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Visiting Korean Chinese in South Korea:
A Journey in Discovery of an Issue

Yinshi JIN

I was born in 1985 in a power plant town located in the Yanbian
Korean Autonomous Region in Jilin Province where Korean Chinese
and Han Chinese coexist. Due to these unusual circumstances, I had
been aware of my ethnic identity since before my elementary school
days. However, in spite of this awareness of my ethnicity, I did not
know about South Korea until I entered the senior grade. One day, my
uncle moved to Korea to work, and then I became interested in South
Korea per se. Aside from the uncle, my brother, my mother and many
relatives left Yanbian for the metropolitan areas in China and South
Korea to find job opportunities, so I came to take it for granted.

However, as I grew up, I came to realize that this phenomenon is not
common, but rather a unique occurrence that only happens in the
Korean Chinese community, and so I decided to research this in depth
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in graduate school. Since the major destination of people from the
Korean Chinese diaspora is South Korea, I chose the Korean Chinese
community in South Korea for the topic of my master’s thesis, and
visited South Korea as an exchange student from Saitama University to
Korea University. However, one of my Korean Chinese friends told me,
“I think South Koreans’ discrimination against Korean Chinese doesn’t
exist anymore, so will there be any meaning to your thesis? Now that
you are studying in Japan, why don’t you choose some other topic
available here?”

In South Korea, I visited Korean Chinese Church and Seongnam
Church to carry out my fieldwork, and interviewed 18 Korean Chinese
living in South Korea. As I pursued my fieldwork over half a year, I
found that there are many diverse and individual stories, facts, and
situations that simply cannot be reduced to the statement that “As
China rose as a global powerhouse, discrimination against Korean
Chinese in South Korea disappeared.” I also discovered that how
Korean Chinese in South Korea evaluated their lives and approached
the formation of their ethnic identity varied depending on individual
economic situations and circumstances.

This research note is mainly based on the interviews I conducted
with 18 Korean Chinese residents whom I encountered in daily life;
consequently it is difficult to argue that this case study represents the
whole picture of the Korean Chinese community in South Korea.
Rather, I would like to consider this note a gateway to future research
covering a wider range of people and incorporating more substantial
and diverse evidence.

Key words: Korean Chinese, Korean Dream, international labor
migration
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