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Diaspora,  t ransnat ional  engagement and the nat ional  regimes

Transnational migration, social  

activism and the formation of new 

subjectivities

Seo Seonyoung

In general, while commodities, capital and information move relatively 
freely over nation-state borders in the global economy, the movement of 
people and labour across national borders is often highly restricted. In the 
Asia region, which has seen a rapid growth in cross-border migration for 
mainly economic reasons – and particularly in temporary labour migra-
tion – since the 1970s, the failure of state attempts to control migratory 
flows has resulted in diverse kinds of human rights and workers’ rights 
abuses. Numerous reports and research findings have demonstrated the 
highly exploitative conditions under which migrants work, and some 
have documented collective resistances against this situation organised 
by NGOs and labour unions with the participation of migrant workers. 
Since the questions which migration raises are both global and local and 
therefore do not fit only within the realm of national politics, and because 
activism concerning migration issues is linked with the politics of both 
host countries and countries of origin, these resistances can be seen as a 
form of transnational activism (Piper and Uhlin 2004).

There is quite a bit of research on the activism of migrants in the 
Asian region, much of it focusing on and emphasising the agency of 
migrant workers struggling against structural constraints, as well as on the 
transnational nature of their activism, expressed in new forms of social 
practice and political spaces (Constable 1997; Gibson et al 2001; Piper 
and Uhlin 2002; Ogaya 2004; Piper and Ford 2006). However, little 
has been written about individual migrant workers who are involved in 
activism, their motivations and the process of their involvement. My 
research deals directly with the people who participated in social activism 
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to uphold their rights as migrant workers in the host country in the past, 
and who are currently involved in social activism after having returned 
to their country of origin. My focus lies on a case of Nepalese migrants 
who returned from South Korea (hereafter Korea), among whom I did 
fieldwork in Kathmandu and Butwal in Nepal for two weeks in June 
2008. Through in-depth interviews, I explored the interviewees’ process 
of transnational migration from Nepal to Korea and back to Nepal, their 
individual experiences of migration, and their involvement in social 
activism. Most of them had participated actively in social movements in 
Korea between the beginning of the 1990s and the early 2000s. The level 
and intensity of interviewees’ activism in Nepal was identified by their 
position in their organisations in Nepal – two NGOs and one union  –– 
and the amount of time and resources they devoted to activities.

Nepalese migration to Korea 

In Nepal, after the advent of the democratic movement in 1990, it became 
easier to obtain travel documents and passports, and consequently the 
number of international labour migrants from Nepal to diverse destina-
tions increased rapidly (Thieme and Wyss 2005). During the same 
period, that is, since the late 1980s, when dramatic economic growth 
and improvement of living standards in Korea led Koreans to shun low-
paying jobs in the manufacturing and construction industries, resulting 
in labour shortages, people from neighbouring Asian countries have 
been going to Korea to take these jobs. As such, from the beginning of 
the 1990s, Nepalese people with tourist and other short-term visas have 
gone to Korea in search of employment

The Korean government began a full scale “Industrial Trainees 
System” in 1993, and people have entered Korea as industrial trainees 
from 1994. The first group of trainees to arrive was Nepalese (Yonhap 
News 1994). However, when accepting migrant workers within this 
system, the Korean government did not grant them work permits but 
rather designated them as trainees, placing legal and economic restrictions 
on them. Many of these trainees had left a regular workplace to get a 
higher income or to escape from severe working conditions but ended 
up as undocumented workers. Despite living in Korea, migrant workers 
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– in a legal respect – were not recognised as such until the Employment 
Permit System (EPS) was introduced in August 2004. It is not surprising 
to find that they have experienced many difficulties: highly intensive 
labour, hazardous working conditions, and low wages to mention a few.

According to current statistics (MOJ 2011), Nepalese migrant workers 
account for only around 1.4 percent of the total migrant workers popula-
tion, but with regard to community organisation, the activities of Nepal-
ese migrant workers in Korea appear quite remarkable in comparison to 
other migrant workers’ groups. After the Nepalese Consultant Council 
(NCC) was first founded in 1993, more than 50 small-sized Nepalese 
community organisations have appeared, defined in terms of locality, 
language, caste, religion, and association with branches of the political 
parties in Nepal. The NCC has functioned as the representative of 
Nepalese community organisations for a long time and has participated 
actively in migrant workers’ struggles in Korea since 1994. While NCC 
is the only nationality-based organisation, other organisations exist which 
have organised themselves around particular group identities.

Social networks, activism and subjectivities in Korea 

Regardless of prior social position and educational background, in Korea, 
as elsewhere, becoming a migrant worker implies getting a low social 
status. In particular, interviewees faced many hardships as a result of the 
Korean government’s policy, aiming at extracting the labour power of 
migrant workers without recognising their rights as humans and workers. 
Only allowing temporary sojourns, often leading to undocumented status, 
places migrants in an underclass position (Grey 2004) as expendable 
labour. The structural constraints that interviewees faced as undocumen-
ted migrant workers were the primary motivation to get involved in social 
activism. This collective form of organisation had often been preceded by 
individual acts of resistance that had led no further than to their leaving 
their workplaces, bringing no improvement to their work conditions. 
Thus, while most interviewees were basically motivated by experiences 
of personal suffering and anger, previous experience of involvement in 
political activism and collective action in Nepal, as well as empathic and 
altruistic personalities, were also important factors for some interviewees.
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Social networks and Nepalese community organisations played an 
important role for interviewees to begin and deepen their involvement 
in social activism in Korea. While a few interviewees were involved in 
only Nepalese community organisations, others extended their social 
networks and organisational activities to include the participation in 
migrant support NGOs or migrant labour unions, membership in the 
Nepalese community organisation functioning as a step into becoming 
involved in these other organisations.

Although my interviewees shared a common background of having 
participated in social activism for migrant workers’ rights in Korea and, in 
so doing, formed resistant subjectivities, interviews revealed the formation 
of different embodied subjectivities and the extent to which this process 
was highly dependent on organisational activities. 

First, interviewees who focused their activities within the boundary 
of the Nepalese community organisation NCC tended to demonstrate 
“patriotism” with a strong sense of national identity, which was most 
likely reinforced by NCC’s organisational activities based on the same. 
Second, members of the NCC who participated most actively in joint 
activities and struggles in collaboration with migrant support NGOs often 
expressed “humanitarian attitudes” with regard to their participation in 
social activism, a tendency that can be related to the human rights-based 
perspective and activities of many migrant support NGOs (Park 2005), 
which are mainly religious groups and human rights organisations. Third, 
interviewees who were involved in migrant labour unions expressed their 
identities in terms of their social “position as workers” because of the trade 
unions’ class-based perspective. Interviewees’ membership in trade unions 
and solidarity actions with Korean workers, as well as their participation in 
migrant workers’ collective actions sponsored by the ETU-MB (Equality 
Trade Union – Migrant Branch) and the MTU (Migrant Trade Union) 
were a significant factor in the formation of their identities as workers.

Return to Nepal from Korea: Transnational linkages and new 

subjectivities

Their new identity as migrant worker activists in Korea impacts on their 
being involved in social activism also after their return to the context of 
the Nepalese society. Just as interviewees were represented as resistant 
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subjectivities in the Korean society, their involvement in social activism 
after returning home may see them as subjectivities involved to change the 
Nepalese society. Moreover, social networks – including the interpersonal 
ties created through organisational activities in Korea, and networks of 
organisations between Korea and Nepal – are extended as transnational 
forms of linkages, playing important roles for their activism in Nepal. 
Interestingly, three groups among the interviewees show particular 
characteristics in their activities in Nepal, connected to the different 
characteristics of cross-border social networks.

First, interviewees who founded the NeKoDeCo (Nepal Korea 
Development Council) had been active mainly within the NCC while 
in Korea; in Nepal, they work primarily to promote the participation 
of return migrants in national economic development, as well as on 
the achievement of individual benefit through cooperative economic 
activities. Their experience of activities in the NCC, a nationality-based 
organisation in Korea, might thus be seen to impact on their formation 
of a strong national identity, which in its turn seems an important motiv-
ational ground for founding an organisation whose focus is national 
development in Nepal. 

Second, interviewees who formed the AHRCDF (Asian Human 
Rights and Culture Development Forum) had also been members of the 
NCC but had more actively participated in joint activities and collective 
struggles in collaboration with migrant support NGOs in Korea; they are 
now involved in pre-education for prospective migrants and a reintegra-
tion programme. Their work is aimed at promoting “successful” migra-
tion, as well as human rights of marginalised people in Nepal, activities 
implying that their involvement in human rights-based activities in Korea 
with migrant support NGOs have impacted on their activism in Nepal. 
They tended to identify themselves as activists for human rights – and 
such self-identification in Korea might have led them to be active for the 
marginalised people in Nepal.

Third, interviewees who are involved in the GEFONT (General 
Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions) Migrant Desk were members of 
migrant labour unions in Korea; now, their work emphasises the right of 
Nepalese migrant workers in destination countries and seeks to organise 
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them as union members. While they were members of trade unions in 
Korea, their experience of collective resistance and solidarity with Korean 
workers might have affected the formation of their identity as union 
activists as well as workers, and it seems to encourage them to become 
involved in trade union activism in Nepal. In addition, transnational 
networks and cooperative activism of trade unions in Nepal and Korea 
may also be seen as the basis of these interviewees’ participation in union 
activism in Nepal.

Conclusion 

Just as transnational migration is an integral part of globalisation, the role 
of transnational migrants and the social movements they build also make 
up one dimension of globalisation in modern age. In the transnational 
spaces constituted by transnational migrants and their social networks, 
new forms of resistance and political practices come into being. Since 
collective activism of migrants and the changes they effect clearly show 
the capability of migrants to be counter-hegemonic subjects as agents of 
social change (Ogaya 2004), it may be important to examine the factors 
that motivate migrants as well as their process to become involved in 
transnational activism.

In this context, my research shows three important aspects. First, 
migrants involved in collective activism while in Korea formed resistant 
subjectivities that became agents able to contribute to social change, 
rather than simply powerless migrant workers, exploited and abused 
under structural constraints. Second, the activism of these migrants after 
returning to Nepal, aiming at economic and social development of their 
home society, is an alternative to re-migration in the face of Nepal’s 
uneven political situation and chronic underdevelopment, and shows 
them as having developed new subjectivities through continued social 
involvement. Third, migrants’ participation in social activism in Nepal, 
as well as in Korea, has been based on the experiences of migration and 
grounded in transnational networks constructed through the process of 
migration. 

Although interviewees showed diverse characteristics, they may all 
be seen as having formed new subjectivities upon their return as agents 
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with the ability to influence social change in Nepal. While resourceful 
and shaped by positive visions, the real effect of their activities, which 
are still in the initial stages, on Nepal’s social and economic development 
are not yet easy to estimate. The fruits of their work will have to be left 
for a future study. 
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