to be ‘’more flexible’’ (that is, to brace
themselves for yet more insecurity to come) and seek to individually their own individual solutions to
the socially produced troubles’’. This can be linked with, as discussed in the problem statement, the
difficulties among North Koreans to live with their newly found freedom and the individualistic
character of South Korean society. In other words, it is not the state that will solve the social
problems, but you have to solve them individually (Oosterveer, 2021). Therefore, a prerequisite of
survival is to be constantly ready to change and able to change on short notice. Bauman argues that
having a flexible identity is needed to adjust to new situations (Atkinson, 2008). The need for a
flexible identity can be linked with the process of dis-embedding without re-embedding by which
Bauman characterizes liquid modernity (ibid, 2008). He argues that due to the liquification,
individuals have to leave their ‘’beds’’, placements, or places in society, however, are often unable to
have access to which they want to settle (re-embed). The bonds that unite the individual choices in
collective projects and actions are dissolved and there is an ongoing process of alienation (Lee, 2005).
Due to this, the difficulty that individuals experience is which identity they have to choose and how
to stay alert to switch to another identity when the previously chosen identity is withdrawn from the
market (Atkinson, 2008). Therefore, Bauman argues that there is a presence of an obsessive order
making that determines who belongs and who does not belong (Oosterveer, 2021). Moreover, as
Best (2016, pp. 125) states ‘’Liquid modernity continues to define anyone who is ‘not normal’ or ‘not
ordinary’ as requiring either assimilation or exclusion’’.
As stated above, liquid modernity is by Bauman often described as an obsessive process of ordermaking, which is also perceived as a mechanism of exclusion. Order-making within a society creates
categories of people who do and do not fit in society (Jongerden, 2021a) or as Bauman (2004, pp.5)
states ‘’each order casts some parts of the extant population as ‘out of place, ‘unfit’ or ‘undesirable’’.
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In liquid modernity, a new stratification order has come into place which previously had to do with
class but now can be seen as a polarized dichotomy between the winners and losers or the seduced
and repressed (Atkinson, 2008). Bauman continues by stating that the unescapable and inevitable
consequence of order-making in contemporary society is a generation of human waste, or to put it
differently, ‘’wasted lives’’ (Best, 2016). Bauman (2004, pp.5) defines human waste as ‘’the
‘excessive’ and ‘redundant’, that is the population of those who either could not or were not to
wished to be recognized or allowed to stay’’. Hobbis (2021a) describes wasted lives as humans who
do not contribute economically to society. There are no jobs for them and no alternative title.
Bauman argues that wasted lives are the inevitable outcome of modernization and are an
inseparable accompaniment of modernity. In addition, Bauman argues that modernization is about
economic progress ‘’that cannot proceed without degrading and devaluing the previously effective
modes of ‘making a living’ and therefore cannot but deprive their practitioners of their livelihood’’
(Bauman, 2004, pp.5). In other words, Bauman argues that in economic progress, the modes of living
are dismantled and reassembled into new forms which are smarter and sufficient. However, in this
process of dismantling, not everyone is needed or capable to be part of this trajectory of
modernization. Due to this, Bauman argues that economic progress has an excluding character.
Jacobsen & Marshman (2008, pp.22) state that ‘’wasted lives’’ become the margins of society by the
unstoppable march of global capitalism and consumer society. Due to this, people live an insecure
life, and anyone is at risk to become ‘’human waste’’ (Hobbis, 2021b). Due to the flexibility and
insecurity in the world, everyone is potentially redundant or replaceable. Even though someone’s
position seems to be very powerful, in the long run, it is precarious, and its privileges are fragile and
under threat (Atkinson, 2008).
Refugees are in particular defined by Bauman as human waste or as he defines himself ‘Refugees, the
displaced, asylum seekers, migrants, the sans papier, they are the waste of globalization’’ (Bauman,
2004, pp.58). They are redundant humans who are already ‘inside’ the community and are pushed
into urban ghettoes, the dumping grounds for human beings without any economic or political use
for the surrounding society (Best, 2016). Bauman states that to survive there is a need for the tight
separation of ‘human waste’ from the rest of society. Therefore, policies and extraordinary security
measures are implemented to prevent the health of society and the normal functioning of the social
system is endangered (Bauman, 2004, pp.85). The ‘human waste’ becomes socially excluded,
stigmatized, and criminalized, and is with other human waste grouped into one category of ‘’the
underclass’’. According to Bauman linking human waste with criminality helps to banish them from
the universe of moral obligations (Jacobsen & Marshman, 2008). In other words, in liquid modernity,
there is a presence of a continuous change of how the world should be looked at. Individuals who are
unable to participate in this process of change and modernity, become wasted lives and are excluded
from society. Perceiving from this perspective, how they are positioned in liquid times, allows
examining the social structures behind this process, which actors exclude them and put them at the
bottom of society. Analyzing North Korean refugees through the scope of ‘’wasted lives’’ helps to
create a better understanding behind the social forces which influence their social exclusion.
In addition to wasted lives, Bauman introduces the concept of ‘’flawed consumer’’ to explain how
contemporary society is characterized by a profit-oriented consumer industry. Bauman argues that
the freedom to consume is central to the stratification within society (Atkinson, 2008). Therefore,
consumers are considered the prime assets of consumer society (Davis, 2008). Bauman describes
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contemporary society often as a consumer society (Jongerden, 2021a). However, if people are not
able to consume, they do not contribute to the consumer market. Flawed consumers do not have the
money to increase the capacity of the consumer market. Instead, they create another kind of
demand, being dependent on the welfare state (Davis, 2008), which the profit-oriented consumer
industry cannot respond to (Bauman, 2004). Due to this, they become ‘’flawed consumers’’ ‘’The
most irksome and costly liabilities’’ (Bauman, 2004, pp.39). Bauman argues that the fulness of life
become has become the fulness of consumer enjoyment. However, not being able to consume is a
sign of inferiority which results in exclusion from society (Jongerden, 2021a).
In short, the metaphor of liquid modernity can be deconstructed by five compartments. The
individualization of society, disembedding without re-embedding, liquefication of social order and
institutions, obsessive order-making, and economic progress. All these compartments can be seen as
triggers of risk to become a wasted life in liquid modernity. This is visualized in the following chart.

Liquid Modernity

Individualization
of society

Disembedding
without reembedding

Liquefication of
Social Order and
Institutions

Obsessive OrderMaking

Economic
Progress

Wasted Lives

By using Bauman’s metaphors, it is possible to defamiliarize the context of North Koreans in South
Korea and apply a critical lens. In other words, the work of Bauman can be seen as an operational
analytical ‘’toolkit’’ for contributing to ongoing discussions about social exclusion. As been stated
before, the metaphors are set in a hierarchal order. Liquid modernity helps to analyze how social
exclusion is constructed and therefore the entry point of the thesis. The thesis does not want to
make necessarily the argument whether North Korean refugees are wasted lives or not, however, the
framework allows the thesis to analyze how they experience social exclusion, raises questions of
morality and calls for an adequate response. The flawed consumer metaphor is an additional layer to
explain the previous metaphors with its focus on consumer society. However, using the work of
Bauman does not necessarily mean that his theories are the only truth. Just like many other theories,
also the work of Bauman has been criticized by various scholars. For example, Jacobsen and Poder
(2008) argue that he is more a generalist instead of a specialist sociologist. He is mostly preoccupied
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with the broad topic of modernity’s transformation and its human consequences. In addition, several
concepts are more metaphorical than analytical which cannot stand alone. However, Jacobson and
Poder’s critique is addressed by applying Bauman’s work to the South Korean context. According to
the literature, it is evident that North Koreans suffer from social exclusion in South Korea. Therefore,
it is urgent to create a better and more critical understanding of how their situation eventually may
be improved in which the work of Bauman has the potential.

3.3.

Belonging

Belonging is a concept that has been discussed by various scholars. It can be analyzed from different
angles depending on the context. Therefore, it is perceived as a multi-faceted and dynamic concept
which makes it difficult to define (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019). According to Yuval-Davis (2006),
belonging can be defined as a process of an individual who has the desire to become part of a certain
group of people. In this line of reasoning, as Chen & Schweitzer (2019) argue, belonging can be read
as a state that is in between ‘’being’’ and ‘’longing’’. In other words, an individual seeks or ‘’longs
for’’ to become the other, or as Rowe (2005 pp.27) states ‘’Belonging is about where you long to
belong, whom you want to nestle beside at the end of the day, whom you call when you are in pain,
or who accompanies you in ritual – in signifying practices that give life meaning, if by no other means
than to call mindful attention to the awesome beauty of now’’.
In the process in which an individual tries to become part of a certain group, one obstacle can be
identified. Namely, the group an individual strives to belong to is changing over time. Due to this, the
process of belonging is constantly in flux and made difficult. Another definition that is often given to
belonging is more self-explanatory. Often belonging is used as a synonym of identity, especially as
national or ethnic identity (Antonsich, 2010). However, despite the many definitions, different
studies have recognized common features that construct the concept of belonging. Examples of
these features are its intersectionality and fluidity, affective personal experiences, socially
negotiated, and place and materials (Chen & Schweitzer 2019).
Various scholars, such as Antonsich (2010) and Yuval-Davis (2006), emphasize the importance to
analyze belonging as a personal, intimate sentiment of being at home and the sentiment of feeling
safe. Home becomes the symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment.
Antonsich (2010) calls this also as well Place-Belongingness, which can be seen as an analytical level
of the notion of belonging. Place-Belonging can be analyzed through the emotions and personal
meaning which is attached by an individual to a particular place. To understand place-belongingness,
Antonsich divides it into the following five factors explained underneath: auto-biographical,
relational, cultural, economic, and legal.
Autobiographical relate to the personal experiences, relations, and memories that an individual
attaches to a particular place. Relational factors can be seen as the personal and social network that
an individual has constructed for a given place. For example, the emotionally dense relations with
friends and family but also occasional interactions with strangers in shared public spaces. It is argued
that these interpersonal relations are a requisite of every individual to generate belonging. Longlasting and stable relations must be made, and individuals must interact with others frequently which
helps create a sense of connectedness on which belonging relies. The cultural factor is defined by
Antonsich with language as its most important factor. Through language meaning or interpretation of
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a situation is constructed. Furthermore, by speaking a common language, Antonsich argues that a
‘’warm sensation’’ among people can be created because they understand what you say and mean.
Other factors that can be considered as cultural are forms of cultural expression, traditions, and
habits such as religion or cultural practices of food production and consumption. Economic factors
are important since they contribute to a safe and stable material condition for an individual. An
example is the type of job that a person has within society. Antonsich states that according to a study
on Kosovan, Kurdish and Somali refugees in London, their sense of belonging is stronger among the
refugees who had built a professional life instead of being engaged in casual labor. At last, legal
factors have to do with citizenship and resident permits. Antonsich argues that those are an essential
component in producing security which is seen as a requirement of belonging. In other words, as
stated by Antonsich (2010, pp. 648) ‘’It is also a pre-condition to participate in and actively shape
one’s environment, which is deemed important in generating feelings of belonging’’.

3.4.

Sense of belonging

Whereas belonging can be perceived as the process to become part of a certain group of people, a
sense of belonging can be described as the psychological feeling of belonging or connectedness to a
social, spatial, cultural, professional, or another type of group or community (Raman, 2014). A sense
of belonging among individuals is considered important since it contributes to the adaptive
experiences in a certain society (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019). Moreover, as Chow (2007) states ‘’A
sense of belonging is crucial to feeling positive about oneself, to feeling trust and positive regard from
and for others, as well as to making a commitment to stay in the country of destination’’. Therefore,
having a sense of belonging has an influence on a further engagement and attachment of an
individual to a community or group (Raman, 2014).
A sense of belonging is not only related to the emotional but also the behavioral bonds between
people and places. It is the entry point for creating a sense of belonging rooted in the everyday lives
linked to a place (Herslund, 2021). As described by Raman (2014), the development of a sense of
belonging relates to the physical and social environment of an individual. In other words, to
understand someone’s sense of belonging, it is necessary to analyze how an individual maneuvers
through his/her environment. Sense of belonging grows out of everyday practices thus the everyday
activities of an individual must be analyzed (Antonsich, 2010). It helps to have a deeper insight into
the lived experiences of people in a certain place (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019) and which structural
factors can have a detrimental effect on the sense of belonging (Herslund, 2021).
A sense of belonging is considered important since it is found to have a significant impact on mental
health. Raman (2014) argues that a lack of sense of belonging is often used as a good predictor of
depression, lack of social participation, and general well-being. A sense of belonging helps an
individual to develop a sense of identity and quality of life. The study by Fischer et al (2015)
concludes that a sense of belonging is directly related to depression and hopelessness and indirectly
to suicidal ideation. Therefore, a low sense of belonging is an important target for assessment and
intervention in treating depression. A sense of belonging is created by individual experiences,
meaningful bonds, and feelings and gives an individual the sentiment of being ‘’at home’’. It makes
an individual feel safe and able to have pleasant emotions (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019). Thus, having a
poor sentiment of belonging may inflict the integration of individuals into a new community. The
study by Um et all (2015), shows that poor sociocultural adaptation and experienced discrimination
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among North Koreans in South Korea correlate with depressive disorders. Thus, having a deeper
understanding of the sense of belonging among North Koreans in South Korea, whether they feel ‘at
home’ and safe, helps us to identify the obstacles to successful integration and participation in South
Korean society.

3.5.

Bauman in conversation with belonging

After examining the theory of Bauman and the concepts of belonging, several similarities can be
found. As discussed, one of the main themes of Bauman is the excluding character of modernity. Due
to its obsessive order-making, it produces human categories which can be categorized as ‘’human
waste’’, people who are not able to participate in society fully and become redundant and are
therefore excluded. Bauman (2004) argues that people are excluded from society in order that
society maintains its healthy status. When analyzing social exclusion with belonging, it can be argued
that belonging has as well an excluding character. Namely, to belong has the component of people
who do belong and people who do not belong to a certain group (Chen & Schweitzer, 2019).
Antonsich (2010) defines the excluding character of belonging as the ‘’politics of belonging’’. YuvalDavis (2006) states that the politics of belonging can be perceived as the dirty work of boundary
maintenance which separates the world population into ‘us’ and ‘them’. Bauman’s work makes a
clear division between ‘’us’’ the people who are able to participate and consume in nowadays society
and ‘’them’’, the waste of economic progress (Bauman, 2004). Furthermore, the politics of belonging
can also be seen as the obsessive order-making of modernity. Order-making seems to have the
power to decide whether someone belongs or not by making categories. Therefore, it can be argued
that belonging fits in the concept of modernity as a mechanism of social exclusion.
As discussed above, Schweitzer (2019) argues that the group or society in which people strive to
belong is always in ‘’flux’’. In other words, the group identity is changing over time. This can be
experienced as an obstacle when an individual attempts to belong to a certain group. Furthermore,
as Bauman argues, every individual is at risk to become redundant. Therefore, it can be argued that a
prerequisite for an individual is the ability to keep on the pace of change to belong to a certain group
or keep being part of a certain group. Therefore, Bauman argues that a flexible identity is needed to
adjust to new situations (Atkinson, 2008). Thus, if an individual is not able to make changes in their
process of belonging to a certain group, there is the risk of not becoming like the ‘’other’’
successfully. Due to this, Bauman argues that nowadays there is a question of dis-embedding without
re-embedding. Individuals leave their previous groups and strive to have access to another group,
however, due to the politics of belonging, they are not always granted permission to enter such
other group.
In short, Bauman and the different forms of belonging share several similarities due to the
in/excluding aspects. Bauman’s metaphors describe the phenomenon of social exclusion, which
obstructs individuals from participating in the ‘’liquid society’’. Belonging is perceived as the process
by which an individual tries to become part of a certain society. Therefore, by putting the theories of
Bauman and belonging in conversation, a deeper understanding of social exclusion can be created.
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4. Methodology
This section of the thesis discusses how the research on social exclusion among North Korean
refugees in South Korea was conducted. First, the approach of the research is explained. Then the
data collection is discussed. In particular, which sources of information are seen as data, how the
data are collected, and who is involved in gathering this data. Thereafter the methods considered
relevant for finding the answers to the research questions are discussed. Finally, research ethics will
be discussed and its implications during the fieldwork.

4.1.

The research approach

The entry point of the research is social exclusion among North Korean refugees in South Korea. The
thesis tries to analyze in-depth how social exclusion and belonging are experienced by North
Koreans. Therefore, also the concepts of belonging will be analyzed. To gather relevant data for this
analysis, fieldwork is conducted in South Korea from the start of February till the end of April 2022.
The approach of the research is qualitative. In contrast to quantitative research, the data of
qualitative research is more concerned with words than with numbers (Bryman, 2016). It tries to
capture a more comprehensive picture of the social reality and deals with the meaning of things
(Braun & Clarke, 2013) or as stated by Pathak et al (2013, pp.192) ‘’qualitative method is used to
understand people’s beliefs, experiences, attitudes, behavior, and interactions’’. Qualitative research
allows conducting ethnographic research, in which the researcher immerses in a group for a period in
the field to observe behavior, ask questions of its participants and examine a social phenomenon indepth. The main qualitative methods to collect data are participant observation, non-participant
observation, and conducting interviews (Bryman, 2016). The three mentioned methods are
employed during my fieldwork in South Korea. In addition, the thesis also conducts a document
analysis.
The research design for the thesis is a case study. A case study allows examining a single case in
detail in order to unpack the complexity and particular nature of the case in question (Bryman,
2016). A case study investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world
context (Yin, 2014). In other words, it tries to exemplify a real-world phenomenon, namely social
exclusion. Thus, the thesis tries to understand the social world through the examination of an
interpretation of that world by its participants.
In addition, the research can be considered inductive. Using inductive research, the analysis is the
outcome of the research. During the research, the researcher attempts to develop a new analysis. An
advantage of following an inductive approach is that the researcher can make new findings without
being limited to a certain theory (Bryman, 2016). The thesis attempts to make an interpretation of
the social exclusion of North Korean refugees in South Korea. Therefore, it uses the theories of
Bauman and belonging and does not want to restrict itself to the knowledge that is already available
and be more explorative. Furthermore, not restricting the thesis, it allows the thesis to change its
scope of research. During the fieldwork, I reflected on my collected data to uncover any unexpected
data that needed more attention. Especially after the fieldwork, I noted the importance of the
‘’modernization vision of South Korea’’ in the interviews and how it relates to the social exclusion
and belonging of North Korean refugees in South Korea. After analyzing the collected data, the major
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themes of the thesis emerged discussed in the result section. In other words, the thesis has an
iterative character and allowed changing its direction of research while doing research.

4.2.

Data collection

Linking existing literature with your research questions, findings and discussion is according to
Bryman (2016) an important way of demonstrating the credibility and contribution of your research.
Furthermore, by applying more than one method or source of data and theoretical perspectives, the
findings can be cross-checked. For example, through interview questions, the observations can be
checked whether the researcher might have misunderstood what he has seen. This is also known as
triangulation which makes the findings more trustworthy (Bryman, 2016).
The following sections explain which methods are useful for the research questions in particular.

4.2.1. Semi-structured interview
Semi-structured interviews were used to better understand the research participant’s experiences,
behavior, and knowledge. Since the interview questions are open-ended questions, a richer source of
information can be collected (VirginiaTech, 2018). During a semi-structured interview, I used an
interview guide with a list of questions and predetermined topics. This allows the interviewer to be
flexible in the interview process (Bryman, 2016) and ask follow-up questions by which new insights
can be acquired (Scheepers, Tobi & Boeije, 2016). The semi-structured interviews helped to answer
the main research question and sub-questions 2 & 3 in specific.
To reach the interviewees, I searched online for NGOs that are involved in my research topic and sent
an email asking whether they would be interested to have an interview with me before my arrival in
South Korea. If they responded, I made an appointment for an interview in person or online through
Zoom and an online chat box called ‘’KakaoTalk’’. After the interviews, I always asked if they had any
contacts that could be valuable for my research. My aim was to create a network in South Korea. This
technique is called snowball sampling which is described by Bryman (2016) in which the researcher
initially samples a small group of people relevant to the research questions, and the sampled
participants suggest interviewing other possible participants. In other words, through the network of
the organizations, I got in contact with other organizations which allowed me to immerse myself into
the group of people in the field, relevant to my study.
The interviewees that participated in my research were most of the time experts who were working
for a (non-governmental) organization. These experts shared with me valuable data. I tried as well to
get in contact through them with North Korean refugees. However, the latter was more difficult than
I expected. For example, with one organization I shared a small questionnaire that they shared with
their network of North Korean refugees. In the questionnaire, I made clear that they should contact
me only if they were interested. However, I had no response. Fortunately, when I was in Korea, I had
the opportunity to conduct an in-depth interview with Ahn Myeong Chul, a North Korean refugee
that runs an NGO concerned with North Korean human rights and one other North Korean refugee.
All the interviews were conducted in English apart from the interview with the NGO North Korean
Watch. The interview was in Korean with the help of a translator. In total, the research consisted of
11 semi-structured interviews and two interviews were with two persons at the same time. The
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participants are described in table 1 which can be found in the appendix along with the interview
guides.

4.2.2. Observation
During ethnographic fieldwork, observation also plays a significant role. An important instrument is
making field notes. making notes helped to create analytic thoughts about what is observed and
heard. Observation techniques also played a role when I attended the six conferences related to
North Korean refugees (an overview of conferences can be found in the appendix), when I was
helping an NGO, and when visiting a high school with South and North Korean and Chinese students.
During these events, I made field notes, and it gave me a broader understanding of sub-question 2
and 3 which are interested in the relevant background information on North Korean refugees and
North Korea. The observation techniques I used were participating observer and minimally
participating observer which is discussed below.

4.2.3. Participant observation

Bryman (2016) describes participant observation wherein the researcher participates in the group’s
core activities but not as a full member. The researcher is engaged in a closed setting such as an
organization on an occasional basis. During my fieldwork in South Korea, I met Tim Peters who runs a
Christian NGO in Seoul called Helping Hands Korea. The NGO helps North Korean refugees by
providing logistical support during their high-risk escape through China and packages vegetable seeds
in small plastic bags that are sent to North Korea to improve the lack of food situation in North
Korea.
The seed packaging took place every Tuesday evening and everyone can join. I participated in this
event since I had an interview with Tim Peters until I left South Korea. The activity of packaging seeds
was not only fun to do, it was also a great opportunity to get in touch with new people relevant for
my research. I could also discuss issues related to North Korea with people that attended. For
example, during one of the evenings, I had the opportunity to meet and interview Kwang-ho Lee, a
North Korean refugee. In short, during these evenings I participated actively in packaging vegetable
seeds, made observations and field notes, and with the help of Tim Peters, I got in contact with
possible interviewees.

4.2.4. Non-Participant Observation

Bryman (2016) defines ‘Non-Participating observation’ as the method wherein the researcher
observes but does not interact with the group’s core activities. Direct interaction with the group
members is minimal and rather passive instead of actively being engaged with the group activity.
During my stay in South Korea, I attended and observed several conferences that were related to
North Korea and North Koreans living in South Korea. Even though the conferences were not directly
linked with my research, they provided me with background information and insight into which other
themes play an important role now. Due to COVID-19, most of the events that I observed, took place
online. Solely one event was possible to observe in a conference room in Seoul.
During the conferences, I observed without participating actively. I made notes relevant to my
research on what I heard and saw, but I did not participate in the discussions or in the organization of
the conferences. Occasionally I took the opportunity to ask a question or send a question
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beforehand. Even though most of the events did not discuss the social exclusion of North Korean
refugees in South Korea, they are still considered relevant since they helped me to understand the
broader context. It helped me gather important background information and better understand
North Koreans and North Korea. Attending the events was also good to know which organizations are
involved with this topic. I wrote those names down during the conferences and tried to approach
them afterward. These conferences are described in table 2 which can be found in the annex.
A second activity in which I participated, was my visit to Daum school. Daum school is an alternative
school that offers North Korean refugees a comfortable and supportive learning environment helping
them to become healthy individuals in South Korean society. It seeks to form an integrated education
community that brings North and South Korean youths together (Daum School, 2020). After an
interview with the principal of Daum school, John Cheon, I was invited to attend the English and
Math classes two times, have lunch with the students and once play basketball. The classes were
tutored in Korean, therefore it was difficult if not impossible to participate actively. However, being
present at the school gave me an impression of how the students interacted with each other and
gave me an example of the integration of North and South Korean students. I was not allowed to
have an interview with North Korean students in depth. However, when possible, I asked simple
questions to students. For example, whether they enjoyed the classes, what they liked about Daum
School, and what they wanted to study afterward. My visits did not help me directly to answer my
research questions. However, it showed me an example of an effective integration method, namely
education with a lot of focus on personal development, as was explained by the principal of the high
school.

4.2.5. Document analysis
According to Bowen (2009), document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating
documents. It allows the researcher to interpret and examine the documents to gain meaning, create
a better understanding and develop empirical knowledge. Furthermore, it is seen as a good method
of triangulation since it provides a ‘’thick’’ description of phenomena. relevant documents, were
uploaded in Mendeley which allowed me to make notes on the documents, put them in different
categories based on their origin and determine their relevance. The document analysis is in particular
useful to answer the third sub-question. During the document analysis several policy documents,
websites, newspaper articles, and pamphlets of NGOs were examined with the focus on what was
already in action to help North Korean refugees to resettle in South Korea and diminish any negative
experiences such as social exclusion.
These policies combined with the semi-structured interviews are used to find any gaps of knowledge,
whether North Koreans aspire to something else from these policies and do not answer their
expectations. Also, examining the documents critically helped to create questions related to the
policy topics to ask respondents. Besides the fact that the document analysis helps to answer the
third sub-question, it is as well considered a good method to provide background information that
can be used to answer the other questions or as Bowen (2009, pp. 30) states ‘’Documents provide a
supplementary research data. Information and insights derived from documents can be valuable
additions to a knowledge base’’.
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The document analysis was important to cover all the research questions of the thesis. It helped to
give background information on the modernization trajectory of South Korea and policy (subquestion 1 & 3) but also to confirm my observations or gathered data from the semi-structured
interviews to answer the main research question.

4.3.

Data analysis

The conducted interviews were transcribed and analyzed using two different types of analysis,
namely thematic and narrative. With the help of a thematic analysis, the core themes could be
distinguished by giving the text codes. These codes included social exclusion, belonging, economic
belonging, North Korean society, South Korean society, gaps in policy, recommendations and codes
related to the themes that emerged while analyzing the data. The codes were in turn grouped
thematically and linked with the research questions, and the literature. The thematic analysis is
conducted with the help of ATLAS.ti, a program that allows the analysis of qualitative data.
In addition, I also used narrative analysis which is more suitable for analyzing experiences and stories
of events. An attention shift can be made from ‘what actually happened’ to ‘how do people make
sense of what happened’ (Bryman, 2016). In other words, with the help of narrative analysis, the
personal stories and experiences of the respondents are seen as valuable.

4.4.

Research ethics

Since I studied the lives and experiences of people, I followed ethical obligations regarding to the
people I researched. Therefore, during the fieldwork, I made sure that I was aware of my presence
and actions in the field to prevent any forms of harm or put respondents in danger. In other words, I
took care to respect the safety, dignity, and privacy of the people I worked with, or studied.
Therefore, I always asked for consent before I interviewed people, and asked for their consent again
if I wanted to record the interview and ask in advance if the research participants want to remain
anonymous. Another aspect that was highly important: was being honest, and transparent with all
the participants about my research and my research goals. In addition, the collected data should be
utilized in an appropriate way. The interview transcripts are shared with the research participants,
and I gave them the right to object against the use of data concerning them or part thereof.
As stated above, research ethics must be respected at any time. For my research, I tried to have
access to North Korean refugees. However, due to their sensitive background and since they can be
considered as a vulnerable group within society, I was very much aware of their privacy and their
consent. Therefore, I asked whether I could use their names and if not anonymized them (for
example Kwang-ho Lee). During the interviews, I tried to be transparent as possible and give them
the opportunity to stop the interview or the say of not wanting to discuss certain topics.
In addition, while being in the field doing research, I took my positionality into account. De Vries
(2021) defines positionality as ‘’The notion that personal values, views, and location in time and space
influence how one understands the world. Positions act on the knowledge a person has about things,
both material and abstract. Hence, knowledge is the product of a specific position’’. Part of your
positionality is identity. Reflecting on my own identity it can be said that I am a young, Dutch white
male. This might affect my engagement in the field and how I interpret the gained knowledge due to
my background and perhaps Western views.
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4.5.

Implications

As I expected beforehand, a limitation during the fieldwork was my lack of Korean language skills.
This resulted in the fact that it was more difficult to find North Korean participants in the research.
For example, one organization I contacted told me that it would be difficult to conduct an interview if
I do not speak Korean, and at that moment, I had difficulties finding a translator. Another
organization makes it possible to conduct an interview with a North Korean refugee and receive a
translation, however, it would have cost money. Fortunately, I managed to have translators for two
interviews with North Korean refugees and the interviews with experts of organizations were in
English.
The research was focused on how North Korean refugees experience social exclusion and their
belonging to South Korea. The interviews I had with the two North Korean refugees reflected on
these notions, however, it is difficult to say that it means the same for the whole North Korean
refugee community. To fill these gaps, I used several types of literature as discussed in the document
analysis. The interviews with the experts of the organizations helped me to create an understanding
of the difficulties that North Koreans experience in South Korea and other background information.
However, when asking directly about their sense of belonging, and whether they felt really at home
in South Korea, it was for them also a bit difficult to give a general answer for the whole refugee
community. With these two limitations considered, it should be noted that the study is based on my
interpretation of the materials that I gathered during the fieldwork and the literature I read.
However, it must be noted that it is difficult to make general statements about the North Korean
refugee community and South Korean society after only spending three months in South Korea which
put me as a researcher in an awkward position to claim these statements. Furthermore, it must be
noted that as a researcher I am a white male from a Western country that may have played a role in
my observations of a country I never lived in before. However, during the research, I tried to stick
with the answers and materials I had and not misuse them in a way that would benefit the research
results.
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5. Brief history of South Korea
‘’When caught in a fight between whales, a shrimp gets his back broken’’ is an old Korean proverb
that is often referred to when explaining the geostrategic position of South Korea in East Asia. South
Korea is portrayed as a shrimp that is stuck between powerful whales such as China, Japan, Russia,
and the United States (Son & Abrahamian, 2017). It also means, that when one of these whales is
engaged in conflict with another, the shrimp will suffer the most (Norris, 2017).
In view of the history of Korea, this saying does not come as a surprise. In the 2000 years of recorded
history, Korea has suffered around 900 foreign invasions (Mo, 2016). From 1910 to 1945 Korea was
annexed by Japan (McGill, 2012) and after World War II it was divided into two Korean countries with
governments fostered by the Soviet Union in the North (The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea)
and the United Nations in the South (Republic of Korea) (Chang-Il, 2010). Subsequently, from 1950 till
1953 it had to endure the Korean War which was the consequence of the Cold War politics between
the Soviet Union and the United States leading to the still existing division of Korea on the 38th
parallel (Lee, 2012).
South Korea aspires to become a highly economically modernized and developed country, to move
away from the image of being a shrimp. As argued above, South Korea tries to provide a sense of
economic belonging and attempts to make North Koreans contribute to this vision. However, this
causes difficulties and leading to social exclusion of North Koreans in South Korea. To understand the
current modernization vision of South Korea, it is important to have knowledge of the historical
context of Korea reflecting on the rapid modernizing stages of South Korea. Therefore, the next
section provides an outline of South Korea’s economic development and aspirations for the future.

5.1.

From shrimp to (economic) giant

South Korea obtained its independence in 1948. From its independence until now, South Korea has
experienced rapid economic growth. In particular from 1961 to 1996, South Korea achieved one of
the highest economic rates in the world and transformed from an agricultural society into an
industrial society (Seth, 2017).
The rapid growth came to many as a surprise because of the Korean war led to devastating
outcomes. During this war more than 2 million Koreans lost their lives, and whole cities and towns
were destroyed. Seth (2013) states that both countries, North and South Korea, didn’t have any
promising prospects for the future. At its independence in 1948, South Korea was an impoverished
country. In contrast to North Korea, where the industry and electrical power were located, South
Korea was mostly an agricultural state (Seth, 2017). Before the economic take-off in 1961, South
Korea was highly dependent on aid from the United States and suffered from political corruption and
disorder, and slow economic growth (Seth, 2013).
Contrary to the expectations, within 40 years from 1961, South Korea accomplished economic
growth which took Western countries more than a century to achieve. This rapid economic growth
became known as the ‘’Miracle on the Han’’, as the Han River flows through South Korea (Çetin &
Karadaş, 2018). Seth (2017) argues that the forces behind the growth are the prioritization of
economic development and a combination of state planning and private entrepreneurship by the
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newly established government in 1961. However, the take-off of economic growth would not be
possible without the two major reforms implemented by the prior government. The first reform
focused on a rapid expansion of education. This resulted in an increase in enrolment in primary
schools and secondary schools between 1945 and 1960. In addition, state and private groups
implemented successful adult literacy programs. Due to this, 96% of children of primary school age
were attending school and in 1961, South Korea had the best-educated workforce of all the countries
with a similar income level. The second major change was land reform which resulted in traditional
peasants becoming small entrepreneurial farmers and landowners investing in a business or
established schools. Due to this, stability was brought to the countryside and much of the capital and
entrepreneurial energy of the landlord class shifted toward commerce, industry, and education
(Seth, 2017).
Apart from the major reforms discussed above, a strong commitment of the government and the
people to industrialization was another important aspect that enabled the economic take-off as
argued by Kim & Park (2003). Kim & Park argue that state-sponsored nationalism and the pro-growth
Confucian values were essential for economic development. A work ethic had been constructed that
emphasized the national and personal need for modernization. It did not only motivate and discipline
the South Korean population but also legitimize and rationalize South Korean capitalistic
modernization. In other words, as Kim & Park (2003) state ‘’While nationalism informed Korean
workers why they should work, Confucian precepts explained how they should.’’ Examples of
Confucian values are hard work, discipline, respect for learning, emphasis on education, and the
importance of family. This notion can also relate to the highly collective society of South Korea which
is according to Kee (2015) characterized by strong social pressures to act, conform and obey. Sangseek (2018) defines collectivism in the Korean context as ‘’a culture based on the hierarchical social
structure which subjugates the individual rights to the collective goods of society’’. In this collectivistic
nature, there is a stress of ‘’Woori (we), one voice and one country’’. Woori did not only become a
slogan in public campaigns but also in the private sector (Kee, 2015). In other words, as Kim & Park
argue, ‘’workers in South Korea were "ideologically" mobilized and motivated to commit their labor
power to the process of industrialization’’ (2003, pp.37).
According to Khayyat (2015), the economic growth from 1961 can be characterized by an industrial
strategy path divided into three stages. The first transformation was from a consumer industry to a
heavy and chemical industry and finally into a technology-intensive industry. Seth (2017) outlines
industrialization as the following: from the 1960s South Korea focused on light industries such as
bicycles, and textile characterized by cheap labor. In addition, it had a more export-oriented strategy
instead of import substitution. From the 1970s, since the wages roses, the previous type of industry
was replaced with more capital-intensive industries instead of labor-intensive such as heavy
equipment and steel, and later in the 1980s electronics and automobiles were added. The economic
outline by Khayyat can be reaffirmed by Bauman’s observation of economic progress. Bauman states
that economic progress ‘cannot proceed without degrading and devaluing the previously effective
modes of ‘making a living’ and devaluing the previously effective modes of ‘making a living’ and
therefore cannot but deprive their practitioners of their livelihood’’ (pp.5). Thus, to achieve economic
progress and modernization, previous forms get replaced with new forms, which tend to be more
sufficient and smarter. In addition, Bauman (2004, pp.39) states that economic progress is the
‘’principal assembly/disassembly line of modernization’’. In other words, to achieve economic
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progress and modernization, previous forms get replaced with new forms, which tend to be more
sufficient and smarter.
In 1996 South Korea became a member of the Organization of Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), a thirty-member group of developed nations. It can be argued that being a
member of the OECD gave South Korea symbolically the sentiment of being a wealthy developed
nation (Seth, 2017). Another symbolic economic accomplishment was hosting the G20 Summit in
Seoul. Saxer (2013) states that it was the first time that a summit was held in a country that was not
a member of the G8. Therefore, the South Korean government perceived it as evidence of being a
country that has succeeded to become an advanced nation playing, having a global role in line with
its economic standing even though being constrained by the division of the peninsula.

5.2.

South Korean aspirations

South Korea has a global reputation for being a technological innovator, well known for companies
such as Hyundai, Kia, and Samsung and it has a GDP per capita slightly above the European Union
(Seth, 2017). In Asia, South Korea is the fourth-largest economy and the 11th largest economy
worldwide. In other words, it can be argued that South Korea cannot be perceived anymore as a
shrimp stuck between the whales but has transformed into an economic giant. However, it seems
that the sentiment of being a shrimp, competing with the others, and the still ongoing strive for
economic growth is on the mind of many South Koreans. Or as Mo (2016) argues ‘’Most South
Korean citizens and even experts think of South Korea’s future as that of a great power’’. Mo
continues by stating that this can be found in the promise of ambitious goals and rankings for the
plans of projects of policymakers. Therefore, being among the world’s top five or ten is the most
common goal. This can also be confirmed by the quote of one interviewee. Hanna Song states:
‘’They (South Korea) want to be at the same level as the US, the UK, Germany, the
Netherlands, that’s where they want to be’’ (personal communication, March 17, 2022).
Furthermore, she argues that this perception is mostly on an economic level. This was echoed in the
inauguration speech held by the recently elected president Yoon Suk-yeol in 2022. It was emphasized
that the Korean society is suffering from division and social conflict which puts their freedom and
liberal democratic order under threat. Due to this, the potential to attain greater societal
advancement is undermined. Therefore, he argues that this problem cannot be solved without
achieving rapid and sustainable growth. Rapid growth opens new opportunities and helps to remove
‘’fundamental obstacles that are aggravating social divide and conflicts’’ (Korea Herald, 2022). Or as
he states in his speech:
‘’ It is imperative for us to make that big leap. It is critical that we achieve rapid growth and this will
only be possible through science, technology and innovation. Science, technology and innovation –
they will protect our democracy, expand freedom and our inalienable rights to let our people enjoy a
sustainable life of dignity.’’ (Korea Herald, 2022).
Whether this ‘’rapid growth’’ is economically oriented, has not been stated directly. Even though
Yoon Suk-yeol argues that rapid growth benefits their people, Bauman would argue that economic
progress would not be enjoyed by everyone. Bauman critiques economic progress by stating that it is
not guaranteed for everyone which can be illustrated with the following quote ‘’In the vehicle of
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progress, the numbers of seats and standing places did not, as a rule, suffice to accommodate all the
willing passengers and admission was at all times selective; this is perhaps why the dream of joining
the ride was, for so many, a sweet one’’ (Bauman, 2004, pp.15). In this metaphor, Bauman describes
progress as a vehicle with a limited number of seats and standing places. Being able to have a ride in
this vehicle, is a selective procedure, and there is no sufficient place for everyone. Also as described
with the vehicle of progress, Bauman (2004) states that economic progress results in unplanned
collateral casualties, components that in the process of progress are damaged and cannot be
repaired anymore. Other components do survive the progress, but a reduced quantity is needed to
create a new and modernized form.
In other words, and as has been stated before, Bauman perceives economic progress which is a
compartment of modernization as a trajectory in which old forms get replaced with new forms and it
tends to have an exclusive character. Therefore, it can be questioned how North Korean refugees are
perceived in the trajectory of the ongoing growth of South Korea. Lee & Howe (2021) state that
South Korea has the aspirations to become a normative power, acting as a norm entrepreneur and
standing as a shining normative light on a hill. Therefore, as they argue, the treatment of refugees
and North Korean refugees is an important benchmark for the achievement of these aspirations. In
addition, as mentioned by Suk-yeol, it is felt like an obligation ‘’to take a greater role befitting our
stature as a global leader’’ to actively protect and promote universal values and international norms
that are based on freedom and respect for human rights since Korea is the tenth-largest economy in
the world ‘’ The international community expects us to do so. We must answer that call’’ (Korea
Herald, 2022).
However, as the thesis argues, it is doubtful whether this modernization vision necessarily benefits
North Korean refugees who experience social exclusion. According to Hanna Song (personal
communication, 2022), South Korea is very hungry to become a top G-five country. They are very
involved with how they can get on a higher economic level. Therefore, as Song continues, North
Koreans coming in are perceived as not as helpful and that they are different from themselves.
During the fieldwork and analysis of literature, it became clear that this economic eagerness and
economic modernization vision influences South Korean society producing negative consequences
that stand in the way of solving the social exclusion of North Korean refugees. These difficulties for
North Koreans to integrate are discussed in the themes of the result section.
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6. Results
The previous section gave a historical overview of the rapid economic development of South Korea
and reflected as well on South Korea's further modernizing aspirations. The following section
discusses five themes about North Korean refugees' difficulties adapting to South Korea. The first
theme is the unification of the two Koreas. Even though it was not in the scope of the thesis, after
fieldwork and analyzing the data, it became an unavoidable topic to discuss since unification reveals
a tendency of reasoning on whether it may or may not contribute to this modernization vision.
Unification is often approached from an angle of whether it will bring economic advantages to South
Korea and how North Koreans can be included economically. Afterward, the other themes are
discussed: South Korean economic superiority, false expectations and lack of mutual understanding,
South Korean readiness, and lastly, North Korean refugee policy. These themes ultimately
demonstrate that the modernization vision of South Korea does not contribute to the broader social
needs of North Korean refugees in South Korea because it focuses almost exclusively on the
economic belonging of North Korean refugees.

6.1.

Context of Unification
‘’Each government may take a different direction and the atmosphere of the international
community changes every day. However, in the end, we are aiming for unification, a goal that
remains unchanged under any circumstances’’ (Youngse, 2022).

According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.) unification can be defined as ‘’the act, process, or result of
unifying: the state of being unified’’ such as the unification of a divided nation. As discussed in the
previous section, the Korean peninsula is divided since World War II. The Korean war ended in 1953
with an armistice, however, a peace treaty has not been signed. Therefore, as McCurry (2021)
argues, North and South Korea are technically still at war and according to Breen (Conference
"Healing their Hearts., February 19th, 2022), the current state of Korea is the longest conflict in
modern times. after the Korean war, North and South Korea have become radically different in their
social, political, ideological, and economic systems (Szabo et al, 2022). As described by a staff
member at a U.S.-based non-governmental organization (NGO) working on North Korean human
rights issues (personal communication, 2022), South Korea can be described as a very competitive
society, but at the same time open, free, and dynamic. North Korea, as he argues, is in some ways an
exact mirror image of South Korea. It is a closed country dominated by the state, oppressive and
hierarchical. The population is classified based on their perceived political loyalty to the regime which
affects their prospects for education, career, health care, and where they live. This system is also
known as Songbun. Lee (2020) described the unification of Korea as ‘’The belief that, through
growing inter-Korean exchanges and cooperation, the two Koreas will be able to overcome their
outstanding differences and move to create, over time, a unified nation’’.
Since the 1970s, North and South Korea officially promoted a peaceful reunification policy, especially
after 1972 when North and South Korea signed the July 4th Joint Statement. In this statement, both
sides declared their desire for early peaceful unification (Noland, 2017). To promote unification and
because of growing public interest and discussions on unification in various sectors, the South Korean
government established the Ministry of Unification in 1969. Apart from the promotion of unification,
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the ministry is also concerned with the settlement support for North Korean defectors and providing
humanitarian assistance to North Korea (Ministry of Unification, n.d.) Noland (2017) argues that ‘’The
ministry plays a unique role as a quasi-foreign affairs and international development agency focused
only on North Korea’’. Thus, both Koreas want in theory reunification, however, according to Breen
(Conference "Healing their Hearts., February 19th 2022), in the view of North Korea, it should be
unified under their order.
Since 1969, the different South Korean governments have had different perceptions and approaches
to unification. As stated by Kwon Youngse during his inaugural speech when he became the 42nd
Minister of Unification, even though the goal remained the same, the different South Korean
governments had different directions to unifying Korea. Apart from different South Korean
governments, power shifts have taken place between South Korean conservative and progressive
administrations. According to Lee (2020), these shifts in administrations result in highly politicized
implementation and operationalization of unification policy with changing political priorities.
Mo (2016) argues that conservative administrations have a pro-US and anti-communist position
while progressives take a more flexible stance and engagement in dealing with North Korea. For
example, while the conservative governments are more focused on deterrence and defense,
emphasizing the relationship between South Korea and the U.S. and dialing down inter-Korean
exchanges, progressive governments tend more to engage through bilateral summits, nongovernmental contacts, and exchanges. Even though the different left and right-winged
administrations believe that the two Koreas can overcome their differences and unify through interKorean exchanges and cooperation, a stable approach toward unification is still very difficult (Lee,
2020). Chung Chong-Wook, the vice-chair of the presidential 50-member committee stated ‘’Issues of
reunification have been very divisive in South Korean society between left and right, between
progressive and conservative. Perhaps no other issue has been as divisive as the issue of
reunification’’ (Phillips, 2015).
For example, the administration of Kim Dae Jung (1998-2003), which was the first progressive
government elected under democracy, implemented the Sunshine Policy toward the North. The
approach entailed peaceful cooperation and short-term reconciliation with North Korea, eventually
leading to the Korean peninsula's reunification (Lee, 2010). Notable actions under Jung’s
administration were a meeting in June 2000 between the leaders of the two Koreas for the first time
in history, the reunion of a few hundred families separated since the Korean War, and the two
Korean governments agreed to build an industrial complex in combination with South’s capital and
the North’s workforce in Kaesong not far away from the demarcation line (Lee, 2010). Kim (2017)
argues that the goal of the sunshine policy was to expose North Korea to the benefits of economic
exchanges to pacify the North Korean leadership leading to political reconciliation. However,
according to Lee (2010), the sunshine policy was ineffective since North Korea continued with
nuclear threats and oppressing its people.
Contrary to the progressive government of Jung, the recently elected conservative president Yoon
Suk-yeol stated the following in his inauguration speech:
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‘’While North Korea’s nuclear weapon programs are a threat not only to our security and that
of Northeast Asia, the door to dialogue will remain open so that we can peacefully resolve this threat.
If North Korea genuinely embarks on a process to complete denuclearization, we are prepared to
work with the international community to present an audacious plan that will vastly strengthen North
Korea’s economy and improve the quality of life for its people. (The Korea Herald, 2022).
In a press release on the 2022 Ministry of Unification Work Plan, it is stated that ‘’The “audacious
plan” focuses on developing strategies for economic cooperation and providing security measures for
North Korea that can be provided in phases in return for North Korea’s substantial denuclearization
measures.’’ (Ministry of Unification, 2022).
In other words, Seok-yeol seems to focus on a trade-off between denuclearization and economic
growth. However, as pointed out by Ann et al (2020), the perception of North Korea on
denuclearization differs from the perception of the international community. North Korea perceives
denuclearization as ‘’removing all strategic assets, including nuclear weapons and the US military
deployed at East Asia. The North Korean government’s denuclearization plan is not limited to the
territory of North Korea, but rather the territory of all East Asian countries’’. In addition, in relation to
the conservative administrations and the U.S, the Yoon administration emphasized a stronger
military alliance with the U.S. by conducting joint military drills and discussing measures against the
missile threats of the North (Shin, 2022).
However, Noland (2017) argues that although a proposed variety of programs in the direction of
unification such as cultural exchanges, economic development projects, and visits by families
separated by the war was created, consistency has been lacking while implementing these projects.
Noland continues by noting that today inter-Korean cooperation is almost non-existent. Jiyoon et al
(2015) recommend that the South Korean government needs to foster an accommodating
environment for unification. It should not be limited to emphasizing economic prosperity in a unified
Korea and the ethnic connection with North Korea. They argue that human exchanges are important
before the emotional connection is lost entirely.
Especially the latter seems to be a concern that can be found in the public perception of South Korea
on unification. Many studies report that there is a decreasing interest among South Koreans related
to unification. According to Jiyoon et al (2015), not only unification is seen as an economic burden,
but also nationalism based on Korean ethnicity fades away. The report shows that even though 80%
of the participants in the study answered ‘’dutifully’’ that North and South Korea should be unified,
only 20% support immediate unification. Another study conducted by the Institute of Peace and
Unification Studies reported that only 44% of South Koreans agree that unification with North Korea
is necessary. The survey states that it is the lowest percentage since the survey began in 2007
(Korean View, 2021). Especially the younger generation is in favor of maintaining the status quo,
while the older generation may still feel it as a ‘’national mission’’ or ‘’humanitarian realization’’ (Lee,
2022). Instead, the younger generation feels indifferent toward unification, or as a young South
Korean student stated in an article in the Guardian ‘’For today’s generation, unification doesn’t feel
personal anymore. It feels outdated’ (Phillips, 2015). Lee (2022) argues that ‘’the younger
demographic increasingly subjects inter-Korean relations to rigorous analyses of whether or not such
engagements represent ‘’economic leaps’’ for the South. According to Lee, it is concerning that the
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sense of ethnic commonality is disappearing among the younger generation. In addition to
indifference, he mentions a sense of hostility as well towards North Korea. Due to this in combination
with the diminishing sentiment, it could result that it is easier for younger South Koreans to view
North Korea solely through the lens of enmity.
In short, the issue of unification has become complex. Lee (2020) states that unification policies are
characterized by a mixture of paradoxes reflecting structural inconsistencies and contrasting interKorean policies pursued by the South Korean governments. It can be said that neither the South
Korean people expect unification soon nor are actively interested in the topic. To understand the
latter, the following paragraph reflects on the interviewees' statements on unification and links it
with unification literature. It discusses how unification tends to become more of a symbolic ideal,
how it relates to the modernization vision, and how it plays a role in portraying North Korean
refugees living in South Korea.

6.2.

Unification, a symbolic ideal?

The following section unpacks the theme of unification more in-depth by combining data from the
interviews and articles. It discusses the difficulties for North Korean refugees that go along with
unification. As the thesis argues, the perception of unification is influenced by South Korea’s ongoing
prioritization of economic modernization.
‘’South Korean policies never implied or implement a unification approach. So maybe true
that the South Korean government in the surveys we need unification. But actually, they implement
policies that do not go with unification, maybe they just keep the status and situation they want to
maintain. So, unification is kind of the ideal idea. Like, we hope, but in reality, it is quite difficult to
make it, I think.’’ (E, Lee, personal communication, February 24, 2022)
As mentioned by Eunkoo Lee, South Korea never implied or implemented a unification approach.
Even though the main topic of the study was the social exclusion and belonging of North Korean
refugees in South Korea, the unification of Korea became an unavoidable theme during the
interviews. As described in the previous paragraph, unification is very complex and has
inconsistencies in its approaches between the different administrations. In addition, in the interviews
and reflecting on literature, it was pointed out that South Koreans perceive unification mostly in
economic terms, and that it has become less of a sentiment of reconciliation or the restoration of a
nation. For example, the study of Koh (2012) argues that the South Korean economy would benefit
from North Korea’s abundant labor, natural resources, and mineral reserves. In addition, the
relatively inexpensive North Korean labor prevents the hollowing-out of manufacturing sectors in the
South Korean economy, and North Korea's relatively young demographic structure helps to
compensate for South Korea’s aging population. Collins (2013) states that writings on unification
aimed at students, this narrative is presented as well and North Korea is portrayed as ‘’a source of
natural resources and cheap labor-hardly the equal of its wealthy neighbor to the South’’ (pp.134). In
addition, Young et al (2012, pp.23) state in their report for the Korea Institute for National
Unification that ‘’A unified Korea can serve as the center of the world economy because of its
advantageous proximity to the Pacific region, China, Siberia and Europe’’.
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Apart from the economic narrative, it can also be argued that unification has become more a
symbolic ideal. Dutch Journalist Jeroen Visser and author of the book ‘’North Korea never says
sorry (Dutch: Noord-Korea zegt nooit sorry)’’ (2022) describes the symbolic character after attending
the Winter Olympics of PyeongChang in 2018. An ice hockey team was established between North,
and South Koreans accompanied by North-Korean cheerleaders waving the unification flag. Team
Korea should symbolize the dream of unification and South Korea introduced the slogan ‘’Peace, a
new start’’. Soon, the Winter Olympic games became known as ‘’peace games’’. However, Visser is
critical of unification. Even though unification is still an official goal, the question of how to unify is
still unanswered, especially since both countries perceive themselves as the legitimate
representative of the Korean people, as Visser argues. Even though North and South Korea were
portrayed as one country, the inter-Korean ice hockey team was not welcomed by everyone. Young
South Koreans started a petition demanding to reverse the decision to field an inter-Korean ice
hockey team at the Olympics which shows a more hostile sentiment (Lee, 2022).
The approach to unification facilitates that North Korean refugees living in South Korea can be
incorporated economically. This results in the fact South Koreans tend to perceive North Korean
refugees only/mostly in economic terms, or in other words their imposed economic belonging. This
contradicts a possible solution to their social exclusion. North Korean defectors are questioned on
what and how they add value to South Korea, especially in its continuing road of modernization. The
latter can be linked with the statement of Casey Lartigue Jr. He argues that South Koreans on South
Korea as a society, namely that it is heavily focused on what people add to the society or as he states:
‘’You know something that Frederick Douglas, the American abolitionist, ‘’Men are not valued
for who they are, they value for what they can do’’. And he said that around 1850 talking about
slaves and immigrants and I think it is still true that ultimately, the way that South Koreans look down
at North Korean refugees now, I think it still shows what we still miss. When they get stronger than
South Koreans, then we respect them more.’’ (C, Jr, Lartigue, personal communication, 2022)
Lartigue Jr. states that when a North Korean refugee becomes a CEO of a business, starts becoming
wealthy and becomes accomplished, people will look differently at them. Therefore, it can be argued
that when they are unable to fulfill this, North Korean refugees risk being excluded from South
Korean society since they cannot contribute. This was also mentioned in an interview with Ahn
Myeong Chul who defected from North Korea. He argues that South Korean society is based on your
skills. If you cannot develop your own compatibility, it is hard to catch up with others and conduct
successfully your career (personal communication, 2022). Reflecting on the work of Bauman, it can
be related to the following quote: ‘’Where is design, there is waste. No house is really finished before
the building site has been swept clean of unwanted leftovers. When it comes to designing the forms
of human togetherness, the waste is human beings. Some human beings who do not fit into the
designed form nor can be fitted into it’’ (Bauman, 2004, p.30). In other words, Bauman would argue
that in the design of South Korea’s economic progress of modernization, only the ones who can
contribute will be incorporated and others excluded.
However, it is essential to note that this type of economical framing is fostered by the approach of
the South Korean government on unification. The interview with Sarah Son mentioned that South
Koreans have to follow unification education, especially boys, while fulfilling their military service. In

36

this education, the still ongoing prioritization of the economic development of South Korea seems to
be over-emphasized. However, it rarely mentions the difficulties North Koreans are experiencing in
South Korea. The focus is more on abstract ideas that the division is a result of foreign interventions
on the Korean Peninsula and unification is a desirable end goal. Another point that Sarah Son argued,
was the fact that the perspective of North Koreans on unification is hardly taken into account as well
as the perspective of other countries in the East Asian region. This all results in a very complex idea
of unification perceived from an economic standpoint, or as Sarah Son states:
‘’It (unification education) doesn't acknowledge the kind of messiness of potential unification
or the struggles that North Koreans have, and it also over emphasizes unification as an economic goal
as something that will allow the demilitarization of South Korea, that the utilization of North Korean
labor to supercharge South Korean industries and make South Korea, you know, the whatever the
third largest economic power in the world or something’’ (S, Son, personal communication, April 6,
2022).
Son (2022) argues that due to this young South Koreans are growing up with a unification education
that is quite abstract. This confirms Kim’s observation (2020) who states that ‘textbooks failed to
provide any complex international perspectives of unification; described deficit-only views of North
Korea, along with a sense of economic, cultural and political superiority of South Korea’’. Not having a
proper education on unification contributes to spreading a negative perception of the issue
throughout South Korea, as stated by Young et al (2012). The unification education seems not to
acknowledge the issues that North Korean refugees are experiencing in South Korea or make South
Koreans aware of this issue. In other words, due to the economic emphasis on unification education,
adjusting to South Korea is difficult for North Korean refugees. As stated above, North Korean
refugees are perceived in economic terms, how they can contribute to the ongoing modernization
and South Korea’s aspirations which overshadows the difficulties they experience in South Korea.
However, according to Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022), the South Korean government
does make an attempt to change the narrative that is part of unification education. As she argues:
‘’But there are being there are attempts in you know, all South Koreans have to go through,
like unified unification, education and when you're in, when you when you go to the military, you
learned about what North Korea is like as both an enemy, but also what the North Korean people are
like. And so I think the government, the South Korean government and South Korean NGOs are trying
to change the narrative. It's going to take a few years for that to actually see a difference, I think’’.
(Song, H, personal communication, March 15, 2022).
As discussed briefly in the previous section, the elder and younger generations tend to have different
perceptions of unification. During the interviews, the differences were mentioned as well. While the
elder generations still feel like it is their duty and see North Koreans as being part of the same ethnic
group, as has been mentioned by Hanna Song, the younger generation tends to be less interested or
reject the idea since it may affect their lives economically. Or as Eunkoo Lee states:
‘’ So, I think that especially young people ask themselves why we (South Koreans) should unify
with North Korea, we have been separated for a long time. So, all the generations with some families
living in North Korea so with through the unification. But with North Korea, South Korea asked to
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develop, and they are not rich as ourselves. So why should we unify? This is already a long-time
division’’ (E, Lee, personal communication, February 24, 2022).
Another statement that was made, had to do with the security of South Korea and the fear for the
political system of North Korea but also the given fact that South Korea is not ready to unify
demonstrated by the fact that the efforts that have been made, did not work out. Or as Yeon-ju Oh
states:
‘’ Older generation they think we have to unify. But the younger generation including me, we
don’t think so. Because we don’t like to unify because we don’t like, how can I say. For me, I don’t
want to unify, because I am quite afraid of the North Korean political system. And if we are supposed
to unify, then we have to be ready to unify. But still, nothing works, and we haven’t talked about
unification to, with North Korean government’’ (Y.J, Oh, personal communication, March 13, 2022).
The effects of the long-time division have also been mentioned by Hanna Song. According to Hanna
Song (2022), especially the younger generation tend to be less interested in the issue and feel
indifferent about it. While for the older generation it is still important since they feel that unification
is their duty because they see North Koreans as part of the same ethnic group, the younger
generation experience it as an economic burden since it is still an ongoing issue. This is also in
relation to their perception of North Korean defectors living in South Korea. During the interview, she
reflected on the perception of the older and younger generation on receiving North Koreans in South
Korea, as stated:
‘’But for the younger generation, they're less interested in North Korea, just generally. They're
less interested in unification, so they don't feel like it's their duty to support them. And some would
say that it's a waste of their, you know, tax. As a taxpayer, as a waste of their money, that so much is
going to North Korean defectors and I think this either, I think it's a mixture of. There's a
disillusionment they just don't care.’’ (H, Song, personal communication, March 17, 2022).
The argument that South Koreans do not want to unify with North Korea due to economic reasons is
also highlighted by Eunkoo Lee (personal communication, 2022). According to her and stated before,
South Korean society is highly competitive, and many South Koreans are focused on material and
quality of life. Therefore, they are busy making money for their lives. Accepting North Koreans can be
experienced as an unwelcome issue since their taxes are spent on the help that North Koreans
receive. Due to this, they prefer to live separately. In other words, it can be said that welcoming
North Koreans could be a threat to their ‘’material quality of life’’.
As the thesis demonstrates, the theme of unification has become a very economic-oriented and
complex continuing changing story. It relates to the modernization vision of South Korea in which
economic belonging is imposed on North Korean refugees that does no justice to the difficulties they
experience in South Korea.
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6.3.

South Korean economic superiority

The second theme that emerged from the data is the sense of economic superiority of South Korea.
This theme is seen as a negative consequence of the modernization vision that results in the social
exclusion of North Korean refugees. For example, in the interviews, it became clear that South
Koreans consider their country to be economically superior to countries that are less developed. Due
to this, they tend to look down on people who are from these less developed countries, and it stands
in their way to sympathize with them. North Korea is less developed than South Korea, this informs
the view of South Koreans about North Korean refugees in South Korea. According to Lartigue Jr.
(personal communication, 2022), North Koreans are perceived as an ‘’outsider’’, or as he argues:
‘’Okay, so the last thing I say about that, is that, North Koreans as an outsider, South Koreans
tend to look down on anyone from a country with a lower GDP. So, any country that is not doing as
well as South Korea, I think they caricature you as ‘’oh, you are from a poor country’. And North
Korean refugees come from one of the poorest countries.’’ (Lartige Jr, C, personal communication,
February 24, 2022)
The sentiment of being superior to North Koreans was also highlighted in the interview with
Kwangho Lee (2022), a North Korean defector. It became clear that calling someone ‘North Korean’ is
in South Korea experienced negatively. During the interview, Kwang Ho-Lee shares a story about a
discussion between two of his South Korean friends. One friend says to the other friend that he looks
like a North Korean which is felt as an insult. Or as Kwang Ho-Lee states:
‘’But sometimes, you know when my best South Korean friends talk to each other, some of my
friend say ‘’Oh, you look like North Korean’’ but another friend, he is so angry, right. ‘’What!?’’ (K,
Lee, personal communication, March 22, 2022).
After Kwang Ho-Lee shared the story, he reflects on it and tells that the situation between his friends
left him in confusion and he questioned:
‘’ So I am confused, they are my friends why angry to look like North Koreans. You know, you
similar North Korean but we know, ‘’oh he looks like North Korean’’, we know. But why he angry? You
know, looks like North Korean.’’ (K, Lee, personal communication, March 22, 2022).
Afterward, he realizes that it had to do with the sentiment of superiority. His South Korean friend did
not want to be associated with someone who is from a less developed country, and it made him
angry, and he felt offended. He continues that in his perception they are all Korean, however, South
Koreans would not agree on that easily. Or as he states:
‘’I am confused, yeah, so you say, we (North Koreans) are Korean but I think some, even my
friend, many South Korean disagree we are Korean. You know, because South Korea we have a lot of
development in this country, but North Korea only make nuclear you know, so, yeah. I think. I want to
called, okay we are Korean, but yeah, South Koreans disagree I think.’’ (K, Lee, personal
communication, March 22, 2022).
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This is confirmed by the study by Hough & Bell (2019, p.4) stated by a North Korean defector that
when South Koreans hear that a person is from North Korea, they don’t think of them anymore as a
Korean person ‘’They tend to look down on us as inferior to them and naturally feel sorry for us’’.
The story of Kwang Ho-Lee reveals this discriminatory sentiment as well. According to Oh (personal
communication, 2022) North Korean refugees experience discrimination and ignorance from South
Koreans. John Cheon (2022) states in the interview that discrimination in South Korea is active. In the
interview with Casey Lartigue Jr., he stated as well that South Koreans do not look at North Koreans
in a sympathetic way. For example, when a North Korean refugee commits a crime or does
something wrong, they are easily perceived as ‘’the worst’’.
But, in another interview, the feeling of superiority was expressed differently, namely, since South
Korea is ‘’superior’’ to North Korea, it is necessary to help North Koreans in North Korea which also
reflects the sentiment of a ‘’national mission’ of unification as discussed in the previous chapter, or
as Jonghyeon Won (personal communication, 2022) argues:
‘’Many South Koreans think that South Korea is a much superior system than North Korea and
that one day, they will have to save their compatriots who are still living in North Korea.’’ (J, Won,
personal communication, March 10, 2022).
This feeling of superiority shows a judging characteristic in South Korea. The judging sentiment of
South Korea was also stated by Lartigue Jr. (2022). In the interview, he mentioned that South
Koreans tend to judge each other constantly. He argues that when South Koreans try to find ways to
integrate into the hypercompetitive society of South Korea, they can be judged. Due to this, as a
North Korea tries to integrate, they will receive the same treatment and even with ‘’maybe a little
more suspicion that South Koreans give to each other’’.
The judgment and condemnation among South Koreans towards North Koreans were also mentioned
in the interview with Ahn Meyong Chul and KwanHyung Lee. In the interview they said that when
South Koreans know that someone is from North Korea, they consider him/her lower on a social
level. For example, when a North Korean finds a certain activity difficult, they have the impression to
be looked down upon and they receive comments such as:
‘’You are from North Korea so you cannot do these certain things, you are from North Korea
so I believe that you should not do these things’’ (personal communication, 2022).
In addition, as was stated by Sarah Son (personal communication, 2022), when a North Korean
reveals that he/she is from North Korea, immediately there is a barrier, a wall of ‘’Oh wait, then I
don’t know you. I can’t know you because you are too different’’.
These types of confrontations were also mentioned by Eunkoo Lee who states:
‘’When something happens like that they could not catch up or they could not realize quickly
in school life, South Korean colleagues and friends are like ‘’Yeah, because you are from North Korea,
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you don’t know about that’’. So, they are always judging the North Korean refugees. It is quite
difficult.’’ (E, Lee, personal communication, 2022).
To avoid these confrontations, North Koreans avoid revealing that they are from North Korea.
Therefore, as explained by Eunkoo Lee (personal communication, 2022), one of the first things they
do when arriving in South Korea, is to change their accent and try to follow South Korean fashion.
However, as mentioned by Hanna Song (personal communication, March 17, 2022), a lot of North
Korean refugees also struggle with their identity, questioning whether they should be proud of
themselves as North Korean or pretend that they are South Korean and have to get rid of their
accent. Furthermore, as was explained by Youngnam Eom (According to Eunkoo Lee), North Koreans
only tell that they are from North Korea when they are confident enough because they have for
example learned English or achieved a good career. Or as she states:
‘’If their English level is much higher than South Korean, then they say ‘’yeah I am from North
Korea, yeah I am an English speaker I have a good career’’ something than they can say, I am from
North Korea. But before they reach to some point that they are higher than South Korea, then they
can say that they reach up to the higher level or same level as a South Korean, they always hide their
identity.’’
As explained by John Cheon, in South Korea it is about paying attention to what people think of each
other. If they see that someone doesn’t have a certain quality ‘’they treat you like, you are
underdogs’’ (personal communication, March 05, 2022). The individualistic mindset of South Koreans
is to become economically successful and is focused on growth. As Song further explains, the
perception of being successful among South Koreans is when you are working for a prestigious
company, and you can provide for your family, or as stated by Hanna Song:
‘’The only thing on their mind is getting a good job and getting a car, you know, a high
standard corporate job. That’s all they dream of’’ (personal communication, March 17, 2022).
The difficult background of a North Korean refugee is by many not considered. It is difficult for them
to easily achieve those qualities which leads to being perceived easily as an ‘’underdog’’.
In short, due to a feeling of economic superiority, South Koreans tend to look down on people who
originate from a less developed country than South Korea. This leads to a negative perception of
North Korean refugees as inferior, and they are easily victims of prejudices and discrimination. It
seems that the difficult background of North Koreans is not considered. As a result, North Koreans
hide their North Korean identity, which can cause identity crises and depression, and they struggle to
create a sense of belonging.

6.4.

South Korea’s readiness for the acceptance of North Korean refugees

The third theme that emerged while doing the research is related to a lacking presence of readiness
for South Korea to accept North Korean refugees. South Korea has experienced very rapid economic
development and transformation from an agricultural to an industrial society, especially since 1961
(see above). Even though South Korea is considered the 11th largest economy worldwide, they are
eager to enter the top 10 or 5. Regarding interest and engagement in social causes, the thesis argues
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that South Korea is less developed which asks for improvement. The thesis perceives this as difficult
for North Koreans to integrate into South Korea since the modernization theory does not necessarily
speak to the broader social causes outlined underneath but is focused on the economic position
worldwide. According to Casey Lartigue Jr., South Korea has a very short history of being a developed
country, so it lacks social engagement with causes unrelated to yourself compared to other
developed countries. Or, as he argues:
‘’I agree with Eunkoo strongly that maybe South Koreans are taking care of their own life’s
and their own families that there is not the, and I don’t mean to be judgmental but there is not the
same level of volunteerism and activism and giving involved in social causes that are not related to
yourself and South Korea doesn’t have such a kind of history so you know, it can change young people
getting more involved in other issues but I mean yes South Korea has a very short history of being a
developed country. So maybe it is just premature to be expecting that out of South Koreans.’’
(personal communication, 2022).
This statement is confirmed by the story shared by Hanna Song. According to her, South Koreans
sometimes tend to be more individualistic and Korea-focused. When she moved from the United
Kingdom to South Korea, a cultural shock that she experienced was the fact that her South Korean
friends could not understand why she was working for an NGO (involved with North Korean human
rights). While her British friends encouraged her to work on social issues, for South Korean friends it
was experienced as strange. They questioned why she was working for an NGO while she could work
for a good company and get paid more money because of her education and in addition being fluent
in Korean and English. She argues that she is not the only one who experiences this, but it is also
common for her colleagues, or as she states:
‘’I think even it's not just in a way, North Korean defectors who feel isolated in South Korea,
but also I know a lot of young people working in this field in the human North Korean human rights
field. They also don't feel very understood and feel like I know a lot of my colleagues that nobody
really understood. None of their family or friends really understand why we're doing what we're
doing.’’ (Song, H, personal communication, March 17, 2022).
Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022) argues that many South Koreans do not have a healthy
idea of what an NGO is in terms of other Western Democratic countries. In South Korea, if there is an
issue, they think that the government should take 100 percent control of it. Due to this, the
infrastructure between NGOs that want to provide support to North Korean defectors and the
government is not optimal. According to her, NGOs in South Korea are as well severely underfunded.
Therefore, it is often difficult for NGOs to get in contact with North Korean defectors to provide their
services. She argues:
‘’So, I guess this in itself could be a policy recommendation of when I say like having a better
understanding of the resources and infrastructure that is already there is providing better support to
the NGOs who are able to provide those services and willing to provide those services to the
defectors. I think the government can do definitely do more there as well.’’ (personal communication,
March 17, 2022)

42

A difficulty that became apparent during the interviews and the analysis of the literature, is the fact
that South Korea is in general a homogenous country. Over 99% of the population has a Korean
ethnic background (World Population Review, 2022). According to Yeon-ju Oh (personal
communication, Match 18th 2022), South Korea doesn’t have a multicultural history. Therefore, it is
difficult for South Koreans to acknowledge and welcome refugees. Most South Korean people,
according to Oh, do not have any knowledge of refugees in general and only perceive them as people
who are looking for a job in South Korea since it is a more developed country than their country of
origin. This can be confirmed by the study of Um et al (2015). They state that South Korea is an
ethnically homogenous nation with a short history of immigration and an aversion to
multiculturalism. However, even though it can be said that North and South Koreans have the same
original ethnicity and racial identity, South Koreans show apathetic attitudes toward North Korean
refugees. Hanna Song (2022) argues that it is a problem within South Korean society that gets
overlooked, or as she states:
‘’ South Korea definitely has a problem with being very accepting of anybody who is different.
And I think until they deal with that problem, North Korean defectors will never truly feel like they can
integrate or any or any incoming immigrants or refugees. I know a lot. You know, there's a lot of
people coming from Southeast Asia to work in South Korea, and I'm sure they have a very, very
difficult experience trying to live in South Korea compared to if they were to try and move elsewhere
and integrate and resettle there.’’ (personal communication, 2022)
Another example related to the acceptance of refugees by South Korea was mentioned in the
interviews with Hanna Song, Sarah Son, and Yeon-ju Oh (personal communication, 2022). A few years
ago, a huge uproar was caused when 500 Yemeni refugees arrived on Jeju (an island in the south of
South Korea) and sought asylum causing a massive public backlash. According to Yeon-ju Oh
(personal communication, 2022), Yemeni refugees experience discrimination and islamophobia.
Yemeni refugees were not only discriminated against by the inhabitants of Jeju but also as stated by
Yeon-ju Oh (personal communication, 2022), the process to receive asylum was not always fair.
Yeon-ju Oh explained that the translators give wrong information during the interview between the
refugees and officers of the Ministry of Justice. The process is wrong documented and results in a
denial for a refugee to ask for asylum. According to Sarah Son (personal communication, 2022), only
a very few of the individuals were successful in their asylum claims.
According to Yeon-ju Oh (personal communication, 2022) the Koreans need to explain where
refugees come from and create an understanding under South Koreans of the reasons why they
escape their own countries. This is emphasized in the study of Um et al (2015) in which they argue
that elements of multicultural education should be included in the regular school curriculum to
educate South Koreans to value diversity and respect the experiences of North Korean refugees.
Another issue mentioned by Sarah Son which problematizes the situation of North Korean refugees
in South Korea, is that the general awareness and treatment for mental health and illnesses
compared to other OECD countries is deficient. The difficulties that North Korean refugees
experience while adapting to South Korea can adversely affect their mental health (Um et al, 2015).
Furthermore, it is not uncommon that North Korean refugees to experience post-traumatic stress
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disorder (PTSD) due to the traumatic events they experienced in North Korea and during their
defection to the South (Noh & Lee, 2020).
Therefore, as many studies argue and Sarah Son as well, mental health issues need more attention
for North Korean refugees but also for South Koreans in general. This can be traced back to the
number of suicides in South Korea. Jang et al (2022) state that South Korea has shown the highest
suicide rate among OECD countries since 2003. According to the study, a lower socioeconomic level
and greater isolation were associated with a higher suicide rate. In 2020 the suicide rate per 100.000
was 25,7 and especially among the age category 20-29 (Arin, 2022). Despite these numbers, looking
for help is considered as difficult since in the culture it is seen as a sign of weakness. Only 15.3
percent seek treatment while almost 30 percent of South Koreans suffer from mental illnesses (Park,
2021). Sarah Son (personal communication, 2022) explains that mental health is often dealt with
within the family or remains hidden. She argues that it is a real challenge to openly admit to mental
health or mental illness.
In addition, according to the OECD Better Life Index (n.d.), on a scale from 0 to 10, Koreans gave on
average a 5.8 when their general life satisfaction was asked. This number is lower than the OECD
average of 6.7. Life satisfaction measures happiness or subjective well-being which provides an
insight into the quality of life. It can be argued that this (relatively) low grade is not unsurprising since
according to the OECD Better Life Index only 34% of Koreans stated that they find themselves in good
health, much less than the OECD average of 68%.
As stated by a staff member at a U.S.-based NGO working on North Korean Human rights issues
(personal communication, 2022), South Korea is as well a very tough environment for even young
South Koreans who are born and raised in the country. However, as he continues, North Koreans deal
with a much more difficult situation. Casey Lartigue Jr. (personal communication, 2022) confirms this
statement as well:
‘’I think there are a lot of things in South Korean society that are difficult for South Koreans,
difficult for North Korean refugees, even around the westerners here there are people, I mean
westerners who come here, they commit suicide, have depression they struggle so much. So, there is
something that goes beyond North Korean refugees and just it is a, you know a hyper-competitive
country.’’
Park (2021) argues that South Koreans experience endless competition and especially on an
educational level that starts from kindergarten. According to Eschborn and Apel (2014), obtaining a
good education in South Korea is considered very important and it is difficult to get a good job if
someone did not study at one of the country’s elite universities.
In short, it can be said that if South Korea is eager to develop more on an economic level, the
awareness of multiculturalism, social affairs, and creating a more open space to discuss mental
health issues cannot be ignored. Only then will South Korea become a more inclusive society.
According to the Government at a Glance 2021 Country Fact Sheet by the OECD, 6.9% of the GDP is
spent on social protection compared with 13.3% on the OECD average. It is stated that South Korea
has the lowest levels of government expenditures among OECD countries. Furthermore, since South
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Korea has known rapid economic growth since 1961, in the time of one generation, South Korea
transformed from an agrarian to a more service-orientated society. However, on a social level, it is
less developed. As Jae-hoon Choi (personal communication, 2022) explains, South Korea doesn’t
have an anti-discrimination law that prohibits any form of discrimination. Organizations such as
Amnesty International are already protesting for more than 17 years, convincing the government to
enact the law. Discrimination against women is not uncommon in South Korea. Women do not
occupy many decision-making positions compared to men, and the wage gap between men and
women is 35% (Human Rights Watch, 2020).

6.5.

False expectations and lack of mutual understanding

The fourth theme resulting in difficulties for North Koreans to integrate into South Korea are false
expectations and lack of mutual understanding. It is beneficial for a refugee to have correct
knowledge about the country to which he/she flees prior to leaving his own country. Having
knowledge of the country contributes to the success of the integration process of the refugee. In
addition, since integration is not a one-way process, it is also helpful that the people in the country of
the destination have experience with or knowledge of refugees. In other words, a mutual
understanding is beneficial to the process of integration. Casey Lartigue Jr. (personal communication,
2022) shared in the interview that the amount of knowledge you have of another country upon
arrival has a big impact on your level of interaction.
For North Korean refugees, it is difficult to obtain such knowledge. In North Korea, access to
information from the outside world is very limited. According to Jae-hoon Choi (personal
communication, 2022) North Korea still is a very isolated country. He explained also that it is very
difficult to send information to North Korea. The possession and distribution of information from
other countries is illegal. If someone is caught having access to outside information, they get
punished (Human Rights Watch, 2021).
However, even though the possession of foreign sources of information is illegal, North Koreans are
on occasion able to receive information from outside of North Korea. Hanna Song (personal
communication, 2022) explains that family members that have already settled in South Korea, share
information with them, convincing them that the escape to South Korea is worth the very lifethreatening journey. Furthermore, North Koreans get in touch with foreign media such as South
Korean movies or South Korean dramas that get smuggled into the country through sd-cards.
However, especially due to the latter can have high expectations of how their lives will be in South
Korea. As by Hanna Song states
‘’Of course, everything is through a filtered lens and everything is seen in a much more
romanticized way. [...]They see, you know, a world where everybody has this huge house and, has
access to all these different things which they can only dream of in North Korea. So they have a very
high expectation of what South Korea is going to be.’’ (Song, H, personal communication, March 17,
2022).
The perception that material wealth is easy to access is common among North Koreans in South
Korea. North Koreans may also have a very rosy idea of how they will be accepted by South Korean
society. This is captured by Hanna Song who states that continues:
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‘’They think they'll be very accepted into society. They'll just be able to get a job very quickly
and they'll be able to have one of those like K-drama boyfriends and drive those cars off in these big
houses. And you know, money is not an issue and all these things’’ (Song, H, personal communication,
March 17, 2022).
In other words, North Korean refugees often have high expectations of their new lives in South Korea
and expect adjusting to their new lives will be easy. However, since access to information is
somewhat limited, there is a risk that false expectations are made, leading to misunderstanding
within South Korean society. Because the reality in South Korea is, of course, different from what
they may have seen in Korean television dramas, as Hanna Song explains, it is a bit of a shock when
they arrive, making their adjustment difficult. This echoes Tara’s (2011) point that many North
Koreans escape to South Korea with high hopes and expectations. However, due to the lack of
understanding of South Korean society and culture, they get disillusioned because of the realities of
living there. Jae-hoon Choi (personal communication, 2022) states that even though North Koreans
watch South Korean dramas and movies and get an idea of South Korean culture and what South
Koreans think these days, they have never lived in such a culture. Due to this, they do not fully
understand South Korean people, making it hard to integrate into the South Korean community and
culture.
While North Koreans are misinformed about the South Korean society, South Koreans on the other
hand do not really know how life is in North Korea. Many interviewees mentioned that the level of
interaction between South and North Koreans is very low. This could be due to the fact that the
number of North Koreans living in South Korea is not high. According to the Ministry of Unification
(2022), since 1998 33.834 North Korean refugees have entered South Korea. South Korea has a
population of 51.744.876 (The World Bank, 2021). Therefore, not many South Koreans have the
chance to meet with North Koreans as Jae-hoon Choi (2022) states:
‘’You know that you are staying in South Korea and it is very difficult to meet North Korean
people, you know that. For South Korean people it is the same. For them [South Korean] they, do not
know about North Korean people, whether they know North Korean […] that is because we have no
chances to meet each other.’’ (Choi, J, Personal Communication, February 22, 2022).
Adding to that, as mentioned in the following quote,
“I think there is still some prejudice in terms of these escapees have come from a different
society, and they have an accent when they speak Korean. So there is still some bias, I think just
because of one lack of understanding and two just lack of people to people exchanges across the
border.’’ (Staff member at U.S.-based NGO working on North Korean Human rights issues, personal
communication, March 31, 2022).
The result, as argued by Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022), is that since little information
comes out of North Korea, it is even difficult for South Koreans to consider North Koreans as human
beings.
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This affirms, Jonghyeon Won (personal communication, 2022) argument that since the proportion of
North Koreans in South Korea is rather small, the majority of South Koreans do not think deeply
about them. Even although there are ways of interactions between North and South Koreans in
South Korea. Television channels such as ‘Channel A’ or ‘TV chosun’ cover talk shows between North
and South Koreans. As discussed by Jonghyeon Won, these programs are watched by many South
Koreans with curiosity. But, as noted by Jonghyeon Won, some scholars claim that these broadcast
programs solidify the stereotypes of North Korea. On the talk shows some North Korean guests
provocatively emphasize the poverty they experienced in North Korea. According to Won, this
doesn’t help South Koreans to get the right idea about North Korea. He states:
‘’Usually, South Koreans think that North Koreans live in extremely poor conditions. Although
it is true that their economy is smaller than that of South Korea, overly denigrating North Korea will
not help South Koreans understand North Koreans. Some South Koreans with this stereotype thinking that North Koreans are too poor and rigidly minded - tend to look down on defectors. In such
cases, North Korean defectors often experience difficulties.’’ (Won, J, personal communication, March
10, 2022)
Another issue that was discussed by Eunkoo Lee (2022) which has implications for the image of North
Koreans, is the role of South Korean media. South Korean media focus on the negative aspects of
North Korea such as their development of nuclear weapons and the dictatorship. She argues that this
has an impact on the North Korean refugees when they live in South Korea. This was also confirmed
by North Korean refugee Youngnam Eom (Conference ‘’Healing their Hearts., February 19th2022). He
argues that the South Korean media influences the lives of North Koreans in South Korea. When a
North Korean military provocation happens, this often leads to discrimination making it difficult for
North Koreans to reveal their background. South Koreans tend not to make the difference between
the North Korean regime and the North Korean people which increases the hostility toward North
Koreans. However, North Korean refugees living in South Korea do make a difference between the
people and the regime or as Kwan-Ho Lee shared in the interview:
‘’I like North Korea, many parts without only I hate North Korean political system, I hate Kim
Jong Un, you know, many North Korean defectors want to go back to North Korea. I like North Korea,
my family, friends, you know. They are good people. Just a bad political system, I think. But, you
know, South Korean, thinks a little bit different.’’ (Lee, K.H., personal communication, March 22,
2022).
This was also confirmed by Sarah Son. She argued that North Koreans still have a very strong North
Korean identity. This identity is not related to the North Korean regime, but in the sense that their
hometown is in North Korea and that North Koreans are their people and family. Due to this, it is
very hard for them when to hear South Koreans speaking negatively about their people and home.
Therefore, as argued by Ahn Meyong Chul and KwanHyung Lee, the South Korean government must
put more effort into changing the image of North Korean refugees (personal communication, 2022).
The latter can also be illustrated with a story that was shared by Kwan-Ho Lee. A North Korean friend
of his decided to return to North Korea. In the media, it was said that he returned to North Korea
because he was involved in criminal activities. However, according to Kwan-Ho Lee, the real reason
was that his friend had no community, felt lonely, and missed his family in North Korea.
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In contrast to foreigners that live in South Korea, South Koreans do not have any expectations of
assimilation and they expect it is difficult to understand each since they are not from Korea. As
argued by Sarah Son (personal communication, 2022), due to the co-ethnic, linguistic and perhaps
socio-cultural similarities South Koreans tend to have the assumption that North Koreans are the
same as us and basically will be fine. However, as Sarah Son continues, there is a gross
underestimation of what it takes for North Koreans to settle down in South Korea and how North
Koreans need to be approached. Due to this, as she argues, a mismatch is created between the
expectations that North Korean refugee settlement is founded and the reality of the experience of
actually settling them. As Sarah Son explains:
‘’ I think, a gross underestimation of what it takes in order for North Koreans to settle how
North Koreans need to be approached. Not as such as, you know, a poorer, less sophisticated,
welfare-dependent. Second, a body of second-class citizens with no social capital of use, but rather to
sort of look at how to approach them in a way that acknowledges and grants dignity to their North
Korean identity and looks at ways to help them and not and to help them, not in ways that sidelined
their own agency.’’ (S, Son, personal communication, March 17, 2022).
South Koreans need to better understand North Koreans and their background, and North Koreans
need to be better prepared about what they can expect when coming to South Korea. This may lead
to a more successful integration since it focuses on both sides' cultural and social characteristics and
provides insight that benefits their interactions, creating a sense of belonging that is less oriented on
economic terms.

6.6.

North Korean Refugee Policy

As stated before, the policy on North Korean refugees differs from the regular South Korean refugee
policies. Sung & Go (2015) argue that North Korean refugees arrive in South Korea with a unique
status compared with other groups of migrants. In 1998 South Korea enacted the North Korean
refugee act which can be perceived as a special treatment for North Korean refugees (Lee, personal
communication, 2022). As stated in the North Korean Refugees Protection and Settlement Support
act, the purpose follows:
‘’To provide for matters relating to protection and support as are necessary to help North Korean
residents escaping from the area north of the Military Demarcation Line who desire to be protected
from the Republic of Korea, as swiftly as possible to adapt themselves to, and settle down in, all
spheres of their lives, including political, economic, social and cultural spheres.’’ (Korea Legislation
Research Institute, 2021)
The support North Koreans receive is on many levels. It varies from social adaptation education,
vocational training, medical care, and help to find employment. According to Hanna Song (personal
communication, 2022), North Korean defectors receive the best resettlement package for any
immigrant or refugee across any country. However, she also argues that despite all the compensation
and benefits, North Koreans still struggle so much to integrate. The policy has been changing over
time, as argued by a staff member at a U.S.-based NGO working on North Korean Human rights
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issues (personal communication, 2022), it is a process of trial and error but always with the best
intentions, as stated:
‘’There has been some mistakes. There have been some shortcomings. But I think on the
whole, there is a very dedicated group of civil servants in that ministry who I think are doing their best
under various constraints to try and better try and address the needs of the escapees as best as they
can, and I think it's important to acknowledge that effort. I mean, again, like it hasn't always been,
ideal. But I think I genuinely think that they're well-intentioned under and they really want to provide
all the assistance they can.’’ (Staff member at U.S.-based NGO working on North Korean Human
rights issues, personal communication, March 31, 2022).
During the fieldwork and literature research, the thesis tried to find these possible shortcomings to
contribute to the conditions of North Korean refugees. The following chapter provides short
background information on how North Koreans arrive in South Korea and the support they receive.
Afterward, it discusses policy-related difficulties that the thesis found to function as the last theme of
the thesis.

6.6.1

Arriving in South Korea

As explained by a staff member at a U.S.-based NGO working on North Korean Human rights issues
(personal communication, 2022), when a North Korean refugee arrives in South Korea, first they
undergo an interview and investigation at the National Intelligence Service. Although South Korean
law considers them South Korean citizens, for security reasons they need to be screened and their
claim of being North Korean must be verified (Sung & Go, 2014). Afterward, they stay for three
months at a government-operated institution, also called Hanawon led by the Ministry of Unification.
At Hanawon, North Koreans receive basic education programs and vocational training to help them
to settle in South Korea. According to Da-gyum (2022), the largest part of education is focused on
career guidance and job searching but they also learn about Korean history and democracy and the
concept of a market economy (Sung & Go, 2014). Professional courses are offered to work for
example as a chef, hair stylist, tourism management, hotel housekeeping, and basic electronic
technology and electronics manufacturing (Da-gyum, 2022). Furthermore, they receive other services
such as health check-ups and psychological counseling (Sung & Go, 2014).
After their three months stay at the Hanawon facility, they receive settlement money based on their
settlement conditions and their abilities to make a living and housing and job assistance (Korea
Legislation Research Institute, 2021). Casey Lartigue Jr. and Eunkoo Lee (personal communication,
2022) explained that young North Korea refugees can enter top universities without going through
the same very competitive and selective process that young South Koreans experience. Furthermore,
additional help is needed, they can make use of the Hana-centers that are spread over the country.
The Hana-centers, continue to provide the support that the Hanawon facility did, but less intense and
only if North Korean refugees need the additional support (Song, personal communication, 2022).
Next to the additional support, as explained by Jae-hoon Choi (personal communication, 2022),
North Korean refugees receive special protection which is given by the police. Refugees receive
regular phone calls and face-to-face meetings from police officers for five years after they entered
the country (Kim, H., 2020).
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6.6.2. Addressed issues within policy

As argued by Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022), three months of training at the Hanawon
facility is not enough to know how society works. Furthermore, she states many North Koreans are
not used to having the support systems that in South Korea are offered. Sung & Go (2014) state that
after Hanawon ‘’Help is still available afterwards, but the long-term assistance is no longer of proactive format, and it requires the refugees to choose from a complex basket of programs and
organizations’’. In addition, as argued by Woorion (n.d.), an NGO helps North Koreans in their
process of resettlement, 72% of the North Koreans do not know how and where to find this
information. According to Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022), North Koreans feel a bit lost.
As mentioned earlier, the infrastructure between government, NGOs, and additional services is not
optimal. Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022) explained that NGO where she works (NKDB),
was the only NGO that had access to the Hanawon facility. At Hanawon the NGO documented human
rights violations in North Korea but offered services as well such as psychological counseling and
education programs after North Koreans leave the facility. However, it is difficult for North Korean
refugees to understand what an NGO exactly is, that it is an independent organization not run by the
government, so they have a free choice to make use of their resettlement support. Therefore, to give
them an understanding that they are present to help them, individual connections are needed and
trust building. However, creating trust seems to be an issue for some North Koreans. Kwang-ho Lee
(personal communication, 2022), a North Korean defector, shared that North Koreans can be afraid
to meet new people. This has to do with the fact that North Koreans are in North Korea taught that
they are not allowed to meet new people outside of their community is illegal. Furthermore, in North
Korea, most of the activities are done in groups. Therefore, small meetings between two people are
also experienced as an illegal activity. Kwang-ho Lee was satisfied with the programs offered by the
Hana-center, which allowed him to make South Korean friends. Sometimes he recommends the
program to fellow North Koreans, however, they often decline.
Another point of critique on the government was mentioned by Ahn Meyong Chul, a North Korean
defector (personal communication, 2022). Even though he thinks that the support system is nice, he
disagrees with the fact that it is all organized by the central government under the umbrella of the
Ministry of Unification. Ahn Meyong Chul explains that due to this, North Korean refugees find it
more difficult to ask for help and share their opinions. It takes time if they try to contact them.
Therefore, he proposes that it should be more decentralized and that local governments are more
involved which allows for more face-to-face meetings. Related to the latter, a point of critique was
given by Jae-hoon Choi. As explained before, face-to-face meetings are conducted by police officers.
Even though try to provide good advice and act friendly, it differs case by case. He argues that police
officers tend to have too many defectors to watch making it difficult for them to be aware of
everything. An extreme example discussed by several interviewees was the story of a North Korean
mother and a child that died because of starvation in their apartment in South Korea.
In addition, as was explained by Jae-hoon Choi (personal communication, 2022), since North Korean
refugees are under control and given care by the Police and the Ministry of Unification, ‘’special
protection’’ is sometimes experienced as supervision. It makes them feel different than receive
support from the Ministry of Public Administration. Ahn Chan-il, director of the World Center of
North Korea research, argues as well that it should be under the control of the Ministry of Public
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Administration since it has relatively abundant human resources (Kim. H, 2020). However, Jae-hoon
Choi argues that it involves a power game between the ministries, and the Ministry of Unification
doesn’t want to lose its authority. Another issue that was noted, is the fact that teachers who
educate refugees are under the umbrella of the Ministry of Unification and not the Ministry of
Education. They are paid less which leads to drop out of teachers (Bremer, 2022).
A following addressed issue raised in the interviews, is that not many North Korean refugees are
involved in policy making. Sarah Son argues:
‘’There are there are no North Koreans that I'm aware of really working in decision making
around settlement policy. Right. It's all run organized plan by South Korean civil servants and NGOs.
So you know that their involvement, their participation in their own settlement is somewhat
constrained.’’ (Son, S, personal communication, March 6, 2022)
At last, Sung & Go (2014) argue that assistance policies are too focused on short-term economic help.
Even though Kwang-ho Lee (personal communication, 2022) was positive about the program offered
by the Hana Foundation to make South Korean friends, he still mentioned that there is not a program
where North Koreans can discuss their problems. explains that North Koreans receive sufficient
money, however, he experiences that there is not always a possibility to talk about their lives. He
emphasizes that the latter is very important for them, also to have a program on how to build a new
life in South Korea but that there is a general opinion that North Korean refugees are already fine. He
says:
‘’ I know South Korean government so many support North Korean defector, you know,
money, many choice, so but, we have no program, we have no situation talk our problem, what can I
do in holiday, you know?’’ (Lee, K. H, personal communication, 2022).
And:
‘’So me I think, we have enough money, you know. Support money. But you know, more North
Korean defectors have no truly, I have no idea. Many people say ‘’I have no idea’’ you know.’’ (Lee, K.
H, personal communication, 2022).
John Cheon (personal communication, 2022) argues that everyone’s needs are different. The South
Korean government has to understand that North Korean refugees are not supported with just
money, but more institutions and academies need to be built to help them to become real South
Koreans. Eunkoo Lee & Casey Lartigue Jr. (personal communication, 2022) argue that the
governmental approach is less focused on the individual development of a North Korean refugee and
more top-down. Refugees tend to be approached as if they cannot take the lead in their needs and
therefore cannot take their own initiative. Due to this, a gap is created between the view of the
government and the real demands of North Korean refugees.
In addition, Son (personal communication, 2022) states that the solution is by the South Korean
government still presented as material and economic. However, according to her, it has mainly to do
with a social and identity-related problem that must be responded to. A better understanding must
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be achieved of why people exclude others, why the unknown is feared, and why boundaries on who
people are defined helps to understand the problem and formulate solutions.
Sung & Go (2014) state that to formulate an effective policy framework, it must be acknowledged
that the South Korean government and society have unrealistically high expectations of refugees.
Kwang-ho Lee (personal communication, 2022) argued that there is the opinion that North Korean
refugees are doing fine, and they can take a position in society. Of course, there are cases of North
Korean refugees that are integrated successfully. As explained by Kang (2015), these successful North
Korean refugees visit to share their stories and are introduced as ‘’role-models’’. A North Korean
refugee critiqued that the difficulties they may experience in South Korean society are not discussed
or how they should prepare themselves for hardships such as discrimination. Therefore, as he argues
‘’it would’ve been a lot more helpful if Hanawon gave us an insight into the failures and frustrations
99 percent of North Koreans experience rather than focusing on 1 percent of them who achieved
success.’’. The North Korean refugee stated that Hanawon teaches how to survive and get a job in
South Korea. However, it must be noted that the North Korean refugee entered the Hanawon center
not much time after the center was put in place. Therefore, these things may have changed over
time
The last theme on policy shows that it still tends to focus on North Korean refugees' economic
belonging. Moreover, additional programs are for North Koreans still difficult to access since a
troublesome infrastructure and there is a need for North Koreans to directly discuss the problems
they experience daily. In the next chapter, I discuss how these themes make it difficult for North
Koreans to adapt to South Korea.
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7. Discussion & Conclusion
The thesis used the work of Bauman and the concept of belonging to explore social exclusion among
North Korean refugees in South Korea. Bauman's metaphor of Liquid Modernity helped to become
aware of how the modernization vision in South Korea relates to the social exclusion of North
Koreans. The thesis explains five themes that emerged related to difficulties that North Koreans
experience in South Korea. These themes have a shared denominator which is the ongoing eagerness
of South Korea to become a highly modernized, economically developed country on the world stage.
Based on these results, it argues that the modernization vision does not contribute to the broader
needs of North Korean refugees in South Korea since it produces adverse outcomes within South
Korean society that affect North and South Koreans' lives. The overall negative outcome is that North
Koreans tend to be approached from an economic angle which does not do justice to the difficulties
they experience in adjusting to South Korea. North Korean refugees struggle in South Korea with
having concrete life goals and the individual, competitive and achievement-oriented tendency in
society, and often unfair treatment. This prohibits the prospect of successful resettlement. The thesis
answered the following research question:
‘’How does the modernization vision of South Korea affect the social exclusion and belonging of North
Korean refugees in South Korea?’’
Liquid Modernity is characterized by economic progress, obsessive order-making, liquefication of
social order and institutions, dis-embedding without re-embedding, individualization of society, and
economic progress. These elements are perceived by Bauman as triggers of risk of becoming
excluded from society, or as Bauman puts it, being at risk of becoming a wasted life.
The modernization vision of South Korea is order-making. It is characterized by its eagerness to
become a highly modernized, economically developed country on the world stage. To borrow from
Bauman’s use of metaphors, South Korea aspires to become a whale instead of the shrimp stuck
between whales (as it is often perceived by themselves). This eagerness to grow economically as a
country is also observed in the rapid growth South Korea has experienced since 1961, which was
discussed in chapter five. Within this vision, it defines what is necessary to be included in this vision,
or as Bauman would argue, what is necessary to have one of the limited seats in the vehicle of
progress. For example, the modernization vision facilitates an economic framing of North Korean
refugees, which does not help to solve the broader social challenges North Koreans experience. By
this, I mean due to the challenges North Korean refugees already experience in South Korea, such as
their cultural adjustment, making decisions that living in South Korean society entails, such as jobs
and education, and having concrete new life goals after their defection, it is difficult to participate in
this vision.
Consequently, the thesis argues that the modernization vision of South Korea does not necessarily
speak to the issues that North Korean refugees experience in South Korea. It seems that they are
often approached from an economic angle or, as argued, a focus on the economic belonging of North
Korean refugees to South Korea. By narrating the economic belonging of North Korean refugees, the
thesis made a unique contribution to the context of North Korean refugees. The vision does not
speak to broader social issues. Instead, it is concerned with how North Koreans can contribute to the

53

economic future of South Korea. Thus, it has an exclusive character because if someone cannot fulfill
this economic belonging, he/she is at risk of being excluded or, as Bauman would put it, a wasted life.
In line with Bauman, North Koreans dis-embed from their previous homes (North Korea) but do not
always re-embed in their newfound country (South Korea).
The first theme that makes it difficult for North Korean refugees to adapt to South Korea is related to
the unification approach. Unification seems to be subjected to the modernization vision of South
Korea on whether how it contributes economically to South Korea’s future. The unification approach
of South Korea has mainly been focused on the economic benefits that unification would bring, and
the sentiment of unifying one nation became more symbolic. The unification is concerned with how
North Korea could bring a beneficial economic advantage to South Korea. Due to this, difficulties
arise, such as a public opinion that is mainly concerned with the possible economic implications that
unification would bring and approaching North Korean refugees on their qualities and economic
value. Since North Korea is not as rich as South Korea, it is questioned why they should unify. In
addition, there is the prejudice that North Korean refugees are an economic burden since all the
services they receive are paid with tax money. Or, as Bauman would put it, South Koreans perceive
North Korean refugees as flawed consumers, ‘’The most irksome and costly liabilities’’ (Bauman,
2004, p.39). An image is created in which North Korean refugees are dependent on the welfare state
paid by South Koreans. Furthermore, as became prevalent in the literature and interviews, many
South Koreans are indifferent toward North Koreans belonging or other social causes. They are more
concerned with their future. This can be linked with the individualization of society.
The second theme that emerged is the South Korean economic superiority. This theme demonstrates
that South Koreans are very concerned with their economic position due to the modernization vision.
As mentioned, the social order in South Korean society is based on a person’s economic status and
material wealth. For example, the job that someone has or where he/she lives. Since there is a
tendency towards becoming a top economic country, there is more sympathy for countries with a
higher GDP rate than countries with a less high GDP rate. Due to this, South Koreans tend to look
down if someone is from a less ‘’developed’’ country. Therefore, South Koreans comparing South
Korea with other countries creates a sense of economic superiority. Therefore, as the examples from
the results showed, North Koreans are easy victims of being judged since they come from a country
with a low GDP. North Koreans are prejudiced and discriminated against for their capabilities in a
country where status is essential. When North Koreans struggle with a task, they are easily judged
because they are from North Korea. It challenges their belonging to South Korea as they are treated
as second-class citizens perceived from an economic angle.
The third theme is the readiness of South Korea to accept North Korean refugees into society on a
social level despite the presence of housing and other social welfare services. As explained, South
Korea has experienced rapid economic growth since 1961. However, today’s awareness of social
causes, interest in volunteerism and activism, and a good understanding of NGOs is still lacking. The
ongoing focus on achieving a higher position also seems to overshadow this, making it difficult for
North Korean refugees to be accepted. In addition, the homogenous character of South Korea is as
well troublesome for North Koreans. Even though the expectations are made that North Koreans will
not struggle due to a shared ethnicity, they are still perceived as different. The issue of homogeneity
was also highlighted in the example of Yemeni refugees in South Korea who are experiencing a hard
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time being accepted in South Korea. In other words, South Korean society has certain unreadiness to
accept refugees that needs to be addressed. The modernization vision is mainly concerned with the
economic aspects of South Korean society and less with topics related to social causes.
Continuing the third theme but more from the perspective of South Koreans, as Bauman would
argue, South Koreans themselves also experience the difficulties that living in ‘’Liquid’’ times entails.
The economic modernization vision is the cause of the individualistic and competitive character of
South Korea. Everyone is eager to be part of the economic progress and, perhaps, therefore, selforiented. In other words, South Koreans also try to belong economically in South Korea as well in
order not to be excluded. From an early age, they try to get into the top universities in the hope of
having a high-standard corporate job. This competitive tendency results in societal problems such as
a high number of mental health diseases, a high suicide rate, and a very low number on the better
life index compared to other OECD countries. Therefore, the government focus on the economy does
not always consider the societal issues present in South Korea. This was also perceived in the
relatively low number on social protection, the still absent anti-discrimination law, and gender
inequality. Consequently, life in South Korea is difficult not only for North Korean refugees but also
for South Koreans as well. However, due to the precarious nature of being a refugee, North Koreans
experience these difficulties more intensely.
The fourth theme that arose, causing difficulties for North Koreans to adapt to South Korea, is that
North Korean refugees and South Koreans have misinformed expectations about each other. This
theme can potentially be linked to the modernization vision; however, it can also be caused by other
social issues which were not in the scope of the research. North Korean refugees have false
expectations of how life will be when they arrive in South Korea, while South Koreans have false
expectations from North Koreans that their adjustment should not be that difficult since they are the
same. One of the issues behind this contradiction is access to the correct information. The
information North Koreans receive before their arrival is often the picturization of a South Korea,
very materialistic with easy access to money. Due to this, high expectations are created, but in South
Korea, the realization that it is otherwise is soon to be made. The picturization of South Korea that
North Koreans receive, for example, from Korean dramas, cannot directly be related to the
modernization vision. However, economic values play a central role in the information they receive.
But the information does not warn them of the difficulties they may experience. South Koreans also
have false expectations about North Koreans leading to another misunderstanding. North Koreans
are easy victims of being stereotyped. South Koreans do not think about why it is difficult for them to
adjust to South Korean society and it is difficult for them to have direct access to information from
North Korea. Due to the economic modernization vision, South Koreans perceive North Korean
refugees economically without considering the difficulties that North Koreans experience in South
Korea. Receiving information from North Korea is difficult, and the information that South Koreans
receive consists of opposing generally misconceived stories from South Korean media. This creates a
negative image, resulting in North Koreans' frustration in their integration attempts.
At last, the final theme is the North Korean refugee policy. Due to the economic modernization vision
focused on providing North Korean refugees an economic belonging, the interventions are mostly
related to how to integrate them into the job market. It cannot be denied that having a job helps
North Korean refugees to build their new lives. However, due to the abovementioned issues, they
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are still barriers to getting a job and experiencing prejudices at work. In other words, a focus on
integrating them into the job market only does not respond to the challenges that await them in
South Korea. A social problem must be resolved, which is impossible with only material and
economical solutions. These other types of support are available through NGOs, but North Koreans
struggle to access this infrastructure or are not always aware. The lack of cooperation between
government and NGOs can be linked with the ‘’Liquification of Social Order and Institutions’’, a
theme of Liquid Modernity that describes the dissolution process of solid structures and institutions.
The Ministry of Unification tends to have complete control over the topics related to North Korean
refugees, which does not always facilitate for North Korean refugees to ask for extra support or
access to extra information. As argued, there is a need for a more decentralized manner; however,
due to a power game in which the Ministry does not want to lose its authority, it is difficult to
achieve.
To conclude and as an answer to the research question, the abovementioned five themes
demonstrate that the modernization vision of South Korea potentially results in an economic
eagerness that must bring South Korea on a world stage. Within this vision, there is a focus on the
economic belonging of North Korean refugees in South Korea. This focus on economic belonging
attributes to their social exclusion since it overshadows broader social issues in South Korea that not
only affect North Korean refugees. By providing economic belonging, the vision tries to make North
Korean refugees instrumental in fulfilling the desire to become a developed economic country on the
world stage. However, it doesn't respond to the broader social needs of North Korean refugees since
these issues are particular to South Korean society. Because of this, North Koreans are obliged to
demonstrate that they are economically productive to get accepted. However, it is not always easy
due to their complex background and how South Koreans perceive them. This results in a barrier to
finding their belonging in South Korea or being treated as equals to South Koreans and instead being
discriminated against and socially excluded. It affects their sense of belonging, which helps an
individual develop a sense of identity and quality of life. Therefore, policy needs to focus also on
these societal issues within South Korea that not only North Korean refugees experience as
individuals in a fast-moving "liquid' society such as South Korea.
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8.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, the research makes two main recommendations based on the discussed
themes in the thesis. The first recommendation stems from the unification theme and false
expectations, and lack of mutual understanding. The second recommendation is related to the theme
of North Korean refugee policy.
The first recommendation is that a critical effort must be made to change the image of North Korean
refugees in South Korea. Due to the economic framing, their refugee background and history in
North Korea are overshadowed. Therefore, recognition is needed of their past and an understanding
of their journey to arrive in South Korea. However, this must not result in a sad narrative but an
empowering one. The framing of North Korean refugees as vulnerable and fragile neglects their
strength to escape North Korea. As Hanna Song (personal communication, 2022) argued, North
Koreans need to be remembered that they are survivors. If you can cross the Yalu River (the river
between China and North Korea), you can also survive in South Korea. In other words, they need to
be more empowered, focused on their individual development, and not only perceive them as how
they could economically attribute to South Korea. Therefore, this must also be emphasized in the
narrative of unification instead of mainly perceiving it as an economic goal. Perspectives of North
Korean refugees should also be included in the unification education.
Continuing the first recommendation, North Koreans need to remember that they can do anything,
and South Koreans also need to be aware of it. A more educated and developed view of North
Koreans is needed to help South Koreans perceive North Korean refugees respectfully and be aware
of the difficulties they experience in South Korea. In addition, a more multicultural approach must be
taken to dignify the differences and similarities between North and South Koreans, which attributes
the belonging of both in a broader sense. Furthermore, a difference must be made between the
perception of the North Korean government and the people who live in North Korea. North Koreans
in South Korea still experience being judged because of the government of the country they escaped,
which undermines their affection for the family and friends they had to leave behind. In addition, an
effort has to be made that North Koreans are more perceived from a social and humane view. This
hopefully creates more sympathy and an open attitude to welcome and help North Korean refugees
in South Korean society. Finally, awareness must be created that the issue lies within South Korean
society, which cannot be resolved only through economic and material solutions. The government
can have a specific role in this, especially within their unification program, by not emphasizing the
economic benefits North Koreans could bring. A broader concept of what "being" Korean means can
be created to which North and South Koreans are possible to attach and belong. To achieve a new
perception of ''being'' Korean, it is essential that the understanding of North Koreans is included.
However, the study on what ''being'' Korean means and how a new concept entails that serves for a
better mutual understanding was not within the scope of this study and is recommended to be
studied more in-depth.
The second recommendation, which has the potential to solve social exclusion, is to include the voice
of North Korean refugees in the policy, especially the resettlement policy, since they experience
difficulties adapting directly. Including their voices in policy, they receive a feeling of being
represented. In addition, since North Korea is also changing, the needs of new North Korean refugees

57

are changing. Therefore, by focusing on the information North Koreans can share with policymakers,
a better understanding of North Korea can be created that better collides with the support that
North Koreans can receive. In the latter, NGOs can play an essential role in creating a better
understanding of North Korean refugees and North Korea. The policy can also become more effective
with good cooperation with the government. In addition, as was shared in the results, better
infrastructure is needed for the services that exist for North Korean refugees. Again, better
cooperation between the South Korean government and NGOs could resolve this. It was also argued
that the government services are less locally based and, therefore, difficult for North Koreans to
reach. NGOs can fill these gaps.
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9.

Appendix

9.1.

Interview participants & Conferences

Name

Gender

Casey
Lartigue Jr.

Male

Eunkoo Lee

Female

Jong Hyeon
Won
Tim Peters

Male

Hanna Song

Female

Yeon-ju Oh

Female

Jae Hoon Choi

Male

Kwang-ho Lee

Male

Male

Staff Member

Organization
name
Freedom
Speakers
International
Freedom
Speakers
International
North Korea
Reform Radio
Helping Hands
Korea
Database
Center for
North Korean
Human Rights
Migration
Research &
Training
Centre

Amnesty
International
South Korea
X
X

John Cheon

Male

Sarah Son

Female

KwanHyung
Lee

Male

US based
NGO working
on North
Korean
Human Rights
Issues
Daum School
Transitional
Justice
Working
Group
North Korean
Watch

Type of
Organization
NGO

Date

Location

February 24,
2022

Online

NGO

February 24,
2022

Online

Radio Station

March 10,
2022
March 15,
2022
March 17,
2022

Online
(Kakaotalk)
Seoul

Immigration
Policy
Research and
Education
Specialist
Institution
NGO

March 18,
2022

Seoul

March 22,
2022

Seoul

North Korean
Refugee
NGO

March 22,
2022
March 31,
2022

Seoul

Alternative
High School
NGO

May 05, 2022

Seoul

May 6, 2022

Online

NGO

May 14, 2022

Seoul

NGO
NGO

Online

Online
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Ahn Meyong
Chull

Male

North Korean
Watch

NGO & North
Korean
Refugee

May 14, 2022

Seoul

Table 1. Interview participants

Name of
Conference
Healing their
Hearts

Organizer of the
Conference
Freedom
Speakers
International

Date

Location

February 19,
2022

Online

Meaningful
Engagement and
Advocacy SDGs?

Database Center
for North Korean
Human Rights

February 21,
2022

Korea Press
Center, Seoul

What is going on
in North Korea

Liberty in North
Korea

March 04, 2022

Online

Unshackle the
Women of North
Korea

North Korea
Freedom
Coalition

March 24, 2022

Online

Webinar
European

Eurofraction SGP

March 30, 2022

Online

Summary of the
Conference
Book
presentation of
North Korean
refugee authors
and several
speakers
discussing
‘’Freedom’’
Linkages
between
Sustainable
Development
Goals and
strategies to
improve North
Korean human
rights
Discussion on the
effects of COVID19 on North
Korea and its
response to the
pandemic
Personal shared
testimonies by
North Korean
refugees on the
human rights
situation for
women in North
Korea, refugees
in China and
refugees as
overseas workers
Discussion on
what the
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Parlement:
Together for the
persecuted
christians in
North Korea
[Webinar
Europees
Parlement:
samen voor de
vervolgde
christenen in
Noord Korea]
Pyonghattan:
Escapees from
North Korea’s
capital

European Union
can do to
increase the
freedom of
religion in North
Korea

The Korea
Society

May 01, 2022

Online

Several North
Korean refugees
discuss their life’s
in North Korea,
their escape and
their new life’s in
the United States
Table 2. Attended conferences

9.2.

Interview guides

Interview NGO & Institutions
Introduction from myself
Introduction:
What motivated you to do your work, improving the human rights issue in North Korea and helping
the lives of North Korean refugees?
Could you share something about the successes of the NGO but also still challenges that you
experience?
North Korean refugees
What are the expectations of North Korean refugees when arriving in South Korea?
What are frequently stated difficulties that North Korean refugees experience while starting their
new lives in South Korea?
Is social exclusion a various stated issue? What are your thoughts on social exclusion?
What activities do North Koreans undertake to deal with these difficulties/adjust to South Korean
society
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How do North Koreans perceive their new living environment, do they experience it as their home?
- Home becomes the symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional
attachment.
Are there any special daily activities they undertake that give them a feeling that they belong to
South Korea?
- Actions that provide a deeper emotional connection with South Korea?
- What kind of motivations or meaning do they attach to these actions?
Do North Koreans have a strong desire to become part of South Korea?
Are there factors that play a certain role in their success of integration or makes their integration
even more difficult?
What are the attitudes of South Koreans towards North Koreans who start their new lives in South
Korea?
Would you consider South Korea as an easy country to integrate as a foreigner?
What are the main cultural differences in society between North and South Koreans which play a
special role for North Koreans that makes their integration difficult?
Policy
What are your thoughts on the government resettlement policy related to receiving and helping
North Korean in South Korea?
What are the key goals of these policies?
How is the resettlement policy of the South Korean government experienced by North Korean
refugees?
Do these policies speak to the needs of North Koreans?
Are there any difficulties to realize the actions that are stated on paper in reality?
What can according to you be improved in refugee policy? What suggestions would you give to
policymakers?
How is the work of NKDB involved with working along the government/making advice?
What are your expectations on North and South Korean relations and receiving North Korean
refugees in South Korea after the last elections?
Finalising
What are the lessons that you learned from North Korean Refugees?
Are there any questions you have for me?
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Interview guide North Korean refugees
1.
2.
3.
4.

When did you arrive in South Korea?
Could you tell me about your experiences living and integrating in South Korea?
What daily activities help you to feel at home in South Korea?
Are there any difficulties that prevent feeling at home in South Korea or participating in
South Korean society?
5. What help from the South Korean government did you appreciate, and what help could
perhaps be improved to support the integration?
Interview with North Korea Reform Radio
Questions related to news/media in North Korea
How do North Koreans normally receive/ have access to their news in North Korea?
- What type of organizations provide the news in North Korea?
What are the typical news items discussed in the news in North Korea?
How does this influence the lives of North Koreans living in North Korea?
If possible/or allowed to say, how do North Koreans find access to your news?
What type of stories are broadcasted to North Korea from South Korea and with which purpose?
- How is North Korea presented in the news that is broadcasted to North Korea?
- How is South Korea presented in the news that is broadcasted to South Korea?
How do North Koreans experience the received news from South Korea?
What type of change/impact has been perceived by broadcasting news from South Korea into North
Korea?
- What effect has the news on North Koreans living in North Korea
- Does it have any influence on North Korean citizens to leave North Korea?
Questions related to news/media in South Korea
Which topics are mostly discussed in South Korean news related to North Korea?
What are the general attitudes among South Koreans towards North Koreans living in South Korea?
- Do they feel a close connection with North Koreans living in South Korea?
How are North Korean refugees in South Korea portrayed in the news?
What effect may this have on South Koreans' perception of North Koreans living in South Korea?
Do you think that news/media can have a possible role to help North Koreans to integrate into South
Korea?
- Helping with understanding the cultural differences?
- Raising awareness among South Koreans about the integration struggles of North Korean
refugees in South Korea
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Are North Korean refugees active in South Korean media/news/television programs? If yes, could you
elaborate?
- Does this help North Koreans to have closer relations with South Koreans? If yes/no could
you elaborate?
Do you think that North Korean refugees have a sentiment that they belong to/feel at home in South
Korea? If yes, or no, could you elaborate?
How do you think that this sentiment of belonging/feeling at home in South Korea could be
improved?
- What role could news/media play in this?
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