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Abstract
There has been a rapid increase in the number of North Korean defectors (NKDs)
entering South Korea, and the remarkable trend of NKDs is their demographic transition; the
defectors in their 20s and 30s now constitute a majority among NKDs in South Korea.
In this sense, this study aims to explore North Korean young adult defectors’ (referred to
here as “North Korean Millennials”; NKMs) identity reconstruction process within their daily
activities in South Korea. Using Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as a theoretical
framework, this study provided the analysis of how NKMs interact with sociocultural and
historical mediations, reconstructing their identity in particular within their daily life activities
and how they learn from the activities.
An ethnographic approach was used to examine 11 NKMs’ daily activities to reconstruct
identity in the South. This study identified four activities of NKMs within their everyday life in
the South for reconstructing identities: the adaptation activity, the enculturation activity, the selfdevelopment activity, and the reunification preparation activity. As the outcomes of the daily
activities in this study, the NKM participants reconstructed their identity as the active learner,
independent and confident person, scaffolding for next NKD generation, and mediator and
contributor for preparing reunification. By establishing their identities and roles, they made plans
and goals for their future life and career within the wide consideration of national development.
This study concluded with academic and practical implications and suggestions.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Coming to the Question
After completing the first challenging year of my Ph.D. courses, I went back to Korea
during summer break and met a friend who works at an alternative school for North Korean
defectors (NKDs) as a career guidance teacher. I visited the school and met five young students
from North Korea. It was the first time I met people from the North. I could be amused at talking
with them by sharing a lot of common experiences living as expatriates, because I am a stranger
too as an international student in U.S. In particular, we developed a bond of sympathy while
sharing the sense of being a stranger in new living situations. I came to somewhat imagine their
lives in South Korea, but I felt that there were obvious distinctions between me and them. That
is, most of my challenges living in the United States are fundamentally caused by language and
cultural differences, but their challenges stem from additional reasons. My issues could be
resolved by learning English and U.S. culture, but their issues did not seem so simple. Although
South and North Korea have the same root of language, history, and cultural background as the
Korean race, Hanminjok, I realized that there is something more that adds to their difficulties
living in South Korea, beyond language or cultural differences. One of the students gave me an
insight about the cause of their difficulties. He said:
Sometimes people asked me how I think about myself whether I regard myself as a South
Korean or a North Korean. What a ridiculous question! Why is it so important about my
perception, either a South Korean or a North Korean? I am just who I am.
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It was closely related to the issue of identity. However, it is not just national or ethnic identity
that the North Korean student wanted to be recognized and indicated about himself. His
comment overlapped with my reflection while I talked with the young NKD friends. One of the
impressions I received from the conversation was that the young NKD students sincerely longed
for friends who would listen to their stories and accept them just the way they are.
It was NKDs’ identity, revealed from their behaviors within ordinary lives, that intrigued
me. I wondered how NKDs reconstruct their identity within daily lives in South Korea by
interacting within the South Korean social context and how they learn from the process of
identity reconstruction. By seeing their everyday life, I would like to examine the aspects of how
NKDs learned about themselves. It led me to inquire into the process of NKDs’ identity
reconstruction and learning, through their social interactions in South Korea.
I began to meet diverse North Korean friends. One day, as one of my friends saw what I
was doing, he seriously asked me a question: “Isn’t what you are doing dangerous? You need to
be careful! They [North Korean defectors] could be spies.” I couldn’t say anything for a while
after I was questioned; I had never thought about the issue, so I did not know how I react to his
question. He really seemed worried about me. Interestingly, he was not the only person who had
suspicions the about NKDs around me. Even though many people encouraged me while they
listened to my research topic, not everyone did. An acquaintance said,
I don’t like North Korean. They always attack us first and exert ingenuity to develop
nuclear weapons with money we sent for aiding food shortage. Why I have to spend my
money to support the jerk? I don’t want to pay my tax to help them!
His words revealed how South Korean people reflect the hostile image from the North Korean
government’s provocative behaviors toward ordinary North Korean people and even NKDs who
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officially became South Korean citizens. Many South Koreans tend to hold unfavorable opinions
about them with secondhand information even though they have never met North Koreans
personally.
These two anecdotes show how NKDs are perceived in South Korea. The North and the
South are technically at war. The divided situation between the North and the South has been
maintained for 70 years. In a confrontation between the North and the South, the political
opinions and approaches to North Korea are always critical issues in South Korean political
parties. In terms of the history of South Korean government approaches to North Korea, the
South Korean government has implemented various approaches to North Korea ranging from
outright hostility to the sunshine policy. In the 1960s, South Koreans were even taught that North
Koreans were a red monster, a teaching that promoted anti-communism. In 1997, however, the
policy direction towards North Korea was completely changed to rapprochement by aiding with
food and developing an industrial complex. While it showed the peace-building possibility
between the North and the South, this also provided a negative impression to South Koreans that
North Koreans desperately need economic assistance from them. Also, the conscripted military
service in South Korea affects the perceptions South Koreans have toward North Korea. In
military service, South Korean soldiers are trained that the North Korean government and North
Korean army are their main enemies. Indeed, most military personnel are assigned in the area
around the truce line. From these factors, South Koreans tend to not only have political and
military antagonism but also feel difference toward the North. In addition, several incidents
provoked and attacked by North Korean government, such as the sinking of the Cheonanham in
which 46 sailors were killed by a North Korean torpedo and bombardment of Yeonpyeong when
North Korean forces fired approximately 170 artillery shells and rockets at Yeonpyeong Island,

4
have increased negative perceptions of North Korea. South Koreans accordingly regard NKDs
who came from the North as odd people who are belligerent and inferior. The doubts and fear of
people who came from the North accompany the negative impressions as well.
Statement of the Problem
The attitude toward NKDs in South Korea is discussed in much research. Lee and Kim
(2005) revealed that South Koreans tend to consider NKDs as people who have difficult, defiant,
cynical, selfish, and manipulating personalities. Another stereotype about NKDs among South
Korean people, discovered by Kim (2004), is that NKDs excessively expect compensation. In
addition, South Koreans have doubts about NKDs, thinking they might still be related to the
North Korean government as spies (Yoon & Chae, 2010). South Koreans are not only concerned
about their intentions in coming to the South, but they also feel anxious about financial burdens
such as tax increases resulting from the rising number of NKDs (Kim, 2004; Yoon & Chae,
2010). Also, South Koreans perceive NKDs as inferior and incompetent (Kim, Kim, & Jeong,
2011). As the result of analyzing comments posted on major internet portal sites in South Korea
(Choi & Kim, 2013), the dominant perception of NKDs among South Koreans is the target of
criticism and vigilance. Even though South Korean people consider NKDs as people who need
support, they simultaneously feel burdened and uncomfortable with accepting NKDs (Jeong &
Song, 2012).
According to a survey by Shin (2009), 38.8% of South Korean respondents indicated that
their negative perceptions about NKDs come from the strong aversion to the North Korean
government. It implies that South Koreans’ hostility to NKDs stems from seeing NKDs in the
same light as North Korean government. Also, Kim (2004) explained that the negative stereotype
about NKDs in South Korea is formed by accepting images from secondhand information
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through mass media or internet reports, not by direct contact with NKDs. In other words, the
negative perception of NKDs by South Korean people is caused not just on an individual level,
such as personal experiences arising from direct relationship with NKDs, but also from
sociocultural and historical dimensions.
Furthermore, the most common response is indifference to NKDs. Many South Korean
people do not even have an interest in the issues related to North Korea. They tend not to care
about reunification or NKDs’ issues, and they deem them as expensive headache, asserting the
biggest concern should be the economy and jobs rather than the North (Lee, 2014; Tudor, 2012).
There has been a rapid increase in the number of North Koreans entering South Korea.
According to a report from the Ministry of Unification (2015), 1,516 North Koreans came to
South Korea, which brought the cumulative total of NKDs to 26,124 as of 2013. Due to
tightened restrictions in North Korea, slightly fewer defectors came in South Korea after 2010,
but the numbers still remain steady—about 1,500 per year—and the total number of NKDs is
expected to reach more than 30,000 soon. Accordingly, the current condition of NKDs has
captured the attention of many. However, the discussions about NKD matters tends to depend
merely on particular fields such as politics, social welfare, or sociology and to have a one-sided
perspective toward NKDs. In other words, many of these discussions treat NKDs as a passive
object of being adjusted, not an active subject of social interaction in the South (Kim & Bae,
2010; Kim & Shin, 2014; Lee, 2012; Park, Y., 2009). By emphasizing NKDs’ challenges in the
South, these discussions focus on NKDs’ lack of competence in the capitalistic society. NKDs’
previous working, learning, and living experiences are seen to be negative factors hampering
their social adjustment in the South. This perspective attributes the blame to individual NKDs
who need to be improved to be competitive citizens in South Korean society. The research

6
employing this perspective is sometimes used as a political or instructional device, highlighting
NKDs’ struggles to adjust.
The transition in living context, however, brings new experiences to NKDs, and it
enables them to create opportunities and conditions for learning in new living contexts. As Jarvis
(2006) argued, all human beings unceasingly continue learning through their lives, and the
transition to a new social context means having to learn a new language, social systems, and
cultural values to live in the new social context. Given that NKDs produce sociocultural
alterations and new relations with others in South Korea, this helps them to learn continuously.
In this regard, NKDs constantly learn as a recurring process in which they act and interact within
their social situations (Lave, 1988). In this learning perspective, NKDs are an active subject, and
their learning is collective through diverse social interactions in their living contexts. Therefore,
this learning perspective—especially the sociocultural perspective on learning—provides an
opportunity to examine NKDs’ ordinary lives, living as aggressive learners in South Korean
social contexts beyond seeing them as the target of aid.
One of the central aspects that people constantly change and learn through their entire life
is identity. Identity is not an objective feature of a person, but a discursive one constructed by
social interactions with situations in which an individual lives (Berger & Luckman, 1966; van
Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & van der Veer, 2008). Namely, identity is constantly constructed and
reconstructed in diverse social contexts through social interactions (Bauman, 1996; Holland &
Lave, 2001; Roth et al., 2004; Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Even though identity is like a process
consistently evolving, much research deals with the concept of identity as a static one, focusing
on the ‘being’ of research participants (Axelsson, 2009; Phinney, 1989; Phinney, Horenczyk,
Liebkind, & Vedder, 2001); they tend to depend on research participants’ direct statements about
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the sense of themselves to examine their identity. It is constrained in conceiving the subtly
detailed, complex concept of identity as a process and leads to the need of a theoretical
framework to examine the process of identity construction.
Moreover, the remarkable trend of NKDs is demographic transition. The defectors in
their 20s and 30s now constitute a majority among NKDs in South Korea; as of February 2014,
the defectors between 20 and 39 years of age occupy 57.8% of all NKDs (Ministry of
Unification, 2014). However, the characteristics of younger NKDs have attracted relatively little
attention in research and policies. North Korean Millennials (NKMs), the North Korean younger
generation, are not only a growing population among NKDs in the South, but they are also a
distinctive group with significantly different attitudes, values and even behaviors from the
previous generations (Kretchun & Kim, 2012; Lankov, 2012; Park, S., 2013; Park, Y., 2014).
Although NKMs are an important and emerging group, there is little attention paid to them. Most
of the research addressing the issues of NKDs does not consider the generational differences in
patterns of behaviors, customs, and ways of life (Bidet, 2009; Choo, 2006; Jeon, 2000; Lee,
2004). Also, almost all reports dealing with the North Korean younger generation are centered on
media, which mainly indicates their distinctive characteristics. What is needed is an in-depth
ethnographic study about NKMs that goes beyond pure descriptive explanation and contributes
to an understanding of the social process of the group by getting inside the world of those
generating it (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991).
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to explore specific North Korean young adult defectors’
identity reconstruction process within their daily activities in South Korea. I set out to examine
the missing link in NKDs’ discussions. By focusing on NKMs, an emerging important group
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having significantly different attitudes, values, and behaviors from the previous defectors, I
provided the analysis of how NKMs interact with sociocultural and historical mediations,
reconstructing their identity in particular within their daily life activities and how they learn from
the activities. I saw NKM as the active subject who learns constantly within the daily activities
of identity reconstruction in the South. In this study, identity is not an objective feature of a
person, but a discursive one constructed continually by social interactions in daily situations in
which an individual lives (van Oers et al., 2008). To reflect the feature of identity, I used the
term ‘identity reconstruction’ rather than ‘identity construction’ or ‘identity formation’ that other
researches dealing with identity issue commonly employed. I drew this concept from
sociocultural perspective on learning, originally derived from Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach
to human development. Based on Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as a theoretical
framework, I examined NKMs’ daily activities to explain the process of their identity
reconstruction in the South. CHAT conceives of ‘activity’ within the daily lives of individual
actors as the minimal unit of analysis for understanding the mutually constituting practices of
thinking, feeling, knowing and doing (Engeström, 2001; Sawchuck, 2013). It describes human
actions as mediated by sociocultural artifacts in ordinary social circumstances (Engeström, 1987;
Kaptelinin, 2005; Sawchuck, 2003). By using CHAT, this research was able to explain the
phenomenon of NKM’s identity reconstruction concretely with the concept of activity, the
meaningful unit of analysis. In this sense, identity is not a simple precondition for NKMs to live
in the South, but an outcome of their daily activities in South Korea. Not every NKM’s daily
activities are necessarily linked to identity reconstruction, but I interpreted the activities with an
identity reconstruction angle.
This study sought to address the following research questions:
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1. What activities are NKMs involved in for reconstructing identity within daily lives in
South Korea?
a. What actions do NKMs take within daily lives in South Korea and what did
address their actions?
b. How do they construct objects in the activities?
c. How do they interact with sociocultural mediations in the activities?
2. How do NKMs learn and reconstruct their identity through the social interactions
within the activities in South Korea?
a. What contradictions do they face?
b. How do they learn and reconstruct their identity as outcomes of social interaction
by negotiating with the contradictions within the activities?
Definitions of Terms
North Korean Millennials (NKMs)
North Korean Millennials (NKMs) are a growing population among NKDs in the South;
they were born in the 1980s and 1990s, right before or shortly after the collapse of the statesocialist economy in the North, which brought about an era of marketization and eroding state
relevance (also in the North). They are often called the “Jangmadang Generation” or “Black
Market Generation.” However, this study intentionally used the term “North Korean Millennial”
(NKM), because “Jangmadang” or “Black Market” only connotes their market-oriented
behavioral character. Since the characteristics of young adult North Koreans are different in not
only their economic activity but also political, cultural and ideological attitudes, the term NKM
was chosen to reflect all of these aspects.
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Activities
Activity refers to what people collectively do, and it is under cultural and historical
influence. In Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, human activity is collective rather than being
individual. The relations with other people and the natural world are involved in the concept of
activity. Activity is not behavior, neither a linear sequence of discrete actions, but a process-as-a
whole (Foot, 2014, p. 333). In this regard, an activity system becomes a unit of analysis, not an
additive one (Leont’ev, 1978). Therefore, the scope of analysis is extended “from tasks to a
meaningful context of subject’s interaction with the world, including the social context”
(Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 34).
Objects
There are three terms comprising the facets of an object in Cultural-Historical activity
theory: (1) an object is a thing-to-be acted-upon, (2) it is an objectified motive, and (3) it is a
desired outcome (Foot, 2014, p. 333). A subject’s personal experience and one’s sociocultural
and historical elements influence the process of object construction.
Contradictions
“Contradictions are historically accumulating structural tensions within and between
activity systems” (Engeström, 2001, p. 137). They occur between and within the components in
the activity system and among activity systems in a network of activity systems as the motor of
developmental change in the activity system (Engeström, 2001). In other words, contradictions
function to connect a fixed entity of an activity system with mobile entities of its potential
expansions. Also, they provide the possibility for the future development and transformation of
the activity.
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Overview of Dissertation
Chapter Two begins by explaining the process of NKD’s escape from the North,
discusses their current living situation in South Korea, and highlights the differences between
Adult North Koreans and North Korean Millennials. The chapter then reviews the literature on
identity including current literature on identity as it relates to adult learning. Chapter Three
reviews the theoretical framework for this study, Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)
and focuses on how learning can be understood from a sociohistorical perspective. Chapter Four
discusses the research design of the study, while Chapter Five highlights the study’s findings.
Finally, Chapter Six concludes with a discussion on the implications of the research.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this chapter, I review ‘who North Korean defectors are’ with the overview of their life
trajectories by explaining the process of escaping the North and resettling in the South. By
discussing their current living situations and challenges in South Korea as well, I propose to
expand the understandings about NKDs’ present conditions. Also, I review the features of the
main subject of this research, North Korean Millennials (NKMs), and then examine the
differences between adult North Koreans and NKMs. Next, I investigate the intrinsic features of
identity from identity theories and critically reviewed the current literatures on identity in adult
education. Then, I review sociocultural perspectives on identity construction. To seek insights
from the related areas dealing with identity issues, I end the chapter with a comparative case, the
German precedent.
Overview of North Korean Defectors
The Process of Defection
The worsening brutal living conditions in North Korea have been causing a massive
outflow of defectors to other countries. Recently, especially since 2000, many North Koreans
have begun to cross the border and come to South Korea. The hunger and the search for food
were a main motivation to cross the border during the famine period known as the Arduous
March in North Korean from 1994 to 1998. However, there have been various motives leading to
the decision to cross the border. According to a Human Rights Watch report (2002), hunger is
one of the motives; other motives include loss of status, frustration over lack of opportunities,
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political persecution due to family history, and the desire to live outside North Korea, which
have all been influencing their decisions to escape the North. Also, people who had already left
the North play an essential role in pushing them to go outside their home country; they could
send money and resources to support the defection of other North Koreans. Also, information
through smuggled media about the outside world has prompted a desire to know about other
worlds.
However, the process of escape is extremely dangerous. Almost all people cross the
border into northeast China. The border between China and North Korea is demarcated by the
Tumen and Yalu rivers. Since the rivers are not deep and they usually freeze for winter, it is not
that difficult for North Koreans to cross the border as long as they escape the vigilance of
security. However, after crossing the border, life becomes challenging and threatening, because
China does not accept North Korean defectors’ refugee status. China does not allow NKDs to be
granted asylum and regards them as illegal economic migrants; China will forcibly repatriate
NKDs back to North Korean authorities (Asia Report, 2006). When returned to the North, NKDs
face harsh penalties like incarceration in labor camps or even death in political prison camps.
While they stay in China, they are always anxious about being captured. They live in hiding from
crackdowns and repatriations and endure exploitation or abuse due to their vulnerable status.
Therefore, NKDs leave China for countries such as Mongolia, Vietnam, or Thailand.
Most of them escape there by paying brokers for assistance. However, it is not easy to move
inside China to leave, and some of brokers turn out to be traffickers. If their request is accepted
by the South Korean embassy for resettlement, they undergo a background check and interviews
with the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and South Korean officials. The process usually takes
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two or three months. At that point, they can be transferred to South Korea in at least two weeks
(Asia Report, 2006).

Figure 1. Escape Route of NKDs (retrieved September 9, 2015 from
http://www.nkhrrescuefund.org/who-we-help.html)
Resettlement in South Korea
Upon arrival in South Korea, NKDs are first interrogated to determine if they are spies. If
not, they are sent to Hanawon, an education and resettlement support institute for NKDs
operated by the South Korean government. Hanawon, the facility created to support the
resettlement of NKDs, was opened in July 1999. For 12 weeks, they remain at the Hanawon,
participating in education programs for efficient and appropriate social adjustment. After
completing the Hanawon education programs, a South Korean resident is assigned to each NKD.
Regional adaptation education and post-support programs are offered at the local Hana Center.
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In its capacity as a local adaptation center for NKDs, the Hana Center proffers regional
adaptation education for three weeks and implements post-support for 11 months thereafter.
The manual for NKD resettlement support, published by the Ministry of Unification
(2015), indicates the support systems for NKDs and the process of their operation. The support
systems are collectively operated by the South Korean government, local government, and
private organizations. Central government support systems are coordinated by the Ministry of
Unification, and the local government provides resettlement support services according to
individual defectors’ characteristics and local district regulations. Also, private organizations
offer services by connecting with volunteers, religious communities, or medical institutes. The
primary resettlement support systems consist of social adjustment education, resettlement funds,
housing assistance, employment support, social security, education, and counseling service.
Through a resettlement funds system, the government provides basic settlement funding and
additional funds for the old, disabled, and children from broken families. Also, NKDs receive
13,000,000 KRW (around $11,500 USD) as a housing fund. Further, NKDs acquire not only free
vocational training and grants to aid them in finding jobs, but they are also eligible, if they seek
to enter South Korean universities, to receive tuition waivers and special admission opportunities
(Ministry of Unification, 2015).
Challenges of NKDs in South Korea
Upon arrival in South Korea, NKDs automatically become South Korean citizens, and
they receive various services. Nevertheless, they experience many challenges in South Korea.
The range of challenges NKD face in the South is very broad.
First of all, in terms of mental health, many of the defectors have symptoms of depression
or other stress-related disorders (Chung & Seo, 2007; Jeon et al., 2005). They have often
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suffered some form of trauma before entering South Korea, such as witnessing public executions
and hearing of the death of family members from starvation (Haggard & Noland, 2011). Also,
many NKDs feared for their lives while in hiding during their journey to the South (Jeon et al.,
2005). These kinds of mental problems persist for a while after resettlement in South Korea.
Occasionally such problems are exacerbated by inadequate treatment, overwhelming pressure to
adjust to new life, loneliness, guilt about leaving relatives behind, and feeling marginalized,
discriminated against, and excluded in South Korean society.
The language difference makes NKDs feel like strangers in South Korea. The difference
has been exaggerated by living under the different government systems and economic strategies
in different living contexts. Under the Juche ideology, the North Korean language policy
strongly prohibits the use of foreign words and purges them (Lee, 2008). In contrast, South
Korean society is under the sway of globalization, adopting new technologies and producing
products targeting the global market for economic development. Indeed, South Korean social
practices employ many English words to a considerable extent. When South Koreans speak,
inserting words from the English lexicon into their sentences, NKDs struggle to grasp their
meaning. South Koreans also struggle to understand NKDs’ speaking style with its different
accents and unfamiliar vocabulary. It brings embarrassment and frustration for NKDs to
communicate with South Korean people in their daily lives (International Crisis Group, 2011).
The different educational curriculum and contents make NKDs face extreme
disadvantages in education, as their previous studies in the North are useless in the South. Also,
they are overwhelmed by South Korea’s fiercely competitive educational atmosphere (Bae &
Yang, 2010). NKDs can receive educational support from the South Korean government, such as
financial aid or special admission to enter college (Ministry of Unification, 2015). However, it is
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still challenging for them to overcome their disadvantages and compete with others in South
Korean society.
NKDs who do not have the skills and knowledge to function in the South Korean
economic system inevitably face the great challenge of finding a job. According to a report
published by Database Center for North Korean Human Rights (2013), the rate of NKDs’
unemployment is 19.9%. The professional jobs of industrialized South Korea require NKDs to
have skills and knowledge that are often yet to be acquired, and most of NKDs’ work consists of
menial labor doing repetitive jobs. Of the employed NKDs, 40.8% are involved in unskilled
labor such as machine operation. Moreover, most vocational education programs implemented
by public or private institutes for NKDs consist of low-wage occupations such as bakery
management, barista, beautician, car mechanic, florist, paperhanger, nurse aid, and so on
(Ministry of Unification, 2011). Most NKDs have occupations similar to the low-income groups
of South Koreans (Database Center for North Korean Human Rights, 2013).
Moreover, NKDs who were from the centralized and strictly controlled society are
usually daunted by the free and open South Korean society (Cho & Jeong, 2006; Jeon, 2000; Ser,
2007; Wolman, 2012). The normal and necessary activities in the liberal market-oriented society
are difficult for NKDs. One example is the concept of money. Even though they have to earn and
manage money to survive by themselves in South Korea, they have insufficient skills for and
knowledge of the South Korean economic society to find stable jobs. Moreover, they lack the
money management skills to save money (Lee, 2007).
Many reports and studies have revealed the challenges, difficulties, and discomfort NKDs
undergo in South Korea. Adding to those challenges, NKDs often suffer discrimination in South
Korean social practices when they meet South Koreans or seek jobs (Cho, 2010; International
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Crisis Group, 2011; New Asia Research Institute, 2010). NKDs are often regarded as strangers
(Yoon & Chae, 2010) and some of them disguise their identity when trying to find jobs or
meeting South Koreans by introducing themselves as ethnic Koreans living in China (New Asia
Research Institute, 2010).
The Present Condition of NKDs in South Korea
Between the mid-1990s and 2009, the number of NKDs in the South has steadily risen. In
2007, there were more than 10,000 NKDs, and this number reached 20,000 within three years, in
2010. However, because of the tightened restrictions, slightly fewer defectors arrived in the
South in 2010. Since 2012, the number of NKDs has been maintained at around 1,500 each year
and the total number of NKDs is expected to exceed 30,000 in the years ahead. In particular,
since 2001, those who arriving in the South are more likely to be women; women constitute
around 70% of all NKDs now.

Figure 2. The Tendency of NKD Annual Entry (Ministry of Unification, 2015)
Among NKDs, a large majority are in their 20s and 30s. According to the report of the
Ministry of Unification (2015), they comprise 57.8% of the 27,247 NKDs who entered South
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Korea in 2014. Also, a majority of NKDs (70%) who came in 2014 received only middle school
education in the North.
North Korean Millennials
North Korean Millennials (NKMs) are a growing population among NKDs in the South
and a distinctive group. They were born in the 1980s and 1990s, right before or shortly after the
collapse of the state-socialist economy, an era of marketization and eroding state relevance in the
North (Haggard & Noland, 2011; Park, S., 2013). They were children and teenagers in the era
following the death of Kim Il-sung, the first supreme leader of North Korea, in 1994. It was an
era when North Korea began to be dramatically transformed, described as marketization from
below (Haggard & Noland, 2011; Lankov, 2012; Park, Y., 2014).
Since NKMs grew up in a society centered on emerging marketplaces, they are often
called the “Jangmadang Generation” or “Black Market Generation.” They have no personal
memory of the days under Kim Il-sung. Unlike the previous generation, who remembered a
monolithic state-controlled society under the leadership of Kim Il-sung, the social and historical
backgrounds make NKMs consider the regime more as an obstructer than a provider (Haggard &
Noland, 2011; Lankov, 2012; Park, S., 2013). They show less respect for the government
compared to previous generations and do not care as much about Juche or socialist ideology.
Rather, smuggled foreign media exert more influence on their beliefs and attitudes (Kretchun &
Kim, 2012; Park, S., 2013). Outside media and information are smuggled in via DVDs and USBs
from China and sold in the private black market. They watch South Korean movies, K-pop
videos, Hollywood movies, and even World Wrestling Entertainment (Kretchun & Kim, 2012;
Park, S., 2013; Park, Y., 2014). Exposure to foreign media and information about other societies
impacts the younger generation’s attitude and beliefs about the outside world in a favorable way
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(Kretchun & Kim, 2012). They no longer believe that their nation is rich, realizing that South
Korea is significantly advanced economically. This is substantially different from their parents’
and grandparents’ generations who had believed that the outside world was inferior to Kim Ilsung’s realm in all important regards (Lankov, 2012).
Differences between Adult North Koreans and North Korean Millennials
In 2015, the National Intelligence Service in South Korea described the Jangmadang
generation as “the generation who has more interest in earning money than ideologies, shows
strong individualism, and has lower loyalty for the government than parents’ generation” (Yoon,
2016, February 29). The most noticeable feature of the generation is self-sufficiency. For the
childhood, they experienced the great famine; the “Arduous March” occurred in North Korea
from 1994 to 1998. Within the widespread destruction of harvests and food reserve, they had to
find their own ways to survive. According to the testimony of the generation (Yoon, 2016), they
have a stronger desire for survival by themselves than the adult North Korean generations. When
the food distribution system collapsed, leading to starvation, disease, and sickness from the lack
of food during the period of Arduous March, an estimated 800,000 to 1,500,000 people died
(Goodkind & West, 2001). Within the terrible situations, NKMs lost the belief and loyalty for the
government and participated in economic activities by their own efforts, selling products at
Jangmadang. It allowed them to become the market friendly and individualized generation
unlike the adult generations who have the strong sense of community.
NKMs are more open-minded toward accepting the outside world than the older North
Korean generations. In fact, a study with 66 NKDs examining the generational differences of
North Koreans (Jung, Choi, & Kim, 2003) revealed that the generational differences between
NKMs and adult North Koreans were primarily related to Western thoughts. In other words, the
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NKM generation accepts more Western cultures, which leads them to be Westernized and have
non-traditional behaviors. Also, this study indicated that the adult generation shows more closed,
authoritative, dutiful, and conservative personalities than the NKM generation.
One of the NKM interviewees of a South Korean journal, Weekly Chosun (Yoon, 2016)
said that, while they stayed in the North, they noticed no conflicts or differences between the
adult North Korean generations and themselves. Because of the slow speed of social changes in
North Korean society, there are not severe generational differences between NKMs and adult
North Koreans, although the generational differences definitely exist (“How is different,” 2011).
However, after coming to the South, the differences clearly appear, in particular related to
accepting South Korean society; their parents’ generation has strong fixed ideas toward South
Korean society while they do not. In addition, due to the Arduous March, most of NKMs had to
quit schooling to participated in economic activities, which gives them a stronger desire for
education than the previous generations. In fact, 36.8 % of NKDs in their 20s and 14.1% of
NKDs in their 30s participate in higher education (Korea Hana Foundation, 2015). Also,
according to research, the reasons for being satisfied with life in South Korea differ between
NKMs and adult NKDs; NKDs in their 20s indicated the first reason of their satisfaction in South
Korea was ‘the possibility to do whatever I want’, while NKDs in their 50s and 60s indicated the
reason of satisfaction in the South as ‘the economic stability’ (Korea Hana Foundation, 2015).
Supports desired for the future also differed between NKMs and the adult generations. The most
desired support for NKDs in their 20s (44.1%) and 30s (39.5%) is ‘job placement’ whereas adult
NKDs in their 40s (34.5%), 50s (40.1%), and 60s (59.2%) responded ‘economic support (e.g.,
financial aids)’ as the most-desirable support (Korea Hana Foundation, 2016). These findings
provide the implications that NKMs are more actively participating in South Korean social
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practices and have greater expectations of and passion for self-development than the adult
generations.
Of course, most of the adult North Korean generations have been having similar
experiences with NKMs in the North for the last two decades, such as selling products at
Jangmadang for survival and watching smuggled Korean movies; it is not only the culture of the
younger generation in the North. However, the adult North Korean generations simultaneously
have good memories of previous life under the strong communist indoctrination and even miss
the days, unlike NKMs who just spuriously showed obedience to ideology as a survival tool from
childhood. Namely, the differences between NKMs and adult North Koreans are entrenched at
relatively deep subconscious levels. It entails ultimate differences in behaviors, norms, values,
and cultures between NKMs and the adult North Korean generations especially in the ways of
adjustment to South Korea as shown in the results of the survey conducted by Korea Hana
Foundation.
Understanding Identity
The tem identity is one of the familiar concepts for people in human and social science
fields. It is used and discussed in both scholarly and practical discourses. Even though the notion
of identity is employed prominently and the construction of identity is magnified as a significant
topic in human and social sciences, it tends to be overused without considering its intrinsic
features and explaining the operational concept of identity. It adds the confusion in empirical
researches using the identity concept. Therefore, to help explicate the notion of identity, I begin
by reviewing literature and theories dealing with the fundamental features of identity. Then, I
critically review current literature on identity as it relates to adult learning. Finally, I discuss how
the sociocultural perspective can be applied to understand identity, reflecting its nature.
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The Intrinsic Features of Identity
Unlike the concept of personality or nature occasionally considered as a natural given or
determined biologically, identity is regarded as man-made, resulting from the participation in
social practices (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). When participating in social practice, people learn the
norms, roles, and culture of the social context; it allows them to develop their identity from
investing themselves with intrinsic self-meanings in social situations (Lave & Wenger, 1991;
Wenger, 1998).
This feature of identity has been reflected in many identity theories. The most
representative one is social identity theory, proposed by Tajfei and Turner (1979). In social
identity theory, identity is a person’s knowledge that an individual belongs to a group or social
category (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). In social identity formation, self-categorization and social
comparison are important processes. A person perceives similarities between the self and other
group members who are in the same group with oneself and realizes differences from out-group
members. Namely, the base of identity in social identity theory is what occurs when one
becomes an in-group member. Hogg and Abrams (1989) mentioned that the social categories
precede individuals and individuals are born into an already structured society. People derive
their identity from social categories, and each person is a member of a unique combination of
social categories over the course of his or her personal history. In this sense, each person
possesses a unique set of social identities.
According to Stryker (1968, 1980, 1991) and Stryker and Serpe (1987), the positions
people occupy in social practices are also important to forming identities. When people designate
their own positions, they have expectations about their behaviors and roles. As they designate the
role behaviors of others, people also have the broader frames of reference. Namely, individuals
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not only designate themselves as objects with the location in structural positions but also
perceive the broader situations. In this regard, people internalize their identities as parts of a
larger sense of self in relation to positions they occupy within diverse social contexts. Thus,
identities play a critical role in linking the individual and social structure as designations about
themselves within their location and roles in larger social structure.
McCall and Simmons (1960) focused on role to discuss identity, emphasizing that it
arouses individuals to realize their identities. They paid attention to “the character and the role
that an individual devises for himself as an occupant of a particular social position” (p. 67).
One’s role identity is related to one’s plans and goals, because legitimating the role identity from
the evaluation of others and themselves is a driving force behind individuals’ behaviors. In other
words, people seek their role supports, which involves not only audiences who grant them the
right to occupy a position, but also approval from others for conducting the position. Individual
behaviors are motivated and driven by the disjuncture between the role identity and legitimating
support.
Burke (1980, 1997) and Burke and Reitzes (1991) also discussed role identities. The
individual is an occupant of a role in a situation, and the situation is constructed within a larger
social structure and cultural context. Thus, roles link the self with a social structure and culture.
Also, a role enables people to incorporate meanings and expectations of the role into their
identity in the situation. Each individual has diverse roles that have multiple meanings, and the
identities associated with roles vary in this regard.
These identity theories explain that people have their identity within social situations by
participation and social interactions. Since humans construct their identity by interacting with
external circumstances (Holland & Cole, 1995; Stryker & Serpe, 1994; Tajfel & Turner, 1986),
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identity is subject to change according to social and cultural factors (Brandt, 2001; Hall, 1997).
Identity cannot take in and out of situations as a product. As the social context in which an
individual is involved changes, identity is reconstructed and developed as well. In other words,
when people experience a change of living context, their identity constancy may be questioned
by threatening the previous consistent identity that was maintained over time. It allows
individuals to construct and reconstruct their identity. In this sense, identity can be one of the
outcomes constructed and reconstructed from participating in activities within social contexts
(Roth et al., 2009).
Identity is fundamentally not static (Foucault, 1979; Hall, 1990), but continuously
evolving and changing under the influence of social contexts that involve individuals on a daily
basis. Namely, identity is not an objective feature of a person, but a discursive one constructed
by social interactions with situations in which an individual lives (Berger & Luckman, 1966;
Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Torres et al., 2012; van Oers et al., 2008). Identity “is not something
that is just given, as a result of continuities of the individual’s action system, but something that
has be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of [the] individual” (Giddens,
1991, p. 52). Participating in social practice through diverse interactions, people make sense of
their social culture in the light of previous experiences, existing identity stories, and feelings
about their existence (van Oers et al., 2008). Individuals can develop and reconstruct their
identity in social practice through entering into long-term commitments to positions, persons,
activity settings, and other objects people can consider important. People construct their
identities by corresponding to external structures such as culture, politics, nation, gender, and
ethnicity (Kim, 2012; Stryker & Serpe, 1994; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). In this sense, Goffman
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(1959) pointed out that identity “is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished, and
well articulated” (p. 65).
Critical Review of the Literature on Identity in Adult Education
Many education studies dealing with identity issues take an interest in the relation
between students’ identity and the performance of learning (Conchas 2001; Fordham & Ogbu,
1986; Levinson, Foley, & Holland, 1996; Mehan, 1996; Osbourne, 1997; Oyserman, Harrison &
Bybee, 2001). The studies have indicated that identity can constrain or enhance an individual’s
capacity to learn and be an effective element in school life (Davidson, 1996; Ferguson, 2000;
Lounsbury, Huffstetler, Leong, & Gibson, 2005; Masland & Lease, 2013; McDermott &
Varenne, 1995). In adult education, identity is a much-discussed topic as well. The research in
the field of adult education has also focused on the relationship between identity and learning. In
particular, the studies mostly see identity as a product. Namely, identity of adult learners is a
cause/mediator of learning as a precondition to learning activity.
The research that regards identity as an effective cause/mediator (Axelsson, 2009;
Phinney, 1989; Phinney et al., 2001) focuses on the influence of learners’ identity on learning
results. For example, Axelsson (2009) examined, among adult women students, a mathematic
identity and its relationship with mathematical achievement. In this study, a model of
mathematical identity was constructed including self-perceived mathematical knowledge, ability,
motivation, and anxiety. As a result, the mathematical identity of adult students was regarded as
an effective cause in improving educational achievements; the women who have fairly negative
identity showed problems with learning mathematics.
The studies dealing with identity as a static entity provide meaningful implications for
understanding the role of identity in learning. However, the literature seeing identity simply as a
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product and precondition to learning misses the critical feature of identity that is consistently
evolving in various social situations. Some researchers in adult education consider social and
cultural factors by perceiving identity not as a product but as a process (e.g., Crowther,
Maclachlan, & Tett, 2010; Kasworm, 2005; Kim & Merriam, 2010; Merrill, 2009; Nasir &
Cooks, 2009; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Reybold, 2008; Rose, Jeris &
Smith, 2005; Solomon, 2008; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Torres et al., 2012; Ullman, 1997).
However, those studies are still limited in understanding identity because of their scant
awareness of adult learners’ characteristics and lack of perception about the nature of identity.
First of all, much research focused on formal educational settings to consider social and
cultural influences on identity, employing only narrow concepts about social and cultural
contexts. Even though they discussed sociocultural aspects of identity construction (Crowther,
Maclachlan, & Tett, 2010; Kasworm, 2005; Kim & Merriam, 2010; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007;
Solomon, 2008; Ullman, 1997), they did not consider diverse situational settings such as
informal or nonformal learning circumstances where people dominantly construct their identities.
For instance, O’Donnell and Tobbell (2007) explained how adult students’ transition to
higher education influence learning, participation in practices, and identity formation. This study
showed that educational circumstances, such as university regulations and academic procedures,
undermine adult students’ feeling of legitimacy, that is, their identity as a legitimate student in
higher education. Crowther, Maclachlan, and Tett (2010) discussed the relationship between
persistence in adult literacy and numeracy programs and adult students’ identity in learning and
pedagogic practices. The authors explained that literacy and numeracy learning can act as a
resource that enables vulnerable adults to change their identity as learners through changing their
dispositions to learning; participants showed an effort to achieve goals and make a transition
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towards their imagined future. In addition, the study of Kim and Merriam (2010) focused on the
relation between older adults’ computer learning and their identity. This study also showed the
influence of adult learning on supporting healthy identity construction as adult learners. The
participation in computer learning practices enabled adult students to construct their identity as
competent members of learning practices.
Such studies only discussing the influence of formal education settings fail to reflect the
features of identity construction—especially of adults—that primarily occurs outside educational
settings, that is, everyday contexts (Billett & Somerville, 2004; Edwards & Mackenzie, 2008;
McNally, 2006; Wenger, 1998). Of course, formal educational settings play an important role in
constructing and reconstructing identity for adult learners. However, that adult learners’ learning
occurs predominantly and constantly in their living situations cannot be overlooked.
Considering the adult learners’ characteristics, several researchers have taken to
examining diverse sociocultural influences on identity construction in informal or nonformal
learning settings (Merrill, 2009; Nasir & Cooks, 2009; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Reybold, 2008;
Rose, Jeris & Smith, 2005; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Torres et al., 2012). These researchers have
employed broader sociocultural approaches in analyzing the relations between sociocultural
factors and identity. However, they also showed the limitation to explain the nature of identity.
For example, Nasir and Saxe (2003) focused on the formation of ethnic and academic identities
through everyday activities. They indicated various sociocultural elements affecting identity
construction such as positioning that takes form in face-to-face interactions, positioning over the
development of time, and the cultural capital associated with practices themselves over the social
histories of communities. In spite of considering diverse sociocultural elements, the research has,
thus far, been unable to describe concretely the process of identity construction.
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Many studies ambiguously show the influences of sociocultural factors on the identity
construction as well, thereby predominantly explaining what kinds of sociocultural elements
affect identity construction, not how identity is constructed and reconstructed by the influence of
sociocultural elements. Even though the research provides meaningful suggestions and
implications for understanding the constructing of identity within everyday sociocultural
practices, there are still limitations in explicating the nature of identity and capturing various
ways of constructing and reconstructing identity in daily social practices. Those limitations of the
existing literature highlight the need for a new approach and a theoretical framework to
understand identity as a process and to examine its ways of construction.
Sociocultural Perspectives on Identity Construction
To understand the nature of identity and address it in research examining identity, it is
necessary to have an operational concept of identity. Perceiving identity not as a static entity but
as a process constantly evolving in social practices allows researchers to concentrate on the
doing of individuals in their living context. Namely, the notion of identity can be illuminated by
focusing on the ways of interaction with sociocultural factors. By shifting the concept of identity
from being to doing, the attention turns to how people interact with their daily living situations in
examining identity. It can be the initial step to review the sociocultural perspective that shows
how human cognition develops by reflecting the interactions between diverse sociocultural
factors and individuals for driving a theoretical framework in analyzing identity.
The sociocultural perspective considers mind to be located in the individual-in-socialaction. The basic concept of this perspective is to include the external conditions of life in which
human beings live to explain the highly complex forms of human consciousness. Cognitive
processes are subsumed in social and cultural processes, and the person is constructed in a social
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context, formed through practical activity, and shaped in relationships of desire and recognition.
The sociocultural perspective considers that self-consciousness arises not from the individual but
from social relations with others and “the individual dimension of consciousness is derivative
and secondary” (Vygotsky, 1979, p. 30). Thus, the perspective emphasizes social participation,
the relationship and interaction with others, the settings of activity and historical change
(Scribner, 1997).
The key aspects of human cognition identified in the sociocultural perspective are as
follows: human cognition (a) is mediated by cultural artifacts such as tools and signs, (b) occurs
in human purposive activity (“human action-in-the-world”), and (c) develops historically as
changes at the sociocultural level impact psychological function (Scribner, 1997). In other
words, social interaction has primacy in human development. Social participation can activate
diverse interactions between social practice and the self. Participation in a wide variety of
activities becomes a significant social source of development. Cultural artifacts, as “carriers of
sociocultural patterns and knowledge” (Wertsch, 1994, p. 204), play a significant role in
connecting human cognition and cultural and historical circumstances. Also, social conditions
are constantly changing, and this gives rise to changed contexts and opportunities for the
development of human cognition.
Learning, in the sociocultural perspective, is situated (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and occurs
continuously through collaboration between the person and the social context through cultural
mediations, and it is transformed within sociocultural history. In particular, the sociocultural
perspective of learning focuses on the interdependence of social and individual process in the
co-construction of knowledge. The knowledge, however, includes not only intellectual aspects,
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but knowing oneself, in a broader sense, knowing one’s identity. In this sense, realizing
oneself—that is, the process of constructing identity—is learning as a sociocultural phenomenon.
Since identity originates through daily activities and “experience[s] of engagement”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 151) in social practices, reviewing lived experiences and activities within
daily life plays a critical role in understanding the concept of identity and examining the process
of identity construction. Therefore, the sociocultural perspective, which focuses on social
interactions at living situations and activities, can suggest the initial step to discovering how
people construct their identity in daily life. In the sociocultural perspective, people learn within
human actions-in-the world activities. Through dynamic and continual interactions in activities,
people act in and on the world, learn, develop, and become (Sawchuk, 2013). Namely, as
socially constituted beings, humans develop their personalities, skills and consciousness by
participating in activities. Thus, activity as the minimal meaningful context can provide
directions for describing how people carry out their lives (Sannino, Daniels, & Gutierrez, 2009;
Sawchuk, 2013) and how they learn their identity in daily life.
Comparative Case: Identity Issues in The German Precedent
Post-World War II German and Korean politics have something in common especially in
the experience of the national divided situation. Both countries were partitioned by the
emergence of cold-war tension, and both sustained national division. However, in 1989, the
Berlin Wall between the West Germany and East Germany collapsed, while Korean peninsula
still remains divided. Within the similar historical backgrounds, insights from the German
precedent could provide important implications to NKDs who struggle to survive in South
Korea. In particular, East Germans’ experiences in identity matters could be reflected on NKDs’
issues in South Korea in many ways.
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East Germany’s first freely elected Prime Minister, Lothar de Mazière, said, “Every day
we are surprised anew that 45 years of separation had a greater impact upon us than we thought it
had when the Wall came down” (Pfenning, 1997). The quote indicates that in the early days of
reunification, Germans experienced the difficulties from differences after unification. After
unification, people from a communist socialization were required to learn the ways to live in new
context (Bleiker, 2003). In other words, whereas previously they had been required to be
submitted, adjusted, and restrained, after unification they had to be critical and creative, to stick
out, and to take initiative (Bleiker, 2004). It made many people from the East overwhelmed,
experiencing psychological problems such as insecurities, anxieties, panic attacks, and
depression after unification (Bleiker, 2003). Among them, the most destabilizing factor was the
challenge to recognize who they were and how they could prevail in the new environment
(Bleiker, 2003). Namely, the identity matters of eastern Germans within daily living situations
after unification emerged as the critical social issue.
The identity problems that occurred with unification were mainly from their entrenched
behavioral patterns that had been embedded over a long period of socialization. Some studies
examined how Germans understand themselves and others after unification (Berdahl, 1999;
Hofferbert & Klingermann, 2001). Unlike westerners who emphasized freedom and
individualism as values, easterners tend to lean toward communism-based values such as
equality, collectivity, and solidarity. They showed differences in opinions about health care,
religion, employment, and leisure, and so on. In the manner of using languages, they showed
different behavioral patterns such as the manner of starting a conversation, the interpretation of
silences, eye contact, and distance between speakers. It sometimes hindered the communication
between westerners and easterners, especially if they had strong prejudices toward each other
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(Bleiker, 2004). More seriously, in the eastern part of Germany, xenophobia and neo-Nazi
activities rose more than the west. Some people interpreted the cause as an expression of
frustration with unemployment of easterners after unification (Pfennig, 1997).
Many aspects of challenges and difficulties that East Germans experienced after
unification provides implications for NKDs in South Korea. Of course, there are limits to
comparing post-unification Germany with pre-unification Korea. However, NKDs also struggle
to adjust to a new social systems and situations, learning a very different set of values as East
Germans learned. In particular, considering Korean’s unique historical background—the
memory of the three-year devastating civil war and longer period of the national divided
situations—the problems NKDs experience from different values between the North and the
South could be more severe than the German case. As a matter of fact, German where did not
fought a war against each other did not have the tight Iron Curtain even during the cold war;
Eastern Germans could watch West German television programs, which allowed them to learn
West German social culture favorably. Also, physical exchanges between East Germany and the
outside world were allowed, such as mail, newspapers, and magazines (Bleiker, 2004). However,
unlike German situations, the dividing line along the 38th parallel between South Korea and
North Korea is too tight. Even though recently many North Korean people could access the
outside world’s pop culture through smuggled routes, it is illegal. Also, the two Koreas are
virtually banned from exchanging mail, communication, or people. In the political environment,
the antagonistic opinions toward each other are still dominant in both Koreas, and it naturally
promotes and diffuses hostility toward people from different areas. In this situation, NKDs’
challenges and difficulties from differences they face while settling in the South could produce
more difficult situations to learn new social systems and a set of different values; it is connected
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to emergence of the identity matters. The learning about values is rooted in a much deeper sense
of identity. Identity has to do with people’s understanding of themselves and their relationship to
society, going beyond the ideological tension that characterizes the political division (Bleiker,
2004). Therefore, it is necessary to deal with NKDs’ identity matters as a significant social issue.
One aspect of good news from the case of German precedent is that the younger
generation who grew up after unification appear to construct sturdy and stable identities as
“German.” In fact, according to a survey, over 40 percent of eastern German younger generation
under 25 years old assimilated themselves into the unified German (Son, 2010). Considering that
younger NKD generation already have more experiences with accepting the culture of the
outside worlds and show more desire and willingness to advance their life in the South, there is
hope that future generations of NKDs could develop secure identities like the eastern German
younger generation.
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Chapter 3
Theoretical Framework
This chapter reviews Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as the theoretical
framework to examine the process of identity reconstruction. I overview basic concepts of the
theory and its development. Then I discuss perspectives of learning in CHAT.
Cultural-Historical Activity Theory as the Theoretical Framework
Human beings learn and develop within diverse activities of their daily lives. However,
demonstrating the means of such daily learning and development is challenging, especially when
it is considered within traditional approaches of learning based on cognitive ideas and
behaviorism. Playing a significant role in overcoming the limitation of traditional learning
theories is Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT). CHAT describes human learning and
development occurring in everyday circumstances. While other learning theories have an
understanding of learning by examining one’s cognitive change, one’s development, or one’s
characteristics, CHAT grounds its analysis of daily activities in culturally and historically
situated action, looking at learning as a sociocultural phenomenon.
The direction and meaning of CHAT are encapsulated in each word of its label—Cultural
-Historical Activity Theory (Foot, 2014). According to Foot (2014), the first word, Cultural,
indicates that humans are enculturated and their behaviors are shaped by their cultural values.
Historical hyphenated with Cultural points to culture’s historicity. That is, culture is grounded in
histories and develops over time. The features of culture are reflected in the analysis of human
activities at any point in time with historical trajectories in which actions take place. Activity, a
fundamental concept in CHAT, refers to what people collectively do and is under cultural and
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historical influence. Hence, CHAT can be defined as a conceptual framework to describe
collective human doings, modified by cultural and historical influences at a certain point in time.
Activity Systems
There is no activity that is not an activity of a subject who lives in the world with needs
that can be met by doing or being in living practices. The interaction is initiated by the subject’s
motive to fulfill its needs. The needs can be the ultimate agent for the activity of the subject.
Difficulties or discomfort that subjects experience in their life can lead to needs and induce the
process of object formation. The need state precipitates a set of “object search actions”
(Engeström, 1999, p. 381) during which potential objects are encountered. These actions could
be ideal or material, or both (Foot, 2014). When the need meets its object, the need itself is
objectified, and an activity emerges (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Leont’ev, 1978). From this
moment, the object becomes a motive of the activity; it directs the activity, motivating the
subject to meet their needs. As a true motive of an activity (Leont’ev, 1978), the most important
attribute differentiating one activity from another is its object.
For example, through casual conversation with friends, college freshmen hear how
important it is to nourish connections with fellow students. Such conversations are very common
for college students in many contexts. They discuss their experiences related to how hard it was
to complete homework without cooperating with classmate and pooling together. They talk about
how many classes require group projects and the tendency of project-based classes to increase.
These conversations compel the need to build connections with others to stay on track with their
academic careers. Their object search actions are precipitated by the need they experience at
various levels of their consciousness. Finally, they construct an object to make diverse
relationships with fellow students on campus in the activity of college freshmen life.
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As the example above shows, a subject’s personal experience and one’s sociocultural and
historical elements influence the process of object construction. The perception of the object is
facilitated and constrained by culturally and historically accumulated construction of the object
(Lektorsky, 1984). In actuality, unlike other animals’ needs, human needs—which are ultimate
causes behind building object/motive—are transformed by culture and society (Kaptelinin &
Nardi, 2006). Social conditions are reflected in the needs, motive, and object of activity
(Leont’ev, 1978). Social conditions provide incentives, direction, and restrictions on selecting
the object of the needs and the means of satisfying it. In this sense, the object/motive relates to a
broader, socially constructed need, meaning, and relevance; it is not defined only by personal
sense making (Sawchuk, 2013).
Considering the original sense of the term “object,” we can expand our understanding
about the broader meaning of the object. An object does not simply indicate either a thing or a
personal objective. It is in fact a more expansive and specialized form of the Russian word
predmet (Sawchuk, 2013). The term object in English comes from two words in the Russian
language, objekt and predmet. Even though objekt and predmet can often be used
interchangeably, they do have subtle differences. Objekt mostly indicates material things that
exist independently of the mind to be described in a pole of the subject-object. Predmet means
the target or content of a thought or an action to denote the object orientation of the activity
(Kaptelinin, 2005; Ozhegov, 1982). The meaning of predmet is held in the expression “the object
of activity.” Leont’ev (1978) pointed out that when an object is to have the meaning of predmet,
the context of the activity should be taken into account. Therefore, in CHAT framework, three
terms comprise the facets of an object; first, “an object is a thing-to-be acted-upon, second, it is
an objectified motive, and third, it is a desired outcome” (Foot, 2014, p. 333). One more
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noticeable feature of an object is “an object that is embedded-in-activity can be understood as a
complex, multifaceted, organizing principle of an activity that evolves over time” (Foot, 2002,
p. 15). Since an object is constructed by individual participants in the activity in diverse ways,
different object-concepts could emerge within the same activity system (Foot, 2002). It requires
observing multiple viewpoints over time within the activity system for identifying the object of
an activity (Foot, 2002).
In CHAT, “human activity is not a relation between a person and a society that confronts
him” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 10). It is collective rather than being individual. The relations with
other people and the natural world are involved in the concept of activity. According to Leont’ev
(1978), “A person does not simply find external conditions to which he/she must adapt in the
activity” (p. 10). Activity is not behavior, neither a linear sequence of discrete actions but a
process-as-a whole (Foot, 2014, p. 333). In this sense, the meaning of the word interaction is
described as “acting-in-the-world” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 32). Namely, an activity system
becomes a unit of analysis, not an additive one (Leont’ev, 1978). Therefore, the scope of analysis
should “be extended from tasks to a meaningful context of subject’s interaction with the world,
including the social context” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 34).
This idea originated from the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. Vygotsky (1979)
argued that the human mind is intrinsically related to the whole context of interaction between
human beings and the world. The context includes norms, behaviors, values, beliefs and so on.
Individuals cannot react to the environment but are indirectly connected by cultural mediating
artifacts. In other words, people think about, act on, feel, perceive, and experience the world
through artifacts. Numerous artifacts mediate a human being’s interaction with the world. In
other words, knowledge, skill, learning, personality, and development depend on the
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configuration of mediations by symbolic and material artifacts. These artifacts are presented in
tools and the activity of mediation. The role of mediating cultural tools, including social
dimensions of practice was elaborated beyond the individual unit of human action. The
relationship between the individual and the environment is mediated by cultural artifacts, such as
tools and signs related to the social dimensions and relations of practice (Leont’ev, 1978).
According to Dohler (2002), the notion of mediation refers to two interrelated ideas: First, higher
forms of human mental activity are mediated by tools like objects and symbolic means (e.g.,
language); these tools have been collaboratively constructed by members of a culture. Second,
the development of these forms is in the socio-interactional practices within that culture (Cole,
1985; Wertsch, 1991). The mediating artifacts in CHAT include a large range of items: from
physical tools and technologies to spatial or temporal properties of the environment; from
language, narrative, and non-narrative aspects of discourse of ideology to organizational rules,
divisions of labor, or norms; from specific cognitive or affective schema to desires, fears, or
other elements commonly associated with personality, subjectivity, or identity (Sawchuk, 2013,
p. 41).
Three Generations of Development
CHAT has undergone three generations of development in its understanding of learning
and development as it relates to the concept of human activity. An essential concept of the first
generation of CHAT is that of artifact. Based on the work of Vygotsky (1978, 1986, 1994),
CHAT in its first generation explained that individuals could not react to the environment; they
were indirectly connected by cultural mediating artifacts. Vygotsky’s famous triangular model
explains the idea of mediation with the triad of subject, object and mediating artifact. The model
indicated that the connection between stimulus (S) and response (R) is transcended by a
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complex, mediated act (Engeström, 2001). Subject and object are not only directly connected but
also indirectly connected through a mediating artifact simultaneously.

Figure 3. Vygotsky’s model of mediated act and its common reformulation (Engeström, 2001, p.
134)
Vygotsky’s idea of mediation in human actions provided the exit to overcome the
Cartesian’s thought which views mind is located in the head, separated from the world by
explaining “the individual could no longer be understood without his or her cultural means and
the society could no longer be understood without the agency of individuals who use and
produce artifacts” (Engeström, 2001, p. 134). External social relations and sociohistorical
systems are transformed into internal mental actions and outcomes, and embodied as knowledge
and skill. In other words, human action and human learning are mediated by symbolic as well as
material tools and social participation. The learning has both a social and historical nature
(Vygotsky, 1978), and it is expressed in this sense as a sociocultural phenomenon rather than
cognitive change or development. However, the first generation of CHAT had limitation to the
unit of analysis; it only focused on individual actions, not providing explanation about a
collective activity.
In the second generation of CHAT, Leont’ev elaborated the role of mediating cultural
tools, including social dimensions of practice, beyond the limitation of the first generation, that
is, the individual unit of human action. Leont’ev suggested that an individual action is
meaningless without a consideration of the overall collective activity (Engeström, 1987). The
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analysis of social participation with others is a different point from the first generation. It
overcomes the limitation of the first generation, the individual-focused unit of analysis.
Leont’ev (1981) explicated the crucial difference between an individual action and a
collective activity. Activity is oriented toward a motive and composed of a sequence of steps.
When the process seems to be inducing, embodying its motives, it is an activity. Each of the
steps is not immediately related to the motive, even though the sequence may eventually result in
attaining the motive as a whole. The components of activities are actions. If a process is induced
by a different motive, coinciding with that to which it is directed as its results, it is an action. The
object of the action is the goal, and actions are goal-directed processes. To meet the same goals,
different actions can be undertaken. Actions are decomposed into operations. People are
typically not aware of operations because these are routine processes providing an adjustment of
the action to the ongoing situation. Operations are considered “the methods for accomplishing
actions” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 65).
To illustrate the distinction between activity, action, and operation, consider how people
learn to drive a car. When they sit in the driver’s seat and learn how to operate a car for the first
time, they must think about when and how they step on the brake. Driving a car required many
conscious and tool-mediated actions. Many actions go into operating each function for driving a
car in this activity. However, as an individual is accustomed to controlling the brake through
repetitive practices, braking the car becomes an operation that is automatic and unconscious in
the activity of driving a car.
Actions and operations have characteristics of the activity’s constituents. However, they
should not be regarded as special units included in the activity structure. Leont’ev maintained
that “human activity does not exist except in the form of action or a chain of actions…If the
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actions that constitute activity are mentally subtracted from it, then absolutely nothing will be
left of activity” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 64).
Leont’ev explained the relation between actions and activity by using the example of a
primeval collective hunt (Leont’ev, 1981, pp. 210-213). To catch game, two groups are separated
into catchers and bush beaters. Bush beaters frighten the game toward catchers. From close up,
the actions of the bush beaters look irrational, but they can be understood by looking at the larger
system of the hunting activity. Activity exists as a form of action and actions can be interpreted
in the activity. Even though Leont’ev explicated the differences between an individual action and
a collective activity, he did not provide a concrete model beyond Vygotsky’s original mode.
Engeström expanded the limitation by offering a model of activity system as the third generation
of CHAT.
The third generation of CHAT focuses on understanding how an activity system, which
includes the seven components of an activity (subject, object, tools, rules, community, division
of labor, and outcome), functions and changes. An activity system is based on concepts of the
previous generations of CHAT, but Engeström (1987) described collective activities rather than
individual activities.
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Figure 4. Model of a human activity system (Engeström, 1987, Chapter 2, para. 1562)
Actions in an activity system are tool-facilitated, and they are either material or
conceptual. Wartofsky (1979) identified a three-tiered hierarchy of tools in an activity system.
Primary tools indicate simple tools that are usually used unconsciously for basic operations (e.g.,
a pencil, paper, and notes). Secondary tools mean representations of primary tools, including
discursive constructs like expectations, hypotheses, and explanatory models (Engeström, 1990).
In other words, the secondary tools do not directly represent primary tools, but they mediate the
ways actors employ primary tools. For example, the notion of professionalism could influence
how social workers employ primary tools like protocols, and reports could be the secondary tools
(Foot, 2014). Tertiary tools are abstractions that influence the overall direction of an activity
system, such as ideology or epistemological paradigms.
An activity system includes critical societal dynamics like communities, rules, and a
division of labor (Cole & Engeström, 1993). A community consists of people who share an
interest and involvement in the same object with the subject. The relations between the subject
and the community are mediated by the rules and the division of labor. The rules manage the
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actions and relations between the subject and other participants. When mediating artifacts are
perceived as an “administrative demand” (Engeström, 1990, p. 90), enforcing the subject to
satisfy the requirement of community members rather than as an instrument used by the subject
to engage the object of the activity, they can shift their functions to rule. The division of labor
consists of individuals doing things toward the object. It has horizontal and vertical dimensions.
Each component of an activity system holds cultural and historical dimensions that encompass
human activity. For example, at a certain point in time, a tool is created as one of the components
in activity system, but it is adapted over time, influencing the needs or values of the cultures that
use it. In primitive times, for instance, arrows played an essential role for catchers in the hunting
activity. The typical length of the arrow shaft and total weight of the arrow corresponded to the
average height and strength of the catchers in that culture. Moreover, the design of the arrows
was optimized for hunting as time went on.
The basic model of a collective activity is expanded to include, minimally, two
interacting activity systems. Engeström (2001) explained the model by saying that:
the object moves from an initial state of unreflected, situationally given ‘raw material’
(object 1; e.g., a specific patient entering a physician’s office) to a collectively
meaningful object constructed by the activity system (object 2, e.g., the patient
constructed as a specimen of a biomedical disease category and thus as an instantiation of
the general object of illness/health), and to a potentially shared or jointly constructed
object (object 3; e.g., a collaboratively constructed understanding of the patient’s life
situation and care plan). The object of activity is a moving target, not reducible to
conscious short-term goals. (p. 136)

45

Figure 5. Two Interacting Activity System as Minimal Model for the Third Generation of
Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001, p. 136)
Activity systems are involved in a “multi-dimensional network of [other] activity
systems” (Engeström, 1992, p. 13). They interact, support, destabilize, and interpenetrate each
other. The feature of activity systems leads the notion of core and peripheral relations in activity
systems which consider multiple centers of activity systems (Engeström, 1992; Wertsch, 1991).
In other words, an activity system could be understood “as composed of competing and
overlapping sets of cultural rules and conventions” (Sawchuck, 2003, p. 43) by accepting other
forms of activity. Since activities are not isolated units but more like nodes, they are influenced
by other activities and other changes in their environments. Those changes affect the change of
elements in activities and cause imbalances between them (Kuutti, 1996). These are
contradictions and they provide accounts of “how social relations of power played out in the
course of learning practice” (Sawchuck, 2003, p. 43). Contradictions work as sources of
development in activity systems.
Contradictions
According to Engeström (2001), “Contradictions are historically accumulating structural
tensions within and between activity systems” (p. 137). An activity system constantly evolves
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through collective learning actions in response to systemic contradictions. As the motor of
developmental change in the activity system, contradictions occur between and within the
components in the activity system and among activity systems in a network of activity systems
(Engeström, 2001).
Engeström (1987) explained contradictions with four levels, the primary inner
contradiction, the secondary contradictions, the tertiary contradictions, and the quaternary
contradictions. The primary inner contradiction occurs between exchange value and use value,
and the secondary contradictions appear between the corners of the triangle of activity. When
new and culturally more advanced form of the central activity is introduced, the tertiary
contradiction appears. The quaternary contradictions occur between the central activity and
neighboring activity systems.

Figure 6. Four levels of contradictions within the human activity system (Engeström, 1987, Ch
2. Para. 1914)
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The analysis of contradictions in an activity system allows for the understanding of its
developmental trajectory and its dynamics (Foot, 2014). Foot (2014) mentioned that
“contradictions are a sign of richness in the activity system (not weakness) and of mobility and
the capacity of an activity to develop rather than function in a fixed and static mode” (p. 337).
Namely, contradictions make starting places to transcend development and learning. When the
subject of the activity makes efforts to resolve the contradictions by creating alternative ways, an
expanded object or activity can occur by collective and collaborative actions, developing
expansive learning (Engeström, 1987; 2001). Engeström (1987) said that,
the essence of [expansive] learning activity is production of objectively, societally new
activity structures (including new objects, instrument, etc.) out of actions manifesting the
inner contradictions of preceding form of the activity in question. [Expansive] learning
activity is mastery of expansion from actions to a new activity. (p. 125)
An expansive cycle is produced from individual questioning to finally moving to legitimate
forms of practice; new patterns of individual participation and overall changed activity occur
(Engeström, 2001).
Actors who are in the activity systems “construct a new object and concept for their
collective activity, and implement this new object and concept in practice” (Engeström &
Sannino, 2010, p. 2). In other words, contradictions function to connect a fixed entity of an
activity system with mobile entities of its potential expansions. In this sense, contradictions work
to link historically formulated activity with its “zone of proximal development.” They provide
the possibility for the future development and transformation of the activity. By paying attention
to the contradictions within an activity system, CHAT can work as a helpful took for social,
institutional, and organizational change (Blackler, 1992).
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Learning in CHAT
To describe how people learn and develop within everyday living circumstances, CHAT
uses the concept of activity. CHAT has developed its model from the notion of cultural
mediation to an activity system and the concept of expansive contradiction. Employing a
sociocultural perspective to learning, CHAT goes beyond the traditional understanding of
learning like cognitive change or behavioral development by illustrating human learnings in
diverse situations concretely and explicitly.
In CHAT, learning as a sociocultural phenomenon occurs in human activities. Activity as
the minimal meaningful context explains how people carry out their lives (Sannino et al., 2009;
Sawchuk, 2013). Through dynamic and continuous interactions among subject, object, and
cultural mediations in activities, human beings act in and on the world, learn, develop, and
become (Engeström, 1987, 2001; Leont’ev, 1978; Sawchuk, 2013). As socially constituted
beings, humans develop their personalities, skills, and consciousness through activity. Also,
people can “transform their social conditions, resolve contradictions, generate new cultural
artifacts, and create new forms of life and the self” (Sannino et al., 2009, p. 1).
Also, learning embedded in an activity system is expansive in accordance with efforts to
resolve contradictions. In response to systemic contradictions, collective learning actions
constantly arise in activity systems, constituting an expansive cycle. Engeström (1999, 2001)
proposes the cycle of expansive learning, describing each of the contradiction levels as
corresponding to particular learning actions. In the primary contradiction, which occurs between
the use value and exchange value of a corner of an activity system, the learning action is
questioning whether aspect to criticize or reject the accepted practice and existing wisdom. The
secondary contradiction develops between two corners of an activity system. There are two
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learning actions: analyzing and modeling. Analyzing is to find out cases or explanatory
mechanisms, and modeling is to make “the newly found explanatory relationship in some
publicly observable and transmittable medium” (Foot, 2014, p. 338). The tertiary contradiction
emerges when the object of a more developed activity is introduced into the central activity
system (Engeström, 1999, pp. 34-35). The examining model, implementing model, and reflecting
process correspond to the tertiary contradiction as learning actions. Examining the model is to
grasp its dynamics, potentials, and limitations. Implementing the model is performed through
practical applications, enrichments, and conceptual extensions. Reflecting is evaluating the
process. The quaternary contradiction occurs at the central activity and neighboring activities,
triggered by the tertiary contradiction. Consolidating as learning action in the quaternary
contradiction is to reinforce its outcomes into a new and stable form of practice. These
contradictions can cause a transformation of activity, which can lead to human learning and
development.
Moreover, continual learning occurs in changing and developing activities. That is,
learning is not static but a dynamic and constant phenomenon reflecting sociocultural changes. It
is related to the historicity of activity: “Activity is not a reaction and not the totality of reactions,
but a system that has structure, its own internal transition and transformations” (Leont’ev, 1978,
p. 50). Even though in analyzing an activity, a subject engages in the activity at any given
moment, pursuing the object of the activity through particular actions, activity systems form and
evolve over time in the particular sociocultural and historical context. Within the continuous
evolution of the activity system, learning also constantly occurs. When the components of an
activity system change, a subject who is involved in these activities has the opportunity to learn.
According to Roth and Lee (2007):
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Learning occurs whenever a novel practice, artifact, tool or division of labor at the level
of the individual or group within an activity system constitutes a new possibility for
others, (as resource, form of action to be emulated) leading to an increase in generalized
action possibilities and therefore to collective (organizational, societal, cultural) learning.
(p. 205)
Furthermore, the histories of artifacts cannot be separated from the histories of human
learning and development. The symbolic and material artifacts surrounding us are “central for
understanding how human practices are expanded, limited, or otherwise shaped through process
of mediation” (Sawchuk, 2013, p. 42). The histories of artifacts represent the human being’s
history as they encounter, reconfigure, and make. Considering the historicity of the activity
system sheds light on the preconditions and precipitating causes of the key actions that have
shaped the system to date, and it may catalyze future development (Foot, 2014).
In sum, CHAT considers learning as a cultural, social and historical phenomenon that is
embedded in everyday living activities. The aspect of learning in CHAT can be transformed by
diverse levels of contradictions and historical features of activity. Also, it occurs continuously in
this regard. In an activity system, one of the outcomes can result in learning. However, it is not
always so and not necessarily an intentional or planned outcome. As a sociocultural
phenomenon, learning can occur quite apart from any intentions to educate or learn something,
very often and suddenly in various living situations. When people are involved in diverse
activities, doing toward their objects, they learn something within the process of activities.
However, they do not always plan to learn as their outcome of activity; rather most of learning
occurs spontaneously in everyday living practices. Also, CHAT is about an activity system that
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is constantly evolving by collective learning through systemic contradictions. Therefore, CHAT
analysis should focus on a systematic whole activity system, not individual components.
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Chapter 4
Research Design
In this chapter, I explain ethnographic approach has methodological appropriateness for
investigating the process of NKMs’ identity reconstruction. I continue to overview the process of
data collection I did, such as the ways of sampling, recruitment, building rapports, participatory
observation, interview, and content analysis. Also, I discuss the issues of my identity as a
research tool for this study. Then I explain my data analysis strategies and describe the process
of the analysis.
Ethnographic Approach
Methodological Appropriateness
The purpose of this study is to explain how young adult NKDs interact with sociocultural
and historical mediations, reconstructing their identities within their daily activities and how they
learn from the activities. In other words, this study aims to produce an ethnographic account of
the process of NKMs’ identity reconstruction within their daily lives. Accordingly, given the
substantive and epistemic interests addressed by this project, ethnographic study is suitable as a
methodological approach.
In particular, this study concentrates on the missing link in current NKD discussions,
paying attention to young adult NKDs’ daily activities. Even though NKMs are a major and
emerging group among North Korean people, there is little attention paid to NKMs with
academic understanding. Almost all reports dealing with the North Korean younger generation
are centered on media (Lankov, 2012; Park, S., 2013). Also, there is little awareness of the

53
ordinary lives of NKDs, overshadowed by negative images from the North Korean government’s
nuclear threat and provocative behavior in international affairs. Many discussions on NKDs have
been actively taken up, yet the focus on NKDs’ daily lives and the process of identity
reconstruction through social interactions in the South is relatively unknown. Creswell (2007)
mentioned that
Ethnography is appropriate if the needs are to describe how a cultural group works and to
explore the beliefs, language, behaviors and issues such as power, resistance, and
dominance. The literature may be deficient in actually knowing how the group works
because the group is not in the mainstream, people may not be familiar with the group, or
its ways are so different that readers may not identify with the group. (p. 70)
In this sense, in-depth ethnographic studies dealing with their existence, culture, and
characteristics beyond the descriptive reports about NKM are needed. Such ethnographic
research could expand the limited knowledge about young adult NKDs in the South.
I posit the process of identity reconstruction is a sociocultural phenomenon (Beach, 1999;
Bruner, 1990; Clark & Wilson, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Luria, 1976; Wenger, 1998).
Namely, individuals are coupled with their historical and cultural context in forming an identity
process, and they construct identity through their situated and contextual interaction with the
socially constructed tools or signs of society. I concentrate on NKM’s cultural behaviors and
behavioral patterns (Durham, 1976; Harris, 1968; Rappaport, 1969; Vayda, 1961) in daily
activities to reconstruct their identities through diverse social interactions in South Korea. Using
ethnographic approaches, I lived with NKMs; observed their concrete behaviors, beliefs, and
issues; interviewed them; and interpreted all of them.
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Data Collection
Sampling and Recruitment
To conduct the ethnographic research for examining the process of NKM’s identity
reconstruction in South Korea, I needed to go inside to their daily life. However, I did not have
direct connections with NKDs at first. Therefore, I contacted a friend who works at an alternative
school for NKDs as a career guidance teacher. I had visited his school before and previously
communicated with him; he already had understanding of my research interest and topic. He
introduced me two NKDs, P and J. Since my friend had built very close relationships with P and
J over a long time, when my friend explained my situations for initiating the research, they
positively accepted to meet me without any doubts. I had a one-to-one meeting with P and J to
introduce my research in person and ask for help as initial gatekeepers.
P is in his early 30s and works at an alternative school for NKDs as a senior mentor. He
operates his own business with other NKD people as well. At the first meeting with him, he
suggested that I live with a NKM to find meaningful findings in my research; he introduced a
student who came to South Korea around a year before on the spot. He called the NKM and
asked her to live with me. She favorably and immediately accepted the suggestion, and I moved
to her house after two weeks. It was a very quick process. I felt that relationships among NKDs
are very strongly tied. For three months from February to April in 2015, I lived in the NKM’s
house as a roommate and a researcher.
Another NKD, J, is a graduate student preparing a master’s degree thesis about teenage
NKDs. We shared our research topics and future plans as researchers at the first meeting. As a
person who is conducting research about another NKD issue, she deeply emphasized the
necessity of my research and practically supported me by connecting me with her NKD friends.
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I first planned to collect the information-rich data for in-depth study from my research
participants, because my research intends to illuminate the phenomenon of NKMs’ identity
reconstruction within daily life, not to generalize their stories (Merriam, 2002; Patton, 2002).
According to Patton (2002), “purposeful sampling focuses on selecting information-rich cases
whose study will illuminate the questions under study” (p. 230). Therefore, I did purposeful
sampling with certain criteria. The criteria I established to select research participants are North
Korean defectors (1) who were born in from 1985 to 1994 as NKMs and (2) who have clear
memories of previous life before coming to the South and early life in the South as I considered
that their life experiences have influenced their ways of doing to reconstruct identities within
daily lives. The strategy of the purposeful sampling in my research was snowball sampling.
Snowball sampling is “an approach for locating information-rich key informants or critical
cases” (Patton, 2002, p. 237). It provides a sample of the study through referrals from people
who share or know of others who have some characteristics that are of research interest
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Also, snowball sampling is suitable for research on sensitive
issues, such as a relatively private matter, and “it requires the knowledge of insiders to locate
people for study” (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, p. 141). Since I was concerned about my lack of
understanding of NKDs’ characteristics and the possibility of my research questions about
NKMs’ life trajectories could have sensitive issues, such as exposure of information about their
family members who are still in the North, I decided to use snowball sampling as my strategy for
purposeful sampling. Fortunately, my new roommate, E, and J willingly acted as gatekeepers in
snowball sampling by introducing their NKD friends. To examine NKMs’ daily activities, I
needed to go deep into their lives with close relationships. Therefore, I asked them to introduce
their NKD friends who would open their mind to me and gladly be my research participants. E
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and J closely collaborated with me in recruiting NKMs by introducing their friends. Thus, I
could begin to snowball sampling by getting along with them. The process of snowball sampling
allowed me to accumulate new information-rich cases, getting bigger and bigger (Patton, 2002,
p. 237). I naturally met other NKMs from the connection with my roommate and J. I met around
20-30 NKMs but interviewed 11 of them who fit into the criteria of research participants, agreed
to participate in my research and trusted me. Since I had more close relationship with E and J
than other participants, they not only worked as gatekeepers but also relevantly provided more
information and meaningful implications in this study.
Participants Profiles
Through the recruitment process, 11 NKMs were selected as my interview participants.
They were comprised of three men and eight women. They ranged in age from 22 to 30 and the
period of residence in South Korea ranged from 2 years to 13 years. Their occupations are also
diverse: two are employed, one is between jobs, one studies high school degree courses at an
alternative school, five are college students, and two are graduate students. A more detailed
description is shown in the following table. Their life trajectories worked as a narrative for the
findings in this study. I used a pseudonym by alphabetizing the list in order to secure
confidentially.
Table 1
Participants profile
Name

Year of
birth

Year of defecting
from North Korea

Year of arriving
in South Korea

A

1993

2013

2013

College Student

B

1989

2006

2008

College Student

C

1992

2009

2010

College Student

D

1987

2000

2008

Factory Worker

Current Occupation
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E

1991

2003

2013

Alternative School Student

F

1985

1997

2005

In between jobs

G

1992

2010

2010

College Student

H

1991

2013

2013

Part-time Worker

I

1990

2008

2008

College Student

J

1988

1998

2002

Grad Student

K

1986

2005

2007

Grad Student

A: A 22-year-old woman who came alone to the South in 2013. She lived in North
Hamgyongdo in North Korea. I met A at a workshop for college students held by an NGO. After
crossing the borderline between the North and China, she came to the South right away through a
broker. She graduated a high school in the North and worked as a nurse but took high school
degree courses at an alternative school again in South Korea. She entered a college through the
special admission system for NKDs, and now she is studying law at the college.
B: A 26-year-old woman from North Hamgyongdo in the North. B was introduced by F
who was one of my research participants. She escaped the North by herself in 2006 and stayed in
China for two years; she worked at a restaurant as an illegal worker. In 2008, she came to the
South; she was 19 years old at that time. She entered an alternative school that provides
accommodation and education, and after graduating the school she began to work as a part-time
worker. She went to the Philippines and Australia for language training with the money she had
earned. After coming back to the South, she applied to colleges through special admission
system for NKDs and received admission from a college. Now, she is a junior at the college,
majoring community physical education.
C: A 23-year-old man from Gangwondo in North Korea. I met C at a church, and he and I
studied English for a month together. He came to South Korea in 2008 with his twin brother. He
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was repatriated to the North and imprisoned at the first trial of escaping the North. When he
safely arrived in South Korea, he and his brother were 18 years old. They were sent to an
alternative school to live and study at there. After he graduated from the school, he began to
work but quit after six months and then entered a college. He majors theology, but he is taking a
year off now to search for another career.
D: A 28-year-old man who came to the South in 2008 alone. D was a friend of J. He
escaped the North in 2000 with his older sister, but they were separated. For eight years, he had
been in China with faked ID. However, he had to suddenly flee to the South because of
someone’s accusation. When he arrived in South Korea, he was 21 years old. He began to work
right after coming out of Hanawon. While he works, he studied by himself and passed all school
qualifications. Even though he entered a college, he quit after six months, because he felt sense
of doubt to study. Now he is working at a factory.
E: A 24-year-old woman who came to South Korea in 2013. She was my roommate for
three months. She escaped the North in 2003 with her mother and stayed in China for 10 years.
She went to schools in China, hiding her age with fake ID. After coming to the South, she went
to an alternative school for NKDs and took school qualification exams. She is preparing for the
college entrance exam now. She plans to major Chinese business or Chinese literature.
F: A 30-year-old man from North Hamgyongdo in 2005. My friend who worked as an
initial gatekeeper introduced F to me. He crossed the borderline between the North and China in
1997 with his mother and older sister but was arrested and repatriated. His family was
imprisoned but got out of prison luckily. After coming out the prison, they crossed the borderline
again and arrived in China. He stayed in China for eight years, working as an illegal laborer. In
2005, his family finally came to the South, and he began to study at an alternative school for
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NKDs to enter a college. He studied international affairs at a college and graduated last year.
Now he is between jobs.
G: A 23-year-old woman who came to South Korea in 2010 with her father and mother.
G was a friend of C. As she arrives in the South, she was a high school student. She entered a
regular high school instead of an alternative school. Before coming to the South, she went to the
school in the North. After graduating the high school, she entered a college and is majoring in
literary creation.
H: A 24-year-old women from Gangwondo in North Korea in 2013. H is E’s friend.
Before crossing the borderline, she worked as a public officer in the North. After coming to the
South, she trained in vocational education and began to work at a company as an accounting
clerk. However, she quit this job, and now she is working as a part-time worker at restaurants
and finding another regular job.
I: A 25-year-old man from North Hamgyongdo in 2008. J introduced I to me. He crossed
the borderline by himself to earn money in China. By getting support from her mother who came
to China earlier, he went to the South when he was 18 years old. He entered a regular middle
school but was placed in lower grade with other students who were three years younger than
him. Even though he was older than them, he could not catch up other students’ educational
level. So, he transferred an athletic special school as a boxing player. However, he transferred
another regular high school again and then entered a college through the special admission
system for NKDs. Now, he is studying business management in the college.
J: A 27-year-old woman who came to South Korea in 2002 from North Hamgyongdo.
She worked as my research’s gatekeeper by introducing her NKD friends to me. When she
entered South Korea, she entered a regular school placed with lower grade of her age. She quit in
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third grade of middle school and took school qualification exams by herself to go to college with
her friends in her age group. She entered a college and studied Korean language education. Then
she entered a graduate school to study North Korea studies. Now, she is writing her master’s
degree thesis about youth North Korean defectors’ education.
K: A 29-year-old woman who came to South Korea in 2007 from North Hamgyongdo. J
introduced K to me. She went to China in 2005 and lived with an Ethnic-Korean family living in
China, working as a housekeeper for two years. She received all of the broker costs to send her
South Korea from that family and finally arrived South Korea. After coming to South Korea, she
began to study at an alternative school for NKDs, passed all of the school qualification exams
within a year, and eventually entered a university. Now, she is studying Korean Education in
graduate school, and her research interest is contemporary literature education for both North and
South Korean students. She has just started her family with a South Korean man.
Building Rapport with NKMs
To build rapport and go inside NKMs’ lives more closely, I first shared my stories about
how and why I had interest in NKD issues. When telling my personal stories, especially my first
experiences about living in United States as a stranger, they nodded their head and began to
share their stories. It seemed that we developed bond of sympathy at first. They shared their
stories with me, but some of stories were shallow or abstract. I perceived that they hesitated to
reveal their real voices, and I realized that it would not be easy to build sincere trust relationships
with them. One of the NKM participants let me know the reasons NKDs did not like to talk
about their stories: Since NKDs experienced at least seven interrogations on the way to South
Korea, they were sick and tired of talking about themselves with unknown people. Of course, it
could also make them accustomed to participating in interviews. However, at the same time there
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is the risk that all of their stories might not be real, because NKDs sometimes participate in
interviews for catering to interviewers’ favor, not for revealing their voices. Some of them even
experienced situations where their interview contents were used differently from their intention
to participate in the interview by South Korean interviewers’ perception. For these reasons, when
they recognized me as a South Korean and a researcher, they tended to keep their distance. I
needed to overcome this challenge before I conducted interviews with them.
Moreover, my age—slightly older than NKMs—worked as another factor that created
distance between me and NKMs as well. Since they care about the hierarchy based on age and
tend to look up degree holders, they respected my authority. In addition, they tended to regard
me as a high-class person, because just few people can go abroad and enter colleges within North
Korean social classification system. These sometimes made me feel psychological distance from
them. For example, when I sent them a text message, they replied to it right away, not to make
me wait for their response. When they did not reply it immediately, they always apologized for
their lateness. Also, when I call them just to say hello as a friend, some of them apologized that
they, as the younger person, did not call me first. They made me feel respected, but it worked as
a hindrance to be close for sharing thoughts freely.
In this sense, the social group identities affected the creation of open relationship between
me and them. To build bonds of trust, therefore, I tried to remove the image they possessed of
me. To reduce the psychological distance with them and develop closer relationships, I spent
much time focusing on building relationship with them by hanging out with them, watching
movies, going shopping, chatting, helping with their assignments, and having sleepovers and so
on. Above all, I tried to build intimate friendship with my roommate, E, and J who already had
an open mind toward me. From these socializing processes with them, I could feel they gradually
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broke prejudice about me and naturally got along with them. As a result, when my roommate
invited her NKD friends to our home, they did not even realize I am a South Korean; when they
directly see the close friendship between me and my roommate, they could easily remove the
distance from me as well. Also, as time goes on, my presence seemed to be less influence their
behaviors than before. They gradually opened their mind, telling me their stories and current
concerns. And some of them asked the reason I stay with my roommate. I explained my intention
and then naturally introduced my research. It enabled me to recruit research participants who
showed favorable permission based on the trust relationship.
Collecting Data
In this study, identity is considered as one of the outcomes continuously constructed and
reconstructed by participating in activities within social context. By perceiving identity not as a
static entity but as a process constantly changing in social practices, I shift the concept of identity
from being to doing of individuals in living context. To operationally examine how NKMs
reconstruct their identity in South Korea, therefore, I focus on their doings, namely, the ways of
NKMs’ interaction with their living situations. By employing a collective activity as the unit of
analysis, I looked at the process of NKMs’ identity reconstruction in South Korea through
participatory observation and interviews through direct interaction with them. Also, to have
broadened understanding about NKM behavioral attributes from the group’s cultural aspects and
sociocultural and historical contexts that influence their ways of social interactions in the
activities, I collected documents indicating a look at the NKMs’ previous and current life
situations. By conducting participatory observation, semi-structured interviews, informal
interviews, and content analysis of relevant text documents, I could elicit their life histories,
daily activities, cultural attributes embedded in their behaviors, interactions with sociocultural
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mediations and sociocultural and historical elements influencing their actions to reconstruct their
identity in the South.
Participatory observation. For this study, I observed day-to-day routines of NKMs. In
particular, since I lived with a NKM for three months as a roommate, I could observe her daily
life very closely. My participation within her life was overt (Patton, 1990) and she understood
why I was with her. For the three months, I met NKMs almost every day and spent most of time
especially focusing on building relationships by getting along with them. I informed them about
my intentions to meet them and their conversations and behaviors could be a source of my
research. Since almost all NKMs I met are close friends of my gatekeepers, they accepted it
without doubt. Of course, at first some of them showed vague idea of my research purposes with
some questions related to what I wanted to obtain from them. Frankly, I was somewhat worried
to raise their antipathy about my intention to access them, because I thought the intended access
could make them uncomfortable. So, I honestly revealed my concerns to them and asked the oral
consent about my work to observe them. Most of them accepted it except for two who did not
want to share their private stories in public. I did not write anything about those two friends’
behaviors or talks in my field notes. By being with NKMs in day-to-day activities, I could
conduct more participatory observation about NKMs’ ordinary routines within living situations
and build closer relationship with them than I expected before data collection. For example, my
roommate’s NKM friends sometimes came to our house and had sleepover together. And once I
was invited to a sleepover at her friend’s house as well. The sleepover was very meaningful for
me; I felt that I was not only accepted as their friend but also trusted by them. They shared their
emotions and private concerns to me. Also, I sometimes participated in social activities of social
groups they joined, such as church and study groups. As I participated in the activities, I did not
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give the written permission form to every participant. I thought that it could entail different
dynamics and interactions among the group people. In fact, the social activities were open to all
and not everyone knew NKMs were involved in the activity. If I had intervened in the activities
to receive the consent form (See Appendix B), it could have revealed the existence of NKMs in
the activities and could have hindered natural interactions among them. By attending NKMs’
social activities regularly, I could meet more NKMs, and it worked as another source of my
research recruitment. The observations about NKMs’ lives allowed me to see what and how
NKMs do within their daily lives in South Korea and how they interact with others within daily
activities. I could learn their language and have emic understanding beyond simply watching
them.
To broaden my understanding about the ways of NKMs’ social interactions with other
South Koreans more, I participated in a workshop that both NKD and South Korean college
students enrolled together. It was held by a non-governmental organization (NGO) for two days
as a fieldtrip. I explained my intention to participate in this workshop to staffs of the NGO, and
they allowed me to join the event. Even though I fully engaged in the event, I was a spectator
rather than a participant, because the main participants of this workshop were college-aged
students. However, it was advantageous for my research to understand NKMs’ behavioral
aspects and cultural features when they are with South Korean people beyond routines in daily
life situations.
I took field notes during and after participatory observation. I struggled to make balance
between emic and etic perspectives; it was practically impossible to represent the participants’
subjective experience, so I strove to clearly and richly describe their doings, activities and the
ways of interactions and reflected what I learned with my own views. To write “thick
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description” (Geertz, 1973), I described details such as the physical environment and the ways of
interactions in the descriptive part and wrote comments about my thoughts, emotional reactions
and questions in the comment part on my field notes. The following is a part of my field notes
that I wrote at the workshop; I marked a square bracket and italic as the comment part.
Table 2
A sample of participation observation on field notes
2/22/2015-2/23/2015 OOO Workshop
The workshop is to improve communication between South and North Korean
defector college students held by OOO. 10 South Korean college students (8 males, 2
females) and 11 NKD college students (3 males, 8 females) have been together for two
days in Yangpyeong. The workshop programs consist of two lectures, Q&A, Group
Discussions, Game, and wrap-up party.
2/22/2015 2:00-3:00pm On the bus to go to Yangpyeong
South Korean college students looked so excited and they made noisy a lot, sitting
in the back of the bus together. Because they are from the same college and know each
other, they seemed to have a lot of issues to talk. In contrast, NKD students seemed not to
know each other very well. They were scattered and very quiet. Also, they tended to have
a seat at the corner of the bus (mostly window seats). [It reminded me to my high school
fieldtrip. Usually, cool girls in my class took the back seats and made noise, while placid
girls had window seats and listened to music with headphones.]
One of the staff members said that even though South and North Korean students
did not know each other and had a seat separately, hopefully have a seat together when we
return. [When we return, they still had a seat separately. I think that two days was too
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short to be close for them. Most of South Korean students gathered around together and
NKD students had seats themselves. Just two people who were not college students—me
and a reporter—seated together with NKD students.]
2/22/2015 6:00-6:45pm After two lectures, Q&A
A South Korean student raised his hand and shared knowledge about the North and
the South relations. Then, he asked South Korean leaders’ opinions about reunification.
He did not share his own ideas, but asked about others’ ideas.
A NKD student asked questions after him. She had a question about the issue of
Lee, Seok-gi, which is one of the top social topics in the South. She said she was
wondering whether he is a real spy or not. She really wanted to know that the member of
the National Assembly took the North Korean government’s order. [She seems to have a
lot of knowledge about the issue and have interest in South Korean political matters.] She
added a question about what and how younger generation can prepare for reunification.
The lecturer answered that even though he had his own ideas about it, he wanted them to
have their own ways to realize it. She nodded her head.
Another NKD student shared his thoughts about reunification. He said that he
came to the South 10 years ago and he had eager to live in reunited Korea at first.
However, he is getting accustomed with his present life in the South and forgetting the
desire. Also, when he sees North Korean government’s continuous provocation and
inconsistent attitudes, he begins to have doubt about the possibility of reunification. [His
comment was very impressive. Even though he said he is getting to forget his desire about
reunification, he seems to still have interest in reunification issue, because his voice
sounds very strong when he blamed the attitude of North Korean government.]
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[I thought that most of the questions will be done by South Korean students at first,
because NKD students were very quiet until then. However, NKD students actively asked
questions and shared their thoughts. Compared with South Korean students who did not
say their own thoughts about reunification but had questions about others’ opinions, NKD
students tended to have their own opinions about reunification issue and publicly shared
them. I was wondering what brings differences between South and NKD students attitude
at the Q&A time.]
Interviews. Interviews were main data resources in my research. I did informal and
formal interviews with my research participants. While I got along with my research participants,
informal interviews were conducted as the form of natural conversations. It helped me to build
healthy rapport with them and to expand my understandings about them more deeply. In
particular, the contents of informal interviews mainly were their life stories; it worked as the
basic resources for formal interview, because it allowed me to have information about their
general backgrounds and to guide formal interview questions. It was very natural flow, because
when we first met, we talked about ourselves such as hometown, the period living in the South,
occupation, marital status, and family members. Also, since informal interviews were usually
simultaneously conducted with participatory observation, the questions primarily explored the
reasons they took certain actions and reactions, the meaning of their talks, and thoughts. To give
an example, when someone said to E that her pronunciations and speech style sounds like South
Koreans, she was very appreciative of the compliment and seemed to feel so good. I asked the
reason for her reactions and her emotion.
At first, I did not use voice recorder while doing informal interviews, because it could
interrupt natural conversations with them. Instead, I wrote field notes right after I met them.
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However, as time went on, they understood what I am doing and what I need for my research.
Some of them asked me to use voice recorder whenever I feel their conversations would work as
useful resources for my research. I used my smart phone voice recording function, when I
needed to, during communicating with them. However, I barely used it because I realized that it
sometimes entailed different flows of the conversations. Instead, I recorded the conversation
contents with my voice right after meeting them to clearly remember what they said.
I conducted semi-structured and open-ended interviews for formal interviews. I did
formal interview with 11 NKMs. Before I conducted formal interview, I explained the research
purpose again and asked them to agree with the consent form. All interview flows were guided
by the research topic, NKMs’ learning and identity reconstruction within their daily lives.
Interviews mainly asked about their past life before coming to South Korea, first experiences in
South Korea, current daily life, and future plans (Appendix A). To find daily activity of NKMs
for identity reconstruction in South Korea, I focused on their actions at first. As I pursued a
perspective of viewing identity as a process rather than a product, I was more concerned about
what they were doing rather than what their identity is. Actions in their everyday life were
clearly revealed in interviews about their everyday life. Sometimes, I would like to know more
about the reason why they take the specific actions within their lives. As a follow-up question, I
asked the processes of the actions they took, not directly questioned the reasons, thereby,
obtaining detailed understandings about the situations when the actions take and the motivations
of the actions. The following is one of the follow-up question examples from J’s interview.
Table 3
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A follow-up question sample of the interview transcripts
J: I participated in the cross-country hiking with my NKD friend during my freshman
year at college. Also, I did a lot of activities related to North Korean youth defectors
held by OOO center. And I participated twice in debate contests on history and
unification issues. I also did reunification lectures as a peer lecturer for two years. I did
a lot of extracurricular activities.
Q: How did you get to start these extracurricular activities?
J: I was older than other students at school, so I preferred to go to an after-school
institute. I naturally got to know teachers there and they asked me to participate in
some activities. At first, I attended them because I couldn’t refuse their offers.
However, my interests grew after participating in those activities. And then, the teacher
who worked at the after-school institute transferred to OOO center. The center needed
NKD participants to begin their projects and she contacted me. I tend to find meanings
make connections when I do activities…when a teacher asked me to work as a peer
lecturer, I thought it would be an opportunity to experience lecturing and I could
practice public speaking. Also because I had experienced difficulties in my elementary
and middle schools and experienced misunderstandings with friends, I hoped other
NKDs who come to the South later on will undergo these challenges less than I did…
(J, pp. 14-15, L469-515)

When I conducted formal interviews, I asked the research participants to identify their
preferred places, because I thought that some of the stories could be sensitive to be shared at
public spaces. Most of them did not care about it, but A and E who came to the South relatively
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recently wanted to have interviews in the private place. Also, since E lived with me for three
months, I already knew a lot about her living trajectories and current life; it made the time of
formal interview with her relatively shorter, while informal interview with her was more than
others.
Table 4
Interview place, date and time
Name
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K

Place
Private room at Jongro
Café at Gangnam
Car
Café at Hongdae
Her room
Café at Gangnam
Café at Shindorim
Café at Shindorim
Café at Gayang
Café at Gayang
Café at Shinchon

Date
3/16/15
3/23/15
3/22/15
3/21/15
3/2/15
3/12/15
3/19/15
3/19/15
3/15/15
3/15/15
3/26/15

Time
49:14
1:09:47
1:23:34
1:21:21
31:54
42:44
58:13
1:36:10
46:20
2:11:15
1:04:22

All of the interviews were conducted in Korean, because both my and my research
participants’ primary language is Korean. It made both me and participants to feel comfortable.
During three months, I stayed with my roommate, and it made me to be accustomed with North
Korean speech style and to learn some specific North Korean words. For example, when
someone (A) instructs another person (B), South Korean people use the word “teach,” like “A
gives teaching to B.” However, North Korean people use the word “learn,” like “A gives
learning to B.” At first, I was confused—who is the subject of instructing? —but I gradually had
come to understand what their saying means by naturally getting along with them. I could
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understand connotations coming from their own cultural backgrounds, and it enhanced my
understandings about their culture. I transcribed all interviews myself, which allowed me to
become familiar with the data (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2002). Also, all of the observational
content was recorded in my field notes. I partly translated into English among data I collected by
myself. After my initial translation, I then asked a professional translator who is a KoreanEnglish bilingual person to review the translation. I attached the example of Korean-English
translation that I translated first and the translator revised at Appendix C.
Content Analysis. Before I began fieldwork, I gathered resources dealing with
information about young adult NKDs through newspapers, media reports, and academic journals.
In particular, I needed to have a basic understanding about NKMs’ cultural aspects from their
previous living experiences. Therefore, I focused on reading their stories from articles and a
website of NGO which supports North Korean refugees’ resettlement. I read four stores of
NKDs’ from the articles. Many of stories centered on their life stories before coming to the
South. This allowed me to broaden my understandings about the sociocultural situations where
they were before escaping the North and their behavioral and cultural features from the living
experiences. To obtain information about their living experiences after coming to the South, I
read many of literatures based on anecdotal stories posted at the website of the NGO, academic
journals and government reports.
Since most of the support systems for NKDs are implemented by South Korean
government, I could easily access numerous annual reports and analysis papers about current aid
systems for NKDs by searching libraries of the government agencies. They enabled me to have
an “object and quantitative description” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18) about the current living
situations of NKDs. Moreover, I could better understand the general discourse about NKDs in
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the South; by paying attention to NKDs’ current living situations in the South, they tend to focus
on their challenges and difficulties. Also, they mainly report the support systems’ achievement,
showing quantitative results of the growth. There is no NKDs’ voice about their practical needs
and requests. It provided me with insights about the overall South Korean social atmosphere to
see NKDs. Namely, NKDs are regarded as passive objectives who need to be adjusted in the
South, unilaterally receiving the government’s supports. Also, to have knowledge about South
Korean sociocultural and historical context toward NKDs, I read reports and academic articles
dealing with the changing tendency of NKD support systems. It broadened my historical
understandings about NKDs in South Korean social context.
To have more specific and practical information for current situations of young NKDs in
the South, I attended a meeting, “Education Program for Youth North Korean Defectors
Achievement Report,” hosted by Korean Educational Development Institute (KEDI). The
attendees’ backgrounds were various from teachers, public officers, social workers to NKD
students. By participating in the meeting, I gained many of the documents and insights about
educational programs implementing for young NKDs in South Korea. It helped me to grasp
entire young NKDs’ current circumstances and present conditions within South Korean
educational settings.
Researcher Identity
In ethnographic study, the researcher plays an instrumental role in entire process
(Fetterman, 1988; Wolcott, 1999). Data are interpreted through researcher’s cognitive process,
and the researcher’s own unique ways of seeing the world influences the interpretation of data
(Rossman & Rallis, 1998). Therefore, it is important to consider the researcher’s personal
biography and develop an acute sensitivity to who they are in their work (Rossman & Rallis,
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1998). In particular, the researcher should be careful to start by identifying their own
preconceptions about what a particular experience means and entails (Charmaz, 2006).
As a South Korean person, I definitely have preconceptions about North Korean
government and their people. Before I begin to this study, I reflected on my thoughts about North
Korea and their people. Even though I considered myself to have open mind toward them, I
certainly had prejudices, and it could be reflected on my perspectives to see them. Of course, it
was not easy to realize my biased assumptions because these unwittingly exist within myself. I
reflected what prejudices I had and what made me have them, and I wrote them in my research
journal. It was a strategy to bracket myself for being an ethnographic research instrument.
I realized that I have had negative emotional sense toward North Korea since I was a
child. From elementary school, I was educated to have sarcastic perspectives toward communism
and North Korean government. For example, I remembered that I had an assignment to write a
journal about anti-communism after reading a biography of Lee Seung-bok, who was praised in
South Korea for his brave behavior yelling at North Korean communists, “I hate communists.” It
naturally implanted negative emotions toward North Korea, a communist society. Honestly,
before I learned Marxism and Leninism as scholarly approaches in the graduate school, I had
vague suspicion toward people who discussed them. In fact, the South Korean government
banned a lot of books dealing with communism until early 1990s. These social atmospheres
where I grew up made me inevitably have a scared and fearful image of communism, and I
assumed that people in that society would be violent or tough.
Not only reflecting on my thoughts but also interacting with NKDs in person led me to
realize my preconceptions. It was an interactive process. I believed that NKDs are definitely
satisfied with their current life after coming to South Korea because all aspects in the South are
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better than their previous life. It might come from the influence of media reporting North Korean
brutal situations such as severe starvation and inhuman punishment. I involuntarily had pity for
North Korean people living in those horrible circumstances and unwittingly had sense of
superiority about myself as a person who lives in a free society. However, as I talked with them,
I realized that it is also one of my preconceptions toward them. Many NKDs showed how much
they miss their hometown, and some of them even wanted to go back to the North. Even though
their previous life in the North was too hard, they had good memories with their family, friends,
and neighbors. I was very shocked because it was totally different from what I imagined. And I
recognized that it is also from my biased perspectives toward them.
I strove to articulate my perspectives and preconceptions during data collection,
especially before I attributed codes. I accepted my beliefs, assumptions, and past experiences
might influence my view and tried to be vigilant about them by writing them in my research
journal before and during data collection.
Data Analysis
As the first phase of data analysis, I familiarized myself with data. The process of
familiarization allows researchers to immerse in the data, being involved in words, impressions
and the events’ flow (Rossman & Rallis, 1998). I listened to the interviews several times first.
Also, I read all field notes, documents, and transcribed interviews repetitively as well. In the
meantime, I highlighted several parts that I thought meaningful units and noted questions and
memos about my first insights. By doing so, I could obtain ideas of how to progress next step for
data analysis and insight about important meanings and themes.
Then, I organized the data. Organizing the data usually works as a preliminary step by
generally cleaning up the data that seems overwhelming and unmanageable (Rossman & Rallis,
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1998). However, I did it during and after familiarization, because I was concerned about I could
remove meaningful segments with just my hunches by arranging the data as the first step. Thus, I
refined data and my ideas by using the NVivo software program for analysis as I familiarize
myself with the data.
After I imported data into Nvivo 11, I began to do line-by-line coding as the first coding
step. Coding is the first step to make analytic interpretations (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43) and initial
coding aims to “remain open to all possible theoretical directions” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46) by the
data. To shape the analytic frame, I firstly named each line as initial coding. Honestly, I felt
overwhelmed by doing line-by-line coding at first because of not only the great amount of the
data but also the confusion about the concept of line. I was confused on how to determine “line”
at the beginning of line-by-line coding. However, by deciding to identify one idea in Korean as a
“line,” I could progress through the line-by-line coding continuously. Also, as I focus on
‘doings’ of NKMs to find the process of identity reconstruction, I mainly coded the data with
gerunds. It helped in finding actions and activities because it allowed me to have a strong sense
of actions and sequences about what they do within daily life in the South (Glaser, 1978). Lineby-line coding was a tedious process but it made me immersed into data and inspired new ideas.
Initial coding was not a separated process but an ongoing progress connected with the
next coding steps. The next phases were focused coding and axial coding. First of all, focused
coding means to synthesize and explain larger segments of data (Charmaz, 2006). It requires
deciding on “the most significant and frequent earlier codes to sift through large amount of data”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 57). Since the main research question in this research is how NKMs
reconstruct their identities within daily activities, I concentrated on what activities NKMs were
involved in, what motives/objects led their daily activities, and how they interacted with others
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within the activities from the data. Accordingly, while I conducted focused coding, I selected the
codes indicating the need states that allow NKMs to take the actions. I focused on the actions
NKMs take within daily living situations and sociocultural and historical mediations that
influence their ways of interactions within activities. I also took into consideration the challenges
and difficulties NKMs faced within their daily life activities to identify contradictions as the
sources of learning and the reactions to resolve those contradictions as well. I have attached an
example of initial and focused coding in Appendix D.
As the final phase of data analysis, I inductively developed categories, subcategories, and
themes by building relationships of selected codes. It was not a separate phase either, but was
simultaneously conducted with the previous coding progress. As an axial coding progress, I
related categories to subcategories and specified properties and dimensions of a category
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 60). I compared codes to develop and refine categories and themes, based
upon the theoretical framework, CHAT. Since CHAT was used to frame the data to understand
how NKMs reconstruct their identity within their daily life, categories and themes were primarily
connected to the elements of activity in CHAT. Even though CHAT worked to help me to
systematically generate categories and themes, it was not an analytic tool but a theoretical
framework that I employed to guide this study. Namely, CHAT acted as the lens to examine the
process of NKMs’ identity reconstruction in this study. Therefore, I struggled to be careful not to
be tempted to manipulate the data by intentionally forcing the data into categories and themes
within the CHAT structure.
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Chapter 5
Findings
In this chapter, I examine the findings based on the research questions: (1) What
activities are NKMs involved in for reconstructing identity within daily lives in South Korea? (2)
How do NKMs learn and reconstruct their identity through the social interactions within the
activities in South Korea?
The subject of each activity was a group of the 11 NKM participants. In this study, four
activities were reviewed for NKMs’ learning and identity reconstruction in the South. Of course,
there were more activities within NKMs’ daily life but I selected four to focus on examining the
process of their identity reconstruction and learning. When identifying activities, I paid attention
to investigate the object as the first step through the data analysis, because the objects of the
activities were the most important attribute to differentiate one activity from another (Engeström,
1987, 2001; Foot, 2002, 2014; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Leont'ev, 1978; Sawchuk, 2013).
Namely, each activity has a different object and the object derives an activity. To investigate the
objects, I focused on reviewing the NKM participants’ actions at first. The narrative data from
interviews played as the main indicator of their activities by revealing actions within everyday
life in the South, supported by the data from participatory observation and textural documents.
Then, I examined the reasons and causes that led to the NKM participants’ actions in the data.
That is, I sought the motives initiating their actions and interactions within daily life. The actions
were related to their needs that lead motives/objects in activities when it is objectified
(Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Leont’ev, 1978). For example, the NKM participants answered my
interview question about their early day’s experiences in the South, indicating what they did.
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Their actions were like “watching TV,” “listening to K-pop,” “imitating the latest South Korean
fashion trend” and “training South Korean speech style” and so on. To find the object, I sought
the fundamental motive of their doings by asking about how they initiated these actions and the
situations or emotions as they firstly took the actions. While settling in South Korean society, the
NKM participants experienced difficulties and discomforts from the sociocultural differences in
the South. It led the actions to be accustomed with South Korean social culture. Even though
each action had different specific goals, the actions went toward one direction, to be socialized in
South Korean society. It was the object directing the activity. Through the process, I could arrive
at the enculturation activity with the object, to be socialized in South Korean society. Even
though the needs precipitated object search actions in fact, I reviewed actions first and then
found the needs to investigate the motive and object. It is because actions were not only more
clearly indicated within the data but also the needs were usually explained with their following
explanations about how they began to take the actions. I found the four activities for learning and
reconstructing identity of NKMs through this progress. The activities are: the adaptation activity,
the enculturation activity, the self-development activity and the reunification preparation activity.
Each activity has the particular objects and they identified daily activities of NKMs for
reconstructing identities in South Korea. The specific processes of examining activities will be
discussed on the following sections.
The first two activities, the adaptation activity and the enculturation activity, were mainly
composed with actions the participants took within the early days in the South. On the other
hand, the latter two activities, the self-development activity and the reunification preparation
activity, were addressed after the NKM participants experienced and learned about South Korean
society as time goes on. I asked the participants about their living experiences of early days and
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current life to exam their daily lives in the South with the interview protocol. The findings of
their activities analyzed within CHAT which is the conceptual framework to describe activities
at a certain point in time necessarily (Foot, 2014) were divided into two parts, the early activities
and the latter activities, accordingly.
Within these daily activities, NKMs reconstructed their identities, showing behavioral
changes. Even though every NKM’s daily activities are not necessarily linked to identity
reconstruction, I interpreted the activities with identity reconstruction perspective.
Table 5
Summary of activity, action and object/motive
Activity
Adaptation

•
•
•

Actions
Going to school
Taking vocational education
Beginning to work

Object/Motive
To live life like others in
South Korea

Enculturation

•
•
•

Watching TV and listening to K-pop
Training South Korean speech style
Following the latest South Korean
fashion trend

To be socialized in South
Korean society

Self-development

•
•
•
•
•

Reflecting themselves
Exploring career directions
Entering university
Going abroad
Obtaining certificates

To advance life and career

Reunification
preparation

•
•
•

Becoming interviewees as NKD
Organizing diverse activities
Leading NKD network

To build bridge between the
South and the North
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The Early Activities of NKMs for Identity Reconstruction
The Adaptation Activity
Ignorance about South Korean society. “What did the NKM participants do within
their early lives in the South?” To address the NKMs’ activities for learning and identity
reconstructions within everyday life in South Korea, I asked this question first. As the first
experiences in the South, the NKM participants described their ignorance about South Korean
society upon arrival.
K stated that she did not know what she should do to support herself when she arrived,
having only indefinite ideas and plans to live in the South. Since K came to South Korea in her
early 20s through receiving financial support from an ethnic Korean family in China, her only
plan was to get married to a son of the family to pay off the supporting fee (K, pp. 3-4, L 82109). When she took the background check at National Intelligence Service (NIS) upon arrival,
she talked about her plan to get married the man. Even though people working at NIS scolded
her for her decision and suggested to resume her study, at the time, she had no ideas to live in the
South except for marrying him (K, p. 3, L95-99). K said:
To go out, I answered “hmm, okay. I won’t [marry to him],” because she [a worker in
National Intelligence Service] said she wouldn’t let me out if I get married to him.
However, I thought in my mind that “I will get married to him. I promised it and already
received money.” (K, p. 4, L99-101)
A also talked about her first imprudent plan to help her mother who still lives in the North
without any specific ideas. She did not have practical knowledge about the ways to earn money
and support her life in the South either at first. She said, “As I arrive in here, I only had my mind
in earning money in order to help my mom. So I decided to just earn money” (A, p. 4, L130).
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Unlike K and A, G thought she already had knowledge about South Korean society by
watching South Korean movies a lot through smuggled media and hearing from others before
coming to the South. However, information from these indirect sources gave her shallow
understandings about South Korea. G said that:
When I watched Korean drama, everyone lived in magnificent houses with garden, even
the poor character does. So I thought I could live in that house. I imagined that my house
also would be huge and magnificent [in the South]. I believed that my family could live
in that house but in reality my house is very small. (G, p. 2, L64-72)
G indicated that she had lack of practical and realistic knowledge about South Korea when she
came to the South at first; she only had fantasy until she personally experienced how South
Korean society works.
Experiencing the real South Korean society. As G indicated, the NKM participants
could acquire knowledge about South Korean society after participating in South Korean social
practices and interacting with others. After that, they began to make specific decisions for their
future life in the South.
In case of K, as she arrived in Hanawon, the educational institute in which many NKDs
first stay after passing the background check, she realized that the educational circumstances are
accommodating for NKDs and she also could begin to study if she wants (K, p. 4, L104-109):
Hanawon education consists of two classes, the adult class and the youth class. I was 20
years old by counting age in full, so I was arranged to the adult class. However, people
who are 20 years old but eager to study can be accepted at the youth class. I was arranged
to the adult class at first, but I met a teacher of the youth class and asked her whether she
can accept me in the youth class, because I really wanted to study. The students at the
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youth class go to an alternative school. The teacher said, “If you really want to do, come
in.” So, I entered the youth class and began to study. (K, p. 4, L113-118)
K realized the regulation of Hanawon education for shifting the class is not strict for young adult
NKDs who sincerely want to participate in academic education; she eventually resumed study at
the alternative school while staying in Hanawon.
A also learned about how South Korean society operates by taking classes in Hanawon.
In fact, according to The Manual of North Korean Defector Support Task, the main purposes of
the Hanawon education system are to treat the emotional and psychological trauma stemming
from the escape and life as a fugitive afterwards, to resolve cultural misperceptions about South
Korean society, and to motivate financial independence and cultivate the ability to resettle in
South Korea (Ministry of Unification, 2012). Through the education at Hanawon, A realized that
many opportunities and supporting systems—such as to resume study, to develop vocational
skills and to find jobs—are provided for them in South Korea. A gradually realized how other
people live in the South and began to draw the next step after going out of Hanawon more
specifically.
A: At first, I decided to earn money because I wanted to support my mom who is in the
North. But my mind suddenly changed. Mom’s life is hers and my life is mine.
Q: How did your thoughts change?
A: By reading books and taking classes.
Q: Reading books?
A: Yes, at that time, I read a lot of self-development books, such as Stephen Covey’s The
7 Habits of Highly Effective People and Joel Osteen’s Your Best Life Now. I will never
forget them. It was my first time reading such genre of books and I really loved them.
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Q: Haven’t you read those kinds of books before?
A: Never, it was my first time. I really loved them and I realized that my life is mine.
Also at Hanawon, I attended many great lectures. Soon after, my mind changed. I
thought, mom should live her life and I need to live my life. I also got ambitious about
my life. (A, p. 4, L130-142)
As she realized there are various opportunities and possibilities, she established her new
life directions more concretely beyond abstract and undefined ways. She had uncertain plans to
live in the South at first but eventually made up her mind to begin studying by reading books and
taking lectures at Hanawon. A decided to live life for herself rather than to help her mother in the
North. Along with participation in Hanawon education, the first experience of reading the
fascinating self-development books helped A to decide to study rather than to help her mother in
the North; she realized that her previous plan was too much ideal and began to find more
practical ways to live in the South. She set specific plans to study after leaving Hanawon.
Interactions with others in the South influenced the NKM participants’ thoughts and
behaviors to find out their ways to live in the South. As E saw other South Koreans’ lives by
personally meeting and seeing how other South Koreans live, she realized that learning is
necessary to survive in South Korean society where almost all people have high degrees.
E: At first, I didn’t plan to study. While I was in China, my mom called me and always
told me, “You should study.”
Q: Did your mom come to South Korea first?
E: Yes. At that time, I really didn’t want to study. Mom said older people can study in
South Korea but I didn’t believe it. But when I arrived in South Korea, I realized that
everyone could study regardless of age. Difference in knowledge levels and educational
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gaps were very large, totally different from China…I realized that people lived very
competitively. So I decided to study like others to survive… at least imitate their life. In
order to do so, I needed to study. So I decided to study…Wherever I went, people were
educated, even workers at stores. Everyone I met had a bachelor’s degree…and many
people emphasized learning to me. (E, p. 4, L109-126)
By realizing that most South Korean people have higher degrees, E could begin to consider the
ways of living in the South and established the directions of new life. E perceived the credentialcentered South Korean social atmosphere while interacting with others in the South. Finally, E
entered an alternative school for NKDs in her 20s and took all school qualification exams.
H was aware of how important money is to survive in the South by seeing people around
her and watching TV news. She realized that people just become poor salaried workers without
money in the South (H, p. 9, L274). As H saw South Korean society, she recognized that
competition is very excessive. She thought that she cannot beat others who were born in South
Korea and graduated from prestigious schools (H, p. 16, L505-516). H said that:
People who work at my father’s store have bachelor’s degrees and even studied abroad.
But they work at my father’s store. Degrees are useless. So I thought earning money
would be better than going to college…the news reports always talk about the high living
expense required for college students and how much student loan they have…I don’t
understand why they do so. I really like the fact that I can earn money. Unlike North
Korea, as long as I have a healthy body, I can earn money here. There is no money even
if we work in North Korea. (H, p. 17, L531-539)
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As H realized how money works in the capitalist society, she decided to earn money. She took
computer classes through the government vocational education support system and began to
work.
As seen in above the examples, the NKM participants were learning about new living
contexts and finding various opportunities such as government support systems by directly
experiencing real South Korean society, which motivated them to resume study at school, take
vocational training, and begin to work. Along with sociocultural elements, the NKM
participants’ personal experiences and backgrounds influenced the types of actions. In fact,
among 11 NKMs, three entered regular schools, six entered alternative schools for NKDs and
two began to work after going out of Hanawon; it depended on their age of entry year,
educational or family backgrounds, personal preference, and needs. To explain it more
concretely, G, I, and J, who came to South Korea when they were teenagers, entered regular
schools right after going out of Hanawon. B and C also came to the South in their teenage years
as well, but they went to alternative schools for NKDs where provide protections such as
accommodations and meals because they came to South Korea without family guardians. A, E, F
and K came to South Korea in their early 20s—technically they were ‘adult’—but they went to
alternative schools for NKDs as well, for they wanted to resume study and receive diplomas. D
and H came to the South in their 20s and took vocational trainings and entered workplace to earn
money.
Object construction and framing the adaptation activity. The actions the NKM
participants took in early days seemed very typical for those who did not have diplomas and
were lacking financial resources to survive in the credentialist and capitalism-centered South
Korean society. In other words, realization about the needs for survival in the credentialist and
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capitalist society led their actions such as entering schools, taking vocational education, and
beginning to work. Also, the needs were objectified to adjust to the South Korean social context
for living life like others in the South. Namely, the needs constructed an object, and it directed
the adaptation activity. Each NKM participant had different goals and reasons to go to school or
begin to work, but their actions converged in the same direction: to live life like others in the
South. That is, the fundamental motive of their actions was to live life like others in the South.

Figure 7. Adaptation activity
To achieve the object, to live life like others in South Korea, the NKM participants
engaged in the adaptation activity by interacting with South Korean sociocultural mediations
such as diverse supporting systems (e.g., alternative schools for NKDs, education grants,
vocational education, employment aid, etc.), academic or vocational education, South Korean
law for NKDs and people around them as community (e.g., teachers at schools, public officials at
the government agency, other South Koreans, etc.).
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The Enculturation Activity
Discomfort from differences. Another noticeable behavioral feature the NKM
participants showed within their early days in the South was their efforts to be accustomed with
South Korean social culture. All of the NKM participants indicated that they were already
exposed to South Korean media from their previous life in the North and the third countries and
had some knowledge about South Korean culture.
A: I watched a lot of South Korean dramas in the North such as “Autumn Fairy
Tale,” “Full House,” and “Winter Sonata.” I would lock the front door…close all curtains
and watch them with my family. My mom and dad told us not to watch them but I
sneaked to watch them. Otherwise, I would bring a USB to school and go over to my
friends’ houses to watch them together. (A, p. 1, L33-38)
H: I listened to K-pop a lot. I used to have CDs and watch video tapes when they
were common. Recently, USB is smuggled a lot so people store them in USBs. In my
hometown, you could watch live South Korean television broadcasts, not everywhere but
on the high areas, because Gangwondo is near the borderline. I listened to them a lot…I
really enjoyed them. On national holidays we listened to famous world music and I
listened to K-pop whenever I could. (H, pp. 4-5, L132-137)
G: I watched [South Korean] dramas a lot. Since I liked dramas so much, I
wanted to become a script writer…By watching TV dramas a lot, I naturally picked up
South Korean speech style…I am an only child, so I was always alone at home. So I
would talk to myself in South Korean speech style, looking into a mirror. (G, p. 9, L295302)
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Even though the NKM participants were already exposed to South Korean pop culture
even before coming to the South, it was not easy for them to be familiarized with South Korean
pop culture. Sometimes they were uncomfortable in trying to get along with others because they
could not be involved in their talks based on pop music or celebrity gossips. B shared her
discomfort experiences when she talked with South Korean people:
People talk about celebrity gossips a lot. Because I don’t know them well and I don’t
have any interest in them, I would ask them, “What is it?” Of course, I know a lot of
South Korean pop songs… but when I ask them, they say “why don’t you know this?”
Then, they would say “Oh yes, you came from the North. That’s why you don’t know
this!” …When I hear such words, I got upset. I don’t think I am different, but I get the
feeling that I am different. (B, p. 9, L268-271)
Moreover, the NKM participants sometimes experienced South Korean people’s subtle gaze
toward them as they use North Korean speech style. In fact, E revealed her unpleasant
experiences from others’ reactions when she asked the meanings what they say:
When I first came here, because of my speech style… somehow… when I went to
stores to buy something and asked questions, then some recognized it [my speech style]
and looked at me in a very strange way. (E, p. 6, L194-196)
The NKMs discomfort experiences from differences motivated them to learn more about
South Korea social culture. J talked about how much she struggled to be accustomed with South
Korean culture and language:
I watched TV a lot at first because it was not only impressive but also the best way to
learn South Korean culture. The struggle to listen to K-pop repetitively was as if doing
study for making topics of conversation with others. (FN p. 25)
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A also practiced South Korean speech style everyday by herself by watching movies and
dramas. It was not for leisure or recreating, but for training on purpose. She said:
I imitated speech styles while I watched dramas or movies. I even tried imitating “Hello.”
I could copy the words I practiced, but those that I didn’t, I couldn’t…I intentionally
downloaded the latest K-pops and I listened to idol groups’ music, I don’t like them
though. I do everything intentionally. (A, p. 9, L292-294)
As a matter of fact, I could directly see the NKM participants’ efforts to use South
Korean speech style when I met E and her friend first. They even seriously asked me to teach
South Korean ways of talking (FN, p. 27). E wanted to look like a South Korean person by not
only her speaking style but also her fashion. So, as E perceived her clothes worn from China
seemed outdated in the South, she threw out her clothes and bought almost everything in the
latest South Korean style (FN, p. 19).
Object construction and framing the enculturation activity. The actions such as
watching TVs, listening to K-pop, imitating the latest South Korean fashion trend to be familiar
with South Korean pop culture, and practicing South Korean speech style were from their needs,
to not too be dissimilar to South Korean people. As they were recognized differently by others in
the South, they felt discomfort. It derived the object to be socialized in South Korean society,
composing the enculturation activity. In the enculturation activity, media, K-pop, speech style,
fashion trends, and so on worked as the mediating tools to achieve the object. The rules
governing this activity were South Korean cultural norms like using South Korean speech style
not to be regarded as strangers. People around them (e.g., other NKDs) included in community
and their doings to achieve the object consists of the division of labor.
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Figure 8. Enculturation activity
Contradictions in the Early Activities
The NKM participants performed the adaptation activity and the enculturation activity to
not be too dissimilar to South Koreans within early daily lives in South Korea. They resumed
study and began to work to live like others by following the South Korean sociocultural
atmosphere and practiced South Korean speech style and learned pop culture not to be regarded
differently within South Korean society. However, it was not easy for them not only to be like
South Koreans but also to be accepted as an ordinary person by others in South Korea. They
consciously or unconsciously recognized differences between new living circumstances and
previous one within their daily activities. By participating in South Korean new social practices,
they gradually learned how to live life like others do. However, the changes of the NKM
participants’ living context often entailed tensions in their early activities, because North Korean
sociocultural and historical backgrounds are already embedded in the NKM participants who
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were born and grew up in the North. When they arrived in the South, they automatically became
an official South Korean citizen by South Korean law for NKDs. However, this does not mean
that they completely and perfectly transformed into South Korean people. The ingrained habitus
from North Korean sociocultural and historical contexts is not easily transformed. It could
address conflicts within their new living situations in the South. In fact, the NKM participants
revealed their difficulties from differences between the North and the South within their living
activities. It is not a personal mistake or problems; rather it is the structural conflict historically
accumulated. It causes contradictions in their daily activities. The NKM participants have North
Korean sociocultural and historical backgrounds but concurrently need to adjust to South Korean
social contexts. J adamantly stated that it was no wonder a NKD cannot be exactly the same as a
South Korean, emphasizing the importance of their sociocultural and historical backgrounds:
Most NKDs say they are neither a South Korean nor a North Korean. Upon hearing this,
people conclude that NKDs have an identity crisis. But I think there is a serious problem
in making such conclusion. NKDs are North Korean but at the same time are South
Korean. We can’t completely transform as a South Korean, erasing every experience,
memory, and our own history from the North. Rather, if there is a person who says “I am
a South Korean,” who strongly denies his pasts, he definitely has an identity crisis. How
can a person emphatically deny his own past? (FN, p. 5)
She added one more important statement:
The reason NKDs prefer to get together with other NKDs, and not South Koreans, is that
their previous life could be understood and accepted when with NKDs. When we share
our stories with South Koreans, they pity us and make judgments, saying “oh, how poor
your life was!” Even though my life was difficult, there are also good memories. There
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was love and happiness, too. South Koreans should not pass judgments on our lives based
on their perspectives. (FN, p. 5)
J’s comments showed the contradiction in NKMs’ activities as not only from different
sociocultural and historical backgrounds between the South and the North but also from South
Korean people’s biased attitude toward NKMs in the South. In other words, South Korean people
perceive NKDs with only their own perspectives, not regarding their previous life experiences.
South Korean society accepts NKDs as citizens, but people still see NKDs as strangers, placing
them in the problem category. Therefore, the contradictory situations living as a NKD in South
Korea entails tensions within NKMs’ daily activities in the South.
In addition, there are structural problems causing difficulties as the NKM participants
indicated to adjust to South Korean society from South Korean systemic strategies to support
NKDs. Even though many support systems initiated to help NKDs’ social adjustment, it
sometimes operates different directions, bringing contradictions in the adaptation activity.
NKMs came to South Korea to live new life and they struggle to live life like others and
to be socialized in the South. However, they faced numerous inner contradictions to achieve the
objects within their daily life activities. I categorized the contradictions according to its roots: (1)
different sociocultural and historical backgrounds, (2) structural malfunction of government
system, and (3) contradictory situations living as a NKD in South Korean society.
Different Sociocultural and Historical Backgrounds
Language. First of all, language, especially foreign words from English, was one of the
most difficult aspects the NKM participants commonly faced in their daily lives in the South.
Even though the South and the North use the same language, they developed different language
styles over the long division period. In South Korean society, English words are very frequently
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used while North Korea keeps using original Korean words. When I meet C, C asked me lots of
English words’ meaning that are in everyday conversations in South Korea (FN p. 24). Also, E,
who stayed in China for 10 years before coming to the South, showed me her book that she tried
to read but gave up. There were a lot of marks of foreign words in Korean that she translated into
Chinese (FN, p. 7).
In addition to English words, a different speech style between South and North Korean
people is another language problem the NKM participants face within their daily lives in the
South. Both South and North Korean people are challenged to understand each other’s locution,
which could make people on each side encounter barriers in communicating together. Here is an
anecdote written in my field notes.
I was invited to dinner that South Korean people and NKDs get together. When a South
Korean person asked a NKD to have more dishes, she said “I have nothing to do.” South
Korean people, including me, did not understand what her saying means. For a while,
there was embarrassed silence. Later, we could realize the meanings of her saying was
“that’s okay” in North Korean expression. (FN, p. 10)
In South Korean social practice, when people not fully comprehending what South Korean said,
they could be regarded as functional illiterates or strangers. Participant A indicated that the most
challenging moment after she arrived in South Korea was when she cannot understand what
others say (A, p. 8, L274-275).
Language difficulties influenced the NKM participants’ behaviors and attitude in social
practices as well. J shared her experience when she took classes at first. She even could not
understand what the teacher said, although the teacher spoke in Korean. It made her lose
confidence to study, and she felt ignored from other classmates (J, p. 8, L 269-274). H is aware
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of others looking at her when she talks with North Korean speech style in public areas. H said
that “when I get a phone call on subways or buses, people look at me…I am so sensitive to
others’ eyes, so I intentionally try not to answer the phone in public” (H, p. 13, L590-592).
In this sense, the NKM participants’ language problem is not just language matter itself or not
just specific individuals’ problem, but rather it is connected to the social interaction issue
historically accumulated within the NKM participants’ daily activities in the South.
Educational setting. Nine NKM participants who entered schools in South Korea
revealed that they experienced difficulties from different educational systems between the North
and the South. To give an example, South Korean educational systems made K take the
elementary school qualification exam, even though she graduated from an elementary school in
the North. Also, except for the mathematics, her knowledge accumulated in the North was
useless in preparing for the school qualification exams in the South. She had to learn almost
everything from the beginning:
In North Korea, I dropped out of the middle school after the first year, but my level of
education was just fifth grade elementary school according to the South Korean education
system. Since elementary school is up to sixth grade here, I had to prepare for the
elementary school qualification exam … At first, I began with my own desire to study,
but I lacked assurance [to continue studying], because I hadn’t studied for a long time and
the South Korean [education] system was totally different from what I learned from when
I was young. Except for mathematic formulas, everything was totally different. In
particular, English was entirely new and too hard. While I prepared for the elementary
school qualification exam, I thought that if I failed, I would quit studying and earn money
instead. (K, p. 4-5, L137-157)
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G thought that she could easily catch up with South Korean classes at first, because she
went to school in North Korea until just before coming to the South. However, she also
experienced difficulties to follow classes from different educational systems and curriculum like
others:
Exam formats itself are different from the North. Here, I have to solve 60 questions in an
hour. In the North, we received 45 minutes to solve 5 questions, those requiring shortanswer or essay type answers. And 100 is the full score here, but the perfect score in the
North is 5... When it comes to Korean literature exams, in North Korea, most of the
questions have a political aspect, such as questions about revolutionary activities of Kim
Il-sung and Kim Jung-il, while most questions here deal with literary and artistic aspects.
Also, history has a definitely different perspective. (G, p. 7, L232-238)
Different curriculum and systems made the NKM participants discouraged and lose selfesteem at their school life. J said when she received grades at first, she was very shocked and lost
confidence a lot. She thought she did her best to study but realized that her level was very low (J,
p. 9, L294-304). In particular, English is the most difficult part for the student NKM participants.
When F takes English class, he could only understand 10 % of the lectures. In every class, he
was questioned, but he could not speak a word. He was very ashamed, as he realized other
students looked at him. He described his feeling when he goes to English class was like a lamb to
the slaughter (FN, p. 5). Within different educational settings, the NKM participants experienced
challenges to follow others and losing confidence. It influenced various areas of their life from
their educational achievement to relationships with other students.
School years. Not only educational curriculum but also school years is another factor
entailed difficulties for the student NKM participants within their school life. North Korean
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educational system is mostly collapsed and the NKM participants were deprived of education
while they were in the North and during the transit period in the third countries. Also, different
educational curriculum addressed educational gaps between South and North Korean students.
Therefore, it is difficult for them to be placed in their age appropriate grade level. In fact, G, I,
and J who entered regular schools in the South were placed in lower grades with other students
who were younger than them, because they did not go to school for a long time from the North or
had relatively lower educational levels within South Korean educational systems. It was
uncomfortable for them to form friendships with their younger peers and they experienced
challenges from the age gaps.
G asked her peers to call her by her name, not use the respecting title, Unni, to her in
order to collapse age gap between her and others. However, when they actually call her name
itself, she said she was somewhat upset toward them (G, p. 5, L155-160). J said that her younger
classmates’ behaviors seemed to be too childish, so she could not get along with them (J, p. 8,
L252-260). At least, while studying at the schools, G and J built friendship with just a few
classmates (G, p. 4, L136-142; J, p. 7, L243-266). Considering the meaning of age in Asian
culture, the fact the NKM participants are older than others but have lower educational levels
could cause stress, influencing their maladjustment to the school settings. Participant I stated that
he felt shame to follow other younger peers’ learning levels, and it hurt his pride:
As I entered school, I realized that it is not the school that I can attend. No way! I didn’t
learn before but others who were three years younger than me were even better than me.
It was too hard for me to accept the fact. (I, p. 4, L140-142)
After entering college, the NKM participants’ age issue still worked like burden and it
negatively influenced their school adjustment. K was four years older than her classmates at a
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college, but she intentionally used respecting words to everyone. It led to uncomfortable and
awkward relationships with others.
As you know, I am 4 years older than others in my cohort. I started my undergrad in ’05.
I use the honorific to everyone... Even though the seniors are younger than me, I respect
them… It made very awkward relationships. (K, p. 8, L277-282)
When A received college admission, she first decided not to go to college orientation
even though it is very important session for college freshman. She believed that because of her
age she could be uncomfortable in relationships with senior students who were younger than her
(FN, p. 18). Different educational systems and levels caused age gaps with others in the NKM
participants’ school life, and it eventually affected their relationship with others and social
adjustment within their daily lives in the South.
Relationship. Building strong relationship with the natives plays an essential role in
adjusting to the new social context for newcomers. However, the NKM participants had
difficulties to make relationship with others in South Korea. B said that:
I have some younger South Korean friends and they are very kind, but only a few can
sympathize with my situation. My friends are mostly from North Korea, because I don’t
need to tell a lie in front of them. To them, I can tell everything, but how would I get
consoled from South Korean friends? So I barely have any South Korean friends who I
sustain sincere relationships with. I don’t open my mind at school. So I am lonely a lot….
(B, p. 6, L179-183)
Her statement indicated that she felt not understood by South Korean friends who had
lack of understanding about her previous living experiences, and she felt finally isolated from
others within their life in the South. F also mentioned his difficult experiences in making friends
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when he entered college; he could not talk with other friends because he did not have common
interest with them.
As I entered college, I realized for the first time that I can’t make conversations [with
others], although we were using Korean. Male peers mostly talked about their military
service experiences, computer games, and movies. They had commonly shared stories
and values. But for me… what? What did they say? I didn’t understand at all. I didn’t go
to the military, so I didn’t know about it. I’ve never played computer games, so I didn’t
know about it, either… (F, p. 6, L182-186)
D and H who began to work after Hanawon indicated their difficulties to build
relationship with others, especially people in their age group, within their daily life in the
workplace. They barely had opportunities to meet people about the same age. H said that:
I try to get along with South Koreans but it’s not easy because I didn’t go to school here
and I don’t have many colleagues at my work. So, I only have a few acquaintances here. I
have had no friends except for the two who I met at Hanawon. (H, p. 11, L333-336)
When D has chance to meet people his age, he felt cultural differences and had difficulties to
communicate with them. D mentioned that:
I had friends at church…but they were all immature…I am alone in South Korea, so I
have to decide everything by myself. I have no parents to watch over me. I asked them
about life after graduating college, but they had no ideas about it, because they have
mothers and fathers who take care of it. They rather asked me, “Why do you worry about
it?” … The problems faced in life are totally different between them and I. So…I have
nothing to talk about with them. (D, p. 10, L 332-344)
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Misunderstanding about the different cultural features between the South and the North
sometimes brings confusion to the NKM participants in building sincere relationships with South
Koreans. K described her experience when she entered a college. Some of South Korean students
said to her “Let’s have a lunch together!” when they run into each other on the campus. K was
waiting for their contact for a while to have lunch with them, because she did not know the
saying is casual greetings, meaning just like say hello among South Korean students. After then,
when she bumped into them again, she realized they did not even remember her name. It made K
afraid to make South Korean friends (FN, p. 4).
F even lost confidence about becoming actively integrated into social settings of South
Korea. Some people rather came to F first, and asked to have lunch together as they realize F is a
NKD. However, F did not get along with them. He said it was not because he felt burdened about
others’ attention toward him, but because he did not have anything to share with them.
If I didn’t understand what they are talking about, I just sat absentmindedly with them…I
have nothing to say. I would just listen to them talk. So I thought I'd rather read a book in
the library than sit with them like an outcast among them. (F, p. 7, L217-224)
E even said that she felt discouraged when she meets other South Koreans (FN, p. 20). Different
interests and lacking of communication topics made her to take a cowed attitude and passive
behaviors in relationships with others.
Structural Malfunction of Government System
Alternative school system for NKDs. Relatively, six of the NKM participants who went
to alternative schools for NKDs seemed to adjust better than others at first, facing fewer
difficulties in building relationships with others, because all of their classmates are NKDs, too.
However, it also leads to ambivalence. Even though the alternative school system for NKDs was
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initiated with the intention to support NKD students’ education and early adjustment, providing
special programs, it rather makes barriers for NKD students to interact with South Korean
society by blocking them from going into and experiencing the society in person.
F, who entered an alternative school for NKDs right after Hanawon, said that the school
is just a place to study, not to learn South Korean society. The school teachers took them to
shopping malls and theaters for providing experiences about South Korean life, but he could not
actually learn how South Korean society works and how people live in this society while he was
in the school. Also, he barely had opportunities to contact other South Koreans except for
teachers at the school (F, p. 6, L 178-182). C, who went straight to the school after going out of
Hanawon because he came to the South without adult guardians, regretted staying only in the
school; he lived and studied in the school, which was far from urban areas. He did not have any
chance to go to different regions while staying at the school. Since he had never experienced
South Korean people except for school teachers and volunteers either, when he took the subway
first after graduation, he was terrified like people around him gazed him with hostility (C, p. 14,
L502-506). E said she even became more accustomed with North Korean speech style after she
entered an alternative school for NKDs where everyone uses North Korean manner of talking (E,
p. 7, L238-245). Even though she wanted to practice South Korean speech style, she could not
have any chance to learn it within the school atmosphere.
The NKM participants came to the South to live; they go to schools and begin to study to
live life like others in South Korea. However, they still could not experience South Korea and
South Korean people’s life because they hardly have opportunities to learn South Korean society
in person at alternative schools for NKDs that consist of only NKD students. It entailed the
contradiction of the activities within the early days in the South.
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Contradictory Situations Living as a NKD in South Korean Society
The given tag as a North Korean. Most of all, the tag, a “North Korean” made the
NKM participants fall into difficulties within their early activities. When participating in social
practices in South Korea at the beginning, they did not have any intention to hide they were from
the North.
J: I thought, if that [the fact that I was from the North] is not a sin nor my choice,
why should I hide and be ashamed about it? There is nothing wrong with being born in
North Korea! Why should I be ashamed about it? … (J, p. 7, L228-231)
H: I was rather proud of it [the fact that I was from the North]. So I was up front
about being from the North. If I lied, people could feel a sense of betrayal later [if they
find out]. They could say to me “why didn’t you tell me that you were from the North?”
It’s not my fault that I was born there. If I had a choice, I would have chosen to be born
to a rich family, but it is not my choice… (H, p. 6, L177-179)
However, the reactions of South Korean people made them to think again to tell the fact
they were from the North; when they reveal it, people gave a subtle gaze toward them.
Sometimes it was indistinct, and sometimes it was apparent.
Q: What were your friends’ reactions when you told them that?
F: “A-ha- [decrescendo]” Somewhat like this? They were very surprised but
pretended they were okay…When I bumped into others and say hello, they would return
a “hi” but I could feel their subtle glances. Especially when I did a presentation in class,
they would look at me with an air of surprise, and professors did so, too, because I have a
different speech style. (F, pp. 6-7, L202-213)
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K: I told them I was from North Korea. Then, as if they had all promised to say
so, responded with the same two sentences: “Really? Wow, that's interesting!” Everyone
said those exact two sentences. I don't know what's so interesting. Then, some of them
became somewhat estranged and others completely estranged. (K, p. 8, L249-252)
K: I was living alone at first after I had received a house, when the apartment
security guard asked me, “Where are you from? Why do you live alone?” So I answered,
“I am from North Korea.” Then he said, “What, are you crazy?” (K, p. 12, L414-417)
As the NKM participants begin to interact with South Korean people within daily lives,
they realized that South Koreans have discriminative perspectives toward them just because they
are from the North. C shared his experience when he first met South Korean students at college.
C: Nobody knew I was from North Korea. No one knew. Although I told them I
was from the North, they didn’t believe me. It still makes me laugh when I think about
that time. I went on a field trip and there were 18 male students…everyone was South
Korean. I was twenty-three years old. There were two people sitting next to me; one was
twenty-one and the other who was from Busan was twenty-three, same as my age. He
said to me, “I really like your speech style.” So, I said “You do?” Then, he asked me,
“What dialect do you use?” I said “It is Gangwondo dialect,” because I was from
Gangwondo [Gangwondo is the province which is divided into two parts by the South
and the North. Both South and North Korea have the same region name, Gangwondo].
He said to me “Wow! You really do use original Ganwondo dialect!” Nobody realized
that I was from the North and woke up the next day still not knowing… I was so happy
and that was such a pleasant experience. If I had revealed that I was from North Korea,
their attitudes toward me would have been different. But it was my first experience of
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how South Korean friends get along together…I was very happy that they did not have
any prejudices against me.
Q: Have you ever felt that before?
C: Never. People always see me as a North Korean. All questions are like,
“Would you mind if I ask you something….?” Whenever they say this, I get upset. If they
have questions, I want them to just ask me…But at that time, there was no prejudice. It
felt so good. They treated me the same way they would treat others. Even though people
try to treat us [NKDs] equally, there is always something different… (C, pp. 9-10, L310333)
Two days later, C talked seriously about how he was from North Korea, but no one
believed him. After coming back to the campus from the field trip, his friends began to believe
he was from the North by seeing he closely gets along with other NKD students. Since then, C
felt others’ attitude toward him changed, and his behaviors toward them also became different.
Most parts of conversation topics with others on the campus were shifted from daily and casual
issues to North Korean matters.
I wanted to talk casually and chat without giving much thought…but couldn’t do so
anymore [after revealing my hometown]. Conversation topics changed…The fact that
others recognized my hometown caged me in. Reluctantly, I became selective about
conversation topics, even those issues that I really want to share. (C, pp. 10-11, L358369)
Given the situation, living in South Korea as NKDs, the NKM participants unavoidably
receive the representativeness of a North Korean with the inextricable tag. This affected their
ways of social interaction with others within their daily lives in the South. In fact, all of the
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NKM participants answered their hometown as North Korea, not specific province or city. It is
different from South Korean people who usually say their hometown with specific location when
they are questioned. K said that it is because North Korea is unwittingly stuck to them as their
identity in South Korean society:
I don’t know… I guess whenever I talk about my birth place, I always say I am from
North Korea, because South Koreans call us as a ‘North Korean defector.’ They never
say, “You are a native from Hamgyongdo” or “Since you came from Pyungyang, you are
a Pyungyang person” Because the naming [NKD] is attached to us, I can’t say “I am from
Hamgyungdo” when I say my hometown. I unconsciously say I am from North
Korea…perhaps it is part of my identity. (K, p. 10. L351-360)
K’s statement indicates that the discourse within South Korean society gives her the
representativeness as a North Korean. Namely, the representativeness as a North Korean is given
to the NKM participants in South Korean society through social interactions with others. Being
the representative of North Korean is not from their voluntary agreement, but it influences their
actions, embedded in their daily life. K shared her experience that she spontaneously and
unconsciously became the representative of North Korean when she talked with her South
Korean friend.
I was somewhat displeased once. The male students in my cohort began to enter army
services when I was a sophomore. One of them said he will also be entering the army
soon, so I asked him to have lunch together. It was my treat. While we ate lunch together,
he suddenly said to me, “By the way, I really don’t want Koreas to be reunified.” He
directly told me like that… It hurt my feelings…While I listened to him saying this, I just
answered “Hmm, Okay” and let it pass. I didn’t say anything more…This incident kept

105
me thinking. ‘Why is he saying such thing to me? We aren’t on bad terms and we are in
the same club. I didn’t do anything wrong to him nor did he have any hard feelings for
me. And moreover, I asked him to have lunch and I am the one buying his meal. Then
why is he saying such thing to me?’ (K, pp. 8-9, L282-301)
K tried to attribute the reason for his negative opinion to be unified with the North to herself. In
other words, she thought about herself as a representative of North Korean and considered the
reason her friend objected to the reunification was from his negative emotion toward her.
To have the representativeness as North Korean made the NKM participants to care about
NKDs images in South Korea. They began to pay attention to their behaviors as the
representative of North Korean in South Korea.
There are so many negative images and perceptions about North Korea. We, NKDs have
to shoulder them while living in the South. One day, I watched the news and a NKD stole
something around 3,000,000 won worth of products at a store and she was arrested. Me
and other NKD friends said, “Oh, she makes all North Koreans thieves.” When the news
reports such incident, all North Koreans become thieves. At first, I didn’t believe so, but
it was true…We inevitably live with representativeness… I am always concerned about it
and struggle to be a good person as a North Korean… (C, p. 11, L374-384)
The NKM participants cannot deny the tag, the person who came from North Korea, and
it is apparently the most essential distinctiveness within their life in the South. It definitely
influenced their behaviors and the ways of social interactions with others in the South.
Sometimes, the representativeness made them felt responsibility about North Korean issues; it
usually burdened them when the issues are bad for South Korean society. H said that as she
watches the news that North Korean government launched missile, she felt sorry for South
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Korean people (H, p. 12, L369-370). Moreover, when South Korean people ask the opinions
about politically sensitive North Korean issues, C felt bad:
One day, my boss loudly said to me in the subway, “In your country, North Korea, blah
blah…” I was not happy about it, but he was saying it boastfully. He always asked me,
“Does North Korea have this or that?” I was very upset…One day I entered his office and
he said so again: “In your country, North Korea blah blah…” And he asked me about
Kim Jung-eun, political issues and…the incident of Yonpyeong Island. He asked me,
“Hey, how do you think about this issue?” So I answered, “I don’t care about it because I
am not a politician.” I added, “That is their business, not mine!” And then, he began to
blame North Korea in front of me. He pissed me off. So I said to him, “Hey boss, North
Korea is not as bad as you think!” (C, p. 7. L222-233)
The topics his boss talked about tend to deal with negative aspects of North Korea and politically
sensitive issues between the South and the North. C was offended and even pleaded against the
negative expressions toward North Korea, being on the side of the North.
The NKM participants wanted to be regarded as ordinary people by others in the South.
They struggled to live life like others in the South and to be socialized in South Korean society.
However, the given tag, a NKD, made them necessarily assume the responsibility and burden as
North Korean representatives while they interact with others in the South. In other words, the
given inextricable tag as a North Korean hinders the NKM participants who seek to do, to live
and to be like others in South Korean society, entailing contradictions in their early days’
activities.
Ambivalent attitude of South Korean people toward NKDs. The Korean peninsula
was once one country, but now it has become two hostile parts toward each other in the duration
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of the war. The divided situation between the North and the South in Korean peninsula has been
influencing people’s thoughts toward each other. The NKM participants recognized the situation,
and it made them feel intimidated for living in the South as NKDs.
C: It’s is so interesting that we call each other one family but at the same time are
hostile countries. We are pointing guns at each other’s’ head. We are on cease fire
now…I was fearful of other people’s eyes because I was from the adversary country. I
know we are the same country people though. (C, pp. 14-15, L508-513)
I: I was very afraid of revealing my origin, because I didn’t know how they would
think of me. I know long time ago South Korea taught North Koreans as red monsters
and strangers. So I was worried about it. People may regard me as a badass, but I am not
that a person. (I, p. 6, L202-204)
In actuality, there are many biased attitude and opinions toward North Korea within
South Korean society. H perceived how South Korean people take an ambivalent attitude toward
NKDs while she watches TV.
Many foreigners appear on Korean public broadcastings. But, I’ve never seen NKDs
appear on the public broadcastings. All programs North Koreans appear are on cable TV.
As I see it, North Koreans are treated worse than other immigrants, although NKDs are
similarly foreign to them. Rather, foreigners show up on both public and cable TV shows
but North Koreans just appear on cable TV, not public ones. South Korean people say
“North Koreans are our family” and South Korean government provides a lot of support,
but I guess it is still difficult to open NKDs at a public level yet. (H, pp. 19-20, L611615)
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K recognized that South Korean people have hostility toward North Korean government
and their ideologies and it was reflected in the skeptical thoughts and reactions toward NKDs in
South Korean society.
K: At first, I really hated that people regarded NKDs as the North Korean regime.
We consider ourselves as victims of the North Korean government, too. If not for the
government, we would not have risked our lives coming here. We came here because we
couldn’t live there anymore. We are also victims. But why do South Koreans treat us like
we are the North Korean government? … (K, p. 12, L420-424)
K: Even though it is natural for every young adult or teenagers to agonize about
future career, when NKDs talk about their concerns on future career plans, they receive
biased judgments like it is because NKDs were tinctured with North Korean ideologies.
(FN, p. 4)
In fact, South Korean people call NKDs their family and provide various supports with
pity (Jeong & Song, 2012), but at the same time they have doubt or bear ill feeling toward them
(Kim, 2004; Yoon & Chae, 2010). Even though South Korean society accepts NKDs as their
citizens, people still have biased attitude toward them. The NKM participants perceived that any
words following “North Korea” itself brings a negative image in South Korea. As a matter of
fact, when I attend a meeting for North Korean youth defectors’ education program achievement
report hosted by Korean Educational Development Institute (KEDI), many of programs
implemented for NKD students intentionally remove the word “North Korean defectors” and
purposefully include some of South Korean students. The professionals indicated that it is
because there are negative images in the South for the programs with the tag “North Korean”
(FN, p. 8).
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The burden from the given tag as a North Korean and ambivalent attitude of South
Koreans toward them entails a contradiction especially in the adaptation activities of the NKM
participants. The NKM participants’ behaviors in social interactions with others explained the
contradiction; they tend to not to reveal their hometown to others on purpose as they meet people
at first, although they do not suffer the shame of their origin, North Korean.
I: At first, people asked me where I am from and I answered I am from
Gangwondo… there are several reasons I was lying. I was afraid and also wanted to
deceive my age…If I say I am from the North and make a mistake, people would blame
me, like saying “because you are from the North.” I hated that representativeness, so I
lied… (I, pp. 4-5, L156-165)
K: I frankly tell my husband now. When we were dating and before we got
married, my husband told his family [about me, a NKD]. But we already knew that not
everyone liked us [NKDs]. In particular, as you know… I heard people say to my
husband. “Why do you want to marry a North Korean? There is nothing lacking in you.”
So I told my husband, “I am satisfied with our current situation. We don’t need to tell
everyone [that I am a NKD]. It would be better for us not to.” It's not that I want to hide
the fact; I just figured there is no need to tell it. (K, p. 12, 404-409)
By hiding their hometown, the NKM participants experienced difficulties to make sincere
relationships with others in the South.
I had four friends and we became very close, but I didn’t say I was from the
North…because I didn’t want to be considered different from them. I thought there was
no reason to reveal it. But had pros and cons. When other friends called their parents, I
didn’t do so. Then they asked me where my hometown is. As you know, South Korean
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people talk about their hometowns a lot. What’s such a big deal? So I said I was from
Jeollado [one of the South Korean provinces], because I know how to speak Jeollado
dialect. And I told a lie that my parents live in China so I can’t keep in touch with them
often. This made me feel as if there was a limit to our friendship. I would like to talk
about everything but I can’t. And they also want to know more about me, but they can’t. I
really liked them, but it was somewhat [difficult]... (B, p. 2, L50-62)
Within the South Korean social context, the representativeness as North Korean was
given to the NKM participants and it is the most distinctive aspect they cannot detach by
themselves. Also, the contradictory situation at Korean Peninsula makes South Korean people
take an ambivalent attitude toward NKDs. South Korean society accepts NKDs as their citizen,
requiring them to be integrated into South Korean society, but they still tend to see them as
strangers, placing them in the problem category with fixed negative images. The NKM
participants even felt they were refused acceptance as the same citizen in South Korean society,
and it made them not reveal their origin, addressing difficulties to build sincere relationship with
others. It naturally addressed contradictions within their early activities to live life like others in
the South and to be socialized in South Korean society.
Learning and Identity Reconstruction in the Early Activities
Inner contradictions within the adaptation activity and the enculturation activity worked
as barriers for the NKM participants to adjust and to be socialized to South Korea. However, the
contradictions provided another opportunity for their learning and change. Also, through the
dynamic and continuous social interactions in the activity, they learned and reconstructed their
identity as outcomes.
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I categorized four outcomes of their learning and change while the NKM participants
interact within the social context by reacting and negotiating with contradictions and discussed
the process of their identity reconstruction within the early activities: (1) Learning South Korean
social culture, (2) Establishing strategies to be well adjusted, (3) Changing the ways of social
interaction, and (4) Expanding the perspectives on life.
Learning South Korean Social Culture
As time goes on, the NKM participants consciously and unconsciously resolved the
difficulties from different sociocultural and historical backgrounds between the South and the
North. In other words, while the NKM participants are gradually accustomed to South Korean
society and culture, they learn how to do and be like others in the South. A said that her makeup
style had changed from light to heavy like other South Korean girls, even though she thought she
had never intentionally copied others (A, p.9, L296-299). She unwittingly learned South Korean
girls’ latest styles. E said she does not feel people staring at her anymore after she did makeup
like South Korean people:
Recently, I don’t feel that much of people’s gaze…First of all, I put on makeup. As you
know, when coming to the South at first, it is somewhat different…Since I dress up like
other South Korean girls and try to speak like a South Korean, now I barely experience it
[people’s gaze]. (E, p. 7, L218-223)
The NKM participants are accustomed to having not only South Korean appearance or
speech style but also their ways of thinking. K realized that she was unconsciously imbued with
academic credentialism. As she thinks about going to a graduate school, she found herself
considering the name of graduate schools more significant priority than what she wants to study
(H, p.10, L343-348).
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The NKM participants indicated that they were unknowingly familiarized with South
Korean social culture. Learning and being accustomed with South Korean culture was the
intentional outcome in their early activities. According to the discussions about the base of
identity in social identity theory (Hogg & Abrams, 1989), identity could be developed when one
becomes an in-group member. At first, the NKM participants faced difficulties in learning and
reconstructing their identities in South Korean society, because they did not feel like they were
an in-group member in South Korean society, not perceiving similarities between themselves and
others in the South. However, through the acquisition of knowledge and skill to live life like
others and to be socialized in the South, they gradually become more involved in South Korean
social culture and moved from newcomers to full participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Within
the activities, the NKM participants have reconstructed their identities as an old-timer and ingroup member from a newcomer and an out-group member, similar to the move from legitimate
peripheral participation to the full participation in South Korean society.
Establishing Strategies to Be Well Adjusted
Learning South Korean social culture was an intended outcome in the adaptation and
enculturation activities. However, within the activities, the NKM participants not only naturally
learn about South Korean society while they participate in social practices but also actively set
the ways to strategically overcome the difficulties from the sociocultural differences. Namely,
they learn how to solve the contradictions from the sociocultural and historical differences by
aggressively setting strategies by themselves, becoming active learners.
Participants I and J who entered regular schools in lower grades with other younger
students because of the school year gaps not only experienced challenges to get along with other
younger students, but they also were under a lot of stress in the competition with younger peers.
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Thus, they found out their own tactic to resolve this problem. Participant I transferred to an
athletic specialty school to have more competiveness in athletic competitions than same grade
and younger peers (I, p. 4, L142-152). After transferring to the school, he could recover
confidence (I, p. 5, L166; p. 6, L196-199). J quit school and prepared for school qualification
exams by herself. She finally entered a college with same age students, skipping two years’
school year gap (J, p. 11, L358-365).
In case of F, he had difficulties in making South Korean friends when he entered a
college. It was difficult for him to understand what others sayings mean, and he had lack of
common conversational issues with them; it naturally made him estranged from them. F realized
the need to learn about South Korean society in order to get along with others. Thus, he
established a strategy focusing on professors’ casual talks at classes as a mediation to learn South
Korean society.
As you know, when professors lecture, they don't just teach class material. They talk
about political or social issues at the beginning of the class…When they said “Recently,
politicians have a lot of ethical problems…”, I would search the Internet to see how
South Korean political situations are going. When a professor said, “There are a lot of
Doenjang girls [It is a satirical expression used in South Korea for young ladies’
propensity to scrimp on essentials but to over-spend on conspicuous luxuries] these days.
“Who are they?”, I would look up the word Doenjang girls. And when someone said
“Recently when families of the bride and the bridegroom meet, they exchange a lot of
presents”, then I would search South Korean marriage culture… By doing so, I learned
about the South Korean society. (F, p. 6, L190-196)
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As K entered a university, to meet people and to feel a sense of belonging she joined a
Christian social club as her strategy of adjustment to new school life. K said that
Whenever I think of that time, I always recall being felt like being dropped off in a desert
all by myself…When I was attending the alternative school, teachers used to tell us
everything, every piece of information. “You have to do this and that today.” “If you
applied for a student ID card, you can find it at 000.” They helped us through everything
in class, but once in college, if I didn’t check the school website, I knew nothing. Seniors
helped juniors, even South Koreans, registering for courses. I didn’t know what I had to
take, but South Koreans were on the same boat when registering for classes. However, I
didn’t know what to do at all regarding other things! Even finding lecture rooms was
difficult for me. Once always guided by teachers, I was now in a total new situation
where I had to manage everything by myself. I would never forget that time. I really felt
like falling into a desert suddenly. Just dropped off with no prior notice. It was very
painful… It was too much for me handle by myself among them [South Korean
classmates]. So I decided to join the CCC [Campus Crusade for Christ], because when I
was attending the alternative school, I saw many Christian organizations help the school a
lot …
Q: Was it your strategy for adjusting?
K: Yes. If I had a strategy to adjust, it was joining the CCC. Otherwise I would
have [experienced more difficulties for adjustment] … Actually I don’t really mind being
left alone. I am not even that much sensitive about fashion trend. I am okay as long as I
am satisfied. Even in situations where others don't hang out with me, I just enjoy my time
alone ... I like to get along with others, but I don’t care if I cannot. I really enjoy my time
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alone, so I didn’t mind. But, how should I say, I needed something [to support me]
because I was accustomed to a life with groups and suddenly I was alone. (K, pp. 7-8,
L226-272)
The feeling K experienced was not merely from her lack of understanding of new campus
life. Rather, it is from structural differences between her previous life experiences and the
present one; she was accustomed to community life and doing given tasks in the different social
context of North Korea where job and work were assigned. K realized the difficulties in her
present living situation and decided to join the club as her strategy for adjustment.
As seen in these examples of the NKM participants, they actively learn and develop the
ways of adjusting and being socialized to new living situations. They aggressively established
the strategies by using diverse social mediations. While reacting actively to resolve the
contradictions within their early days in the South, the NKM participants have reconstructed
their identity as an active subject improving independent life skills, developing various strategies
by themselves.
Changing the Ways of Social Interaction
The given tag as a North Korean cannot be easily removed for the NKM participants by
themselves, because the fact they were from the North is one of the most important and
distinctive indicators identifying them. It hindered them from being socialized with South
Koreans. The NKM participants were not passive as they face the problems. Rather, they
developed strategies to resolve the difficulties by changing the ways of social interactions with
others for going beyond the fixed negative recognition toward themselves in the South.
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In case of C, he intentionally did not reveal his hometown because he did not want South
Korean people’s eyes toward him to be covered by his origin. When he looked for part-time jobs,
he did not say his hometown before he meets employers face to face.
C: When I apply for part-time jobs by phone, people ask me “Are you a Josunjok
[Ethnic-Korean living in China]?” Then I answer “No, I am a Korean.” If I say I am from
North Korea over the phone, they never reply back. So I always say I am a Korean. Then
they say “Okay, come see me.” And then I would go there smiling. Once sitting face to
face, I would tell them [that I am from North Korea]. When having a conversation face to
face, they get to know who I really am. But when I say I am from the North on the phone,
they cut me off with a prejudice. They get to learn about me when they meet me in
person. After meeting me and realize that I am a good person, I tell them I am from the
North. Usually, they ask me first, because they are aware of it from my speech style. I
would reveal that I am from the North but I always got the job. (C, p. 8, L263-270)
By hiding his origin before meeting employers face-to-face, C could deviate from the prejudice
about NKDs. In addition, he could let employers remove their prejudices about NKDs by
showing himself.
J focused on building sincere relationships by not to revealing her origins first before
others make barriers toward her, because she experienced how South Korean people react toward
her as they heard her hometown.
I used to reveal my hometown honorably because I didn’t think it was my fault nor my
choice. I did not think it was shameful that North Korea is my hometown. So I didn’t
know why I had to hide it. But I experienced that the minute I say I am from the North,
there is a wall built between us. After quite a while, I realized that this was not out of
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hostility, but out of ignorance on how to react. When we face something new, we don’t
know how to deal with it. It is the same. Their ignorance on how to deal with me made
barriers. So afterwards, I tried to stay close with others first as friends and same human
being, focusing on building sincere relationships, and then revealed that I was from the
North. Then, they can accept me the way I am without any barriers. It is not the same as
hiding my origin or telling a lie (FN, p. 6).
The strategies C and J mentioned were to make South Korean people not reflect the prejudices
about North Korean on themselves with just the North Korean tag. They tried to be accepted as
themselves, not as North Korean representatives.
Furthermore, the NKM participants took more active reactions to reduce ambivalent
attitude toward North Korea in South Korean society by introducing North Korea to people
around them; they thought that South Korean people’s distorted information and ignorance about
North Korea entail their ambivalent attitude toward them. Therefore, they decided to introduce
the real stories of the North to people around them. Whenever being questioned about the North,
H always answered it:
People have questions but they are really careful when asking, probably because they
think the questions might offend me. But I think it is natural for them to have questions,
because North Korea is a world they do not know. They must be curious. I also have
questions and I ask them, too… so I tend to answer attentively when they ask. (H, p. 14,
L438-440)
J intentionally brought up North Korean topics when she realizes her friends have
misunderstandings about the North. She said, “In fact, I try to tell my friends [about North
Korea]. Sometimes I naturally bring up topics they misunderstand [about the North] or I compare
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the South and the North to let them know more” (J, p. 14, L492-493). The reactions, introducing
North Korea to people around them, are more active behaviors to resolve the contradictions by
making effort to change South Korean people’s fixed recognition about North Koreans.
To resolve the contradiction from the preconditions of the given North Korean tag, the
NKM participants focused on building trusted relationships with South Korean people by not
initially revealing their hometown. Simultaneously, they introduced real stories about North
Korea to their acquaintances for releasing emotional and social difficulties from their ignorance
about the North and the associated ambivalent attitude toward them. While the NKM participants
make effort to reduce contradictions about North Korea by changing the ways of social
interactions with others in the South, they actively and aggressively reconstructed their identity.
It is not given but, redeveloped by themselves. In social interactions, they emphasized
themselves and focused on building the sincere relationships person to person, not limited by the
given North Korean tag. By doing so, they became more independent to identify themselves.
Also, the NKM participants could not easily deviate from the identity with their origin, North
Korean. However, by providing information about the North to people around them to give them
more knowledge about it, they set up as the representative of NKD, not by others but by their
own decision.
Expanding the Perspectives on Life
Within the contradictory situations living in the South as NKDs, the NKM participants
faced the contradictions caused by the burdensome responsibilities as the given
representativeness of a North Korean and emotional and social difficulties from South Korean
society’s ambivalent attitude toward them. Their previous living experiences within different
sociocultural backgrounds are definitely one of the main triggers of NKMs’ difficulties of

119
adjustment to new life. Also, the uncomfortable situations and relations within South Korean
society entailed losing self-confidence and doubting their own social adaptability; it obviously
hindered the adaptation and the enculturation activity. To resolve the contradictions, the NKM
participants appeared to shift their perspectives to see their present circumstances. The NKM
participants began to consider their previous living experiences were not merely useless or
meaningless; it led to changes in their viewpoints toward their own life experiences.
J shared an anecdote that allowed her to accept her previous living experiences as
valuable and meaningful learning resources.
I was losing confidence because I didn’t understand what others were saying. Other
students raised their hands to ask questions and did presentations, but I didn’t know
anything. One day, however, a teacher asked about mercury during science class. The
teacher asked students whether they knew mercury. I was not sure that the mercury the
teacher was talking about was the same mercury I knew. But it seemed to be the same
mercury, so I raised my hand and said I had seen it before. Nobody else raised their
hands. I was very surprised. The teacher asked me how I got to see mercury. Actually,
my dad had once stolen mercury in the North, because we were very poor. As you know,
mercury is very dangerous. My dad brought a bottle of mercury. I accidently poured it
out and it was very beautiful. It spread. I played with it for a while. It looked like beads.
Of course, I won’t do so now. I know it is dangerous. So I explained what I saw. Other
students seemed very surprised. Before this event, I thought everything I had experienced
before was meaningless. But after this incident, I realized that my experience can also be
a source of learning. In other words, I realized learning is not just studying what teachers
teach and what are in textbooks. Everything I experienced and acquired from nature
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could also be connected to learning. It was then when I started to value my experiences.
(J, p. 9, L313-325)
This experience in class gave J confidence to consider her life precious.
I too lacked confidence when I was young and everything I had seemed useless. When I
compared South Korea to North Korea, every aspect of the South was better than the
North and I was educated [after coming to the South] that South Korea is much better
than North Korea. People [North Korean defectors] who appear in media also say their
previous lives in the North were hell. It makes NKDs lose confidence and allow other
people to just pity North Koreans. But this is not true. Just as a flower can grow in a
gravelly field and flowers bloom everywhere, there are also both laughter and tears in the
North; there is love in family, people date each other, give birth to children and so on.
Life goes on. But South Koreans consider NKDs' previous lives as valueless. So
whenever I meet other younger NKDs, I always say “Be confident! The experiences you
have are valuable. The fact that you were born in North Korea is a very precious
experience other people cannot easily have. Don’t dismiss your experiences as
worthless.” (J, pp. 20-21, L705-715)
By positively accepting her living experiences and shifting the directions of the thoughts
that others generally have about NKDs, the fact she was from the North became no longer
burdensome for her, and she could be confident like others in the South. J not only shifted her
own viewpoint to see her previous living experiences, but she also became a person who
encourages other NKDs to be more confident with the enlightenment obtained through the
process of resolving the difficulties.
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B also expanded her viewpoints on her previous life through experiencing to resolve
difficulties in new living situations. At first, she was very lonely, and her new life seemed filled
with challenges (B, p. 9, L284-285). However, she said that the more she faced difficulties, the
stronger she became. B determined to survive here and had never lost a positive mindset. It
enabled her to have confidence about herself and her life.
In the North, studying was least of my concerns, but now I am a college student in South
Korea. I feel great pride particularly because I am from North Korea. I am more
confident than others. I am not dampened. I am a same human being and there is nothing
inferior about me. I have rather quickly adjusted here and have more experiences. I
underwent all sort of hardships and that is not what one can easily experience. I ask,
“Have you ever done something risking your lives?” This is my weapon. (B, p. 9, L275280)
As she behaves with confidence, others did not feel differences from her:
Since I am not that different, others whisper about me behind my back like, “Is she really
a North Korean?” “Did you hear that she’s from the North?” I think they do not feel the
difference because I do everything with confidence. One day, I asked some of my friends,
“Have you ever felt that I am different because I am from the North?” They said “No,
never. Except for your age [B is somewhat older than other classmates] I’ve never felt
you were different.” And once a student told me that he likes me, so I told him that I am
from the North. Then he said, “Really? But you are so confident.” …He added that “I
can’t feel any difference because you are so confident.” If I had behaved without
confidence, people would have said “because she is from the North.” (B, pp. 10-11,
L330-337)
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The negatively fixed images about North Korean could be removed from B’s confident
behaviors; it made other South Korean people recognize her as the same person, like themselves,
and to take same attitude toward her.
As the NKM participants take reactions of the contradictions by positively seeing their
previous life experiences and being more confident, they not only resolved the contradictions but
also learned the differences between the South and the North are nothing special. In other words,
they changed their thoughts that both Koreas are not that different place but the same people just
live in.
A: When I meet friends, I feel the difference because we have lived in different
contexts and have less grounds to sympathize on… So I think we are different. But when
I think about it again, we are not that different. (A, p. 4, L117-121)
C: I realized "Oh, we are the same Hanminjok [Korean ethnicity]!’ We are so
similar…everywhere, in school or at home, we are the same. I slept over with a family
once for a night and I realized that the human nature is the same. The only difference
were infrastructures like the building. The son of the family was younger than me. He
was a high school student and called me “brother.” He always talked about celebrities.
“Brother, who is your favorite celebrity?” I'm not interested in celebrities though. The
next morning, his mother woke him up. “Hey, get up and go to school!” Then the son
said, “Mom, let me sleep just 5 more minutes.” That was when I realized, how similar we
are. It is the same in the North. Mom wakes their children up and the children want to
sleep more. I experienced a lot of similar situations. It is really really the same. (C, p. 14,
L490-499)

123
G: I believe places that people live are all similar. Here [South Korea] is simply
more developed but it is the same [with the North]. When I talk about something, people
ask me if North Korea looks like South Korea in its 70s. Then, I say “Yes it does.” North
Korea is just one step behind. Every aspect of life is the same. Culture is also not that
much of a big deal…Here, cellphones, IT and SNS are more developed. But culture is
simply people meeting, chatting, eating, and going to school. Here there are more places
to entertain, like Karaoke or PC rooms. North Korea does not have these things, but it is
the same in that people meet, chat, and live. (G, p. 9, L311-319)
G: There are limitations in the North, like freedom. Of course, here we can do
everything as long as we have money, but without money limitations exist here too. It is
the same in the North. Even if there is money, there are limitations on what people can do
in the North because North Korea has social classes called Sungboon. But here in the
South, people have limitation too according to socioeconomic status. (G, p. 2, 47-50)
The NKM accepted their previous life and it allowed them to learn the difference
between the North and the South is not huge. They could have expanded perspectives to see the
society. Moreover, they recognized not all features embedded in their lifestyle from the previous
life in the North are inferior to the South. By comprehending some aspects in the North are better
than the South, they could overcome the difficulties from the pressure for adjusting to fit into
South Korean people’s standard.
H: North Korean people are affectionate, like sort of loyal to each other. On
national holidays, people share dishes with neighbors, exchange greetings, and look into
village elders. But in the South, there is no such thing. I barely see my neighbors’ face
here. It is hard to do so…there is no affection here. North Koreans invite others to their
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houses, while South Koreans go to restaurants. Since North Koreans have fun together at
their houses, they learn how to respect others’ parents and elders. (H, p. 13, L398-410)
H: North Korea is better than the South regarding home education…Respecting
parents is basic but South Korean children do not know it even though they might have
learned about it. There are many cases here where children murder their parents because
of money. In the North, of course it is partly because they don’t have money, but they
never send their parents to sanatoriums when their parents become ill. (H, p. 10, L291,
L307-309)
While the NKM participants resolve the contradictions, they realized the meaning of life
and expanded their perspectives on it. Within the social interactions in their daily activities, they
became not only a person who has a wide scope on life but also a confident subject, deviating
from the given tag as NKDs and the fixed recognition unavoidably acquired from the one-sided
evaluation in South Korean society.
Conclusion
There were two activities, the adaptation activity and the enculturation activity, in the
early days of NKMs in South Korea. These two activities comprised the activity systems
network of learning and reconstructing identity for NKMs within the early daily life in the South.
Within the activities, they learned and reconstructed their identities through social interactions in
South Korean context. They not only learned about South Korean society and culture, but also
learned to establish strategies for becoming well-adjusted, and they were socialized with South
Korean people by changing the behavioral patterns of social interactions. In addition, they could
have expanded perspectives on life from the activities. While they participate in the activities,
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they became the more active, independent and confident subject to live in the South Korea by
themselves.

Figure 9. The early activity system network
The outcomes of the activities worked to develop new revised objects beyond their
situationally given objects in the early days’ activities to the meaningful objects. As discussed
above, the NKM participants acquired knowledge about South Korean society and volunteered to
be the representative of NKDs for letting other South Korean people who have biased
information about the North rectify their wrong ideas. These are intended and unintended
outcomes in the early activities. Their changed behaviors examined their reconstructed identities
within the activities as the operational concept of identity and they are connected to another
motives and objects, directing different activities. In other words, the outcomes, knowledge
acquisition about South Korean society, and the realization to overcome challenging situations
living as NKD in the South, led them to have another demand to do something for going beyond
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adaptation or socialization. In fact, when the NKM participants are more involved in South
Korean social culture and become more proactive subject to live in the South, they at least began
to have consideration about their future life directions and solutions to release misunderstandings
about the North, going beyond adaptation or socialization issues. The details will be more
discussed at the following sections. The NKM participants’ new actions as the outcomes
influenced to develop new revised objects which direct new activities.
The Latter Activities of NKMs for Identity Reconstruction
The Self-development Activity
More insights about South Korean society. While settling down in South Korea
through the early activities, the NKM participants realized the changed living context that
guarantees the liberty of choice, which is different from the previous given and restricted living
conditions in the North. The insights about South Korean society guide the NKMs to realize the
need to live more abundant life in the South beyond adjustment. To find out the ways to go
beyond adaptation or socialization, the NKM participants reflected themselves and explored
career directions.
K and J described the time they initially considered future life and career directions. They
reflected and explored career directions as they arrived at practical knowledge about South
Korean society and were more involved in South Korean social culture through direct
experiences and social interactions within the early activities in the South. K underwent the
arduous process to follow South Korean educational curriculum. When she overcame it by
passing the school qualification exams in a short time, only then could she think about her future
life in the fiercely competitive society. After passing the middle school qualification exam, she
began to search the future direction of life, deciding to enter university.
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At first, I began with my own desire to study, but I lacked assurance to continue studying,
because I hadn’t studied for a long time and the South Korean [education] system was
totally different from what I learned from when I was young. Except for mathematic
formulas, everything was totally different. In particular, English was entirely new and too
hard. While I prepared for the elementary school qualification exam, I thought that if I
failed, I would quit studying and earn money instead. I prepared the exam with such
mindset until I prepared for the middle school qualification exam. However, when I
passed the middle school qualification exam, I began to think ‘I should study properly
and go to college!’ From then on, I contemplated about my career a lot. ‘What will I do?’
I thought the reason I study shouldn’t be just for entering college, but for something
beyond graduation. Such thought made me want to make a connection between what I
want to do after college and what I do in college. ‘What will I do?’ ‘What should be my
major?’ ‘What should I study?’ I mulled over it a lot. I spent about a year thinking about
it… (K, p. 6, L164-174)
Through the agonizing process of establishing the career direction, K decided to be a
Korean literature teacher for her future career. It was from reflecting about herself. K
remembered that she liked to read books in her childhood:
My dad passed away under a false accusation. So once I wanted to become a lawyer.
Then my grandmother fell seriously ill and passed away. It must have had a great impact
on me, so I wanted to become a nurse. I only knew a handful of occupations to start with
and I started crossing out one by one on that list. Finally, Korean literature teacher was
the last one remaining on the list, because I really liked reading novels. When I was a kid,
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I would borrow books if I had money, rather than buy something to eat (K, p, 6, L179185).
After thoroughly considering career directions, K applied to universities through the special
admission system for NKDs and finally received admission from a university.
For J, when other South Korean classmates reacted against her first ideal future dream,
she could be awakened about the necessity to set the feasible career plan.
When a teacher asked about my future dream, I spoke up and said that my dream is to
become a lawyer. My classmates’ reactions were “No way!” So I asked “Why not?” Then
they told me that becoming a lawyer requires formidable intelligence. I was very shocked
at first and was hurt. But then, I thought ‘No. I might need to accept their concerns more
seriously and in a practical matter, not just deny it emotionally. They could be right.
Then, do I have to change my future dream?’ I thought a lot. ‘What can I do with my
eloquence?’ I guess the second option that came to mind was teacher. (J, p. 12, L405411)
As J heard from other friends that to be a lawyer is not easy in reality, she began to
practically think about her future career, considering the reality of the society. It made J search
another feasible direction for the future career, and she finally made the plan to be a teacher. J
finally entered the department of Korean language education in a university through the special
admission system for NKDs as well.
The deeper and practical understandings about how South Korean society works through
social interactions with others allowed both K and J to reflect on themselves and to seek career
paths for making their life with the particular direction. Also, it finally led them to apply
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universities and they were admitted in the universities through the special admission system for
NKDs.
Dissatisfied with current life and self. As time goes on living in the South, the NKM
participants were accustomed with living in new life. However, they felt like something more is
lacking within the life and within themselves. In case of I, he did catch up with classes very well
in university. One day, however, he found out that he was too busy following South Korean
society without any thoughts and reflection, focusing only on receiving the high score. He
suddenly felt like he was being tinctured with capitalism too much. He realized the need to
reconsider his current life and to live an advanced life while he takes classes at university in the
South. Therefore, participant I began to consider his future life and his own image in his future
more seriously and finally decided to go abroad for reflecting on his life.
I did not fall behind in classes. I am a hard worker and I do my best. My main concern
was always about getting higher test scores. After I came to a capitalism society, I
became a capitalist whose main concern is about my own benefits. It’s a little hard to say,
but I followed money like an idiot. One day, it came to mind that I don’t want to live like
this. So I decided to go abroad. I thought if I were in another country, I could see my
current situation and how I was living. So I decided to go to Australia. (I, p. 8, L284-291)
Participant I was well-adjusted to his school life. However, he began to doubt whether the ways
he lives like others in the South are right way for himself. The confusion and reflection on
himself made him to decide to go abroad for reviewing his life directions and finding new ways
of life.
Like I, B also went abroad. After she graduated from the alternative schools for the
NKDs, she worked as a tour guide. While working as a tour guide, she had opportunities to meet
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foreigners. As she met foreigners, they showed curiosity about North Korea. Even though she
would like to share her life stories and let them know about the North, she could not say anything
except for ‘Hi’ in English. It made her to have a goal to learn English. She decided to study
English and went to the Philippines to learn English (B, p. 2, L37-40). Her learning travel began
in the Philippines and ended in Australia. While she stays in foreign countries, she realized the
needs of learning and decided to go to university after coming back to South Korea.
I realized the need of learning while I had a rough time in foreign countries. As I come
back to South Korea, I realized there are many opportunities to enter universities. So I
had my mid set on learning. As soon as I arrived in here, I applied schools. (B, p. 3, L7981)
Object construction and framing the self-development activity. The NKM
participants realized the needs to develop their life more abundantly and competently with their
own career directions beyond adjustment or socialization to South Korea. They began to reflect
themselves, explore career directions, enter university, and go abroad to develop their life and
career more competently beyond adjustment or socialization. It directed the self-development
activity.
In the self-development activity, various resources such as South Korean laws for NKD
support, diverse aid organizations for NKDs, and people around them were used for the NKM
participants as mediations to develop themselves and to seek competencies in their fields. To
give an example, E, who stayed in China for 10 years before coming to the South, heard that she
can parlay her Chinese skills in the South into finding part-time jobs and applying to colleges in
the South from a teacher at Hanacenter, a regional support institute for NKDs. She attended a
language institute, receiving government grants for NKDs’ educational aid, and finally obtained
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Chinese Proficiency Test certificate (E, p. 3, L84-90). She prepares to apply universities with the
certificate for receiving her competitiveness in Chinese.
The actions the NKM participants took in the self-development activity are intended to
advance their life and career in the South. The deep and practical recognition about the South
Korean society spurred them to take actions in the self-development activity. The actions were
not to live life like others in the South or to be socialized in the South either. Rather, it was to
improve their own life quality and develop career directions.

Figure 10. Self-development activity
The Reunification Preparation Activity
Inextricable emotional and physical bond with North Korea. As time goes on, since
the NKM participants became accustomed to South Korean society and culture, other people
even did not realize their origins from their appearance or speech style. It was one of the
outcomes in the early activities. They seemed like South Korean people. However, looking like
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South Korean or having South Korean citizenship does not mean that they deviated from
everything related to North Korea. Within the early activities, they could be more deeply
involved in South Korean society like other South Korean people. However, at the same time,
they could realize how difficult it is for North Korean people to overcome South Korean
society’s biased perspectives toward them within the activities at first hand. It made the NKM
participants to have strong emotional and physical bond with North Korea; North Korea, which
South Korean people see strangely, was the hometown they always miss and hope to visit again
someday, although it was the place they escaped with risk of death.
K: I usually think about and imagine my childhood and my hometown when I
cannot fall asleep. It makes me sleep comfortably. Frankly, I really wish I could drive
from here to the place where I used to live. And as you know, I am living a life that I
would never have imagined just 10 years ago. So sometimes I wonder “How would my
dear friends be doing now?” I sometimes think, “They must have gotten married like me
and could have children.” I know that their life would not be that much different from my
previous life. “They must be going to the mountains to gather wood. They must be
struggling to survive day by day.” And I had a person who I sort of had a crush on when I
was young. I wonder how he is doing. I really like mountains and trees. I am not sure
why, but probably because I was always surrounded by them in my childhood. I
sometimes imagine about mountains. I have a lot of memories, but I can’t go there. I miss
them a lot. (K, p. 12, L428-436)
G: When I had just arrived in Seoul, I suffered from depression for three months.
It was so painful. I thought I would die. It was so hard. I really, really missed my
hometown and wanted to go. When I heard the leaves rustling, it reminded me of the
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mountains I used hike back in my hometown. When I arrived here, it was the season
when frozen ground thawed. So when I walked on the softened ground, it reminded me of
North Korea a lot. Did you watch the movie, ‘My love, don’t cross that river?’ I like the
plot of the movie, but my favorite and most memorable part is when the willow trees
make a rustling sound in the breeze. While I watched the scene, I really, really missed my
hometown, the breeze I used to feel in the North. But here, friends dislike the breeze,
saying ‘It’s so annoying, it messes up my hair!’ How good it is to feel the warm breeze…
but I can’t go there again. I can’t feel it again. It is too sad. (FN, p. 26)
The impossibility to going back to hometown rather made the NKM participants to have
more eager to go back there. One of the friends of E said, “I really want to visit the North like
going abroad. I don’t even hope the reunification, but the only thing I just want is to step on the
ground of her hometown again” (FN, p. 28). J’s friend also mentioned that “I can find the ways
to go back my hometown if someone drops me off at the borderline between the North and
China. How I could forget it. I always dream to go back home” (FN, p. 27).
North Korea was the place where the NKM participants grew up and had good memories
with their beloved people. Their emotional bond was not from political opinions or ideological
loyalty. G said:
I don’t necessarily hate North Korea. I have a neutral emotion. I don’t think North Korea
is an enemy and Kim Jung-un should be killed. North Korea is my hometown, a place I
can’t dislike and would have to go back someday. I just think of the North like that. I
don’t have any hard feelings. (G, p. 8, L276-280)
North Korea is the homeland they eagerly hope to visit again. However, it is not easy to comfort
their homesickness and a longing for their people in the North within the reality of national
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division. Even if time goes by, the emotional bond with the North cannot be easily detached.
In particular, the NKM participants who still have family members in the North have not
only emotional but also physical connections to the North. When I met A, she received a phone
call from her mother in the North. Her mother asked her to send money, and she immediately
called a Chinese broker to ask the process for transferring money. Even though it is officially
impossible to call from the North to the South, it is not impossible to be connected with people in
the North through Chinese illegal services. She often makes a phone call to her mother and asks
her health like I do from the United States to my family in South Korea (FN, p. 25). In case of I,
since he also came to the South by himself, he always misses his family in the North as well. He
has been in contact with his father since coming to the South. He said whenever he makes
money, he sends it to his father in the North (I, p. 5, L175-182). Despite the national division
situation where the physical interaction between the North and the South is impossible, the
participant A and I are still physically in contact with their people in the North. It revealed that a
certain part of the NKM participants’ daily lives within the South are still linked to the North.
Dream to live in the reunified country. The longing for visiting the North again and
their family made the NKM participants dream of achieving the reunified country. C, E, G, and I
said they always dream to live in the reunified nation (C, p. 11, L388; FN, p. 27; G, p. 11, L380;
I, p. 13, L481-482). Moreover, along with emotional and physical connection to the North, the
practical problems the NKM participants faced within daily lives led them to the dream for
reunification.
One day, my roommate, E, and her friend talked about dating with South Korean guys.
They argued the issue of revealing their hometown before dating. E contended to be honest
before meeting date partners while her friend did not want to reveal it intentionally before even
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meeting them. Their argument was completed by making a conclusion about their desire toward
reunification. They agreed that they would not need to argue about this issue when the
reunification is achieved (FN, p. 29). This anecdote showed how much the hope of reunification
is strongly embedded in the NKM participants’ daily life issues.
The desire toward the reunification was developed while the NKM participants are
involved in activities where NKDs mainly compose the members. The activities enabled them
not only to build relationships with other NKD people but also to realize the necessity of
preparing the reunification. In case of B who came to South Korea alone without family, she
comforted her loneliness by getting along with NKD friends. She did not have intimate South
Korean friends in the school, and it made her lonely. B began to participate in activities
consisting mainly of NKD students to release her emotional difficulties in the South.
Participating in NKD student-centered activities, she consistently makes connections with other
North Korean people.
When I see announcements about activities for NKD students, I try to participate as much
as possible. There, I meet friends, my people (B, p. 6, L189-191) … The most difficult
aspect was loneliness. It was the biggest challenge. I tried to meet as many friends as
possible. Others could blame me, saying “She has not yet come to her senses!” But I had
to survive. I needed to meet someone to release the loneliness. So I met a lot of people.
(B, p. 7, L211-214)
B showed the sense of fellowship with other NKDs. The word “my people” B used to indicate
other NKD people denotes how much she has the sense of belonging within North Korean
communities in the South.
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Other NKM participants also participated in many activities centered on NKD people. In
fact, all of the participants in my research are involved in at least one NKD-centered community
or activity including alternative schools for NKD, churches, social clubs, NKD support
institutes/organizations operated by the government or civic groups. G became a member of a
church community centered on NKD people—but South Korean people can also be members of
the community—after she came out of Hanawon through a volunteer who works for encouraging
NKDs’ religious activities at Hanawon (G, p. 10, L341-364). In case of A, she began to go to a
NKD church with another South Korean member of the church who supported her at the first day
of resettlement in the South (FN, pp. 20-21). K joined a social club mainly consisting of NKD
students and some South Korean students who have interest in learning the North at her
university (K, p. 10, L328). J began to participate in a NKD-centered activity at an institute
through a NKD support organization teacher’s recommendation (J, p. 15, L502-506). E and her
friends often participated in NKD students’ activities as one of their alternative school programs
(FN, p. 12). The numerous organizations implementing various programs based on NKD
students’ participation provided opportunities for the NKM participants to be involved in diverse
activities such as reunification education, North Korean human rights activities, and volunteer
work for the community and so on.
The NKM participants felt the sense of belonging within the activities. In particular, they
liked to associate with South Korean members within the activities. K mentioned that the social
club she joined at university gave her the sense of coming to her hometown (K, p. 13, L330). She
spent most of time with the club members at the club room for her campus life (K, p. 13, L330331). She said that the club was the very unique place where North and South Korean students
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get along with together without any prejudices (K, p. 14. L335-337). G also said she has greater
affection to the NKD community at her church than others.
G: I could confidently say that it [the church community] has accomplished a small
reunification. Only those who absolutely wish for a reunification come and join. Nobody
with an equivocal attitude comes. It is a place where people with strong desire and calling
for reunification gather…I really love talking about North Korea with the South Koreans
there and have worship services together. I like it so much. (G, p. 11, L373-379)
By participating in the activities of the NKD-centered community and getting along with other
members, the NKM participants experienced their dream of the reunification seems like coming
true. It motivated them to involve in the activities more actively.
Converting ideas into actions. The participation in the activities centered on NKD
people not only provided emotional stability but also brought the necessity of taking actions for
preparing reunification to the NKM participants. J could have her mind set on actively
organizing and leading more activities related to NKD issues by participating in the NKDcentered activity. J hopes that other younger NKDs won’t undergo the same difficulties that she
experienced with other South Korean friends from the misunderstandings about each other in
schools (J, p. 15, L512-516). The participation in the activity enabled her to convert her
considerations into actions that she could not begin by herself. As she joined the NKD-centered
activity, she could learn what is necessary for NKD students and began to seek out ways to make
things more practically helpful for them (J, p. 15, L517-522). After the participation in the NKDcentered activity at the institute, J personally organized and led diverse activities such as a
college student bicycle tour program and a debating club that South and North Korean students
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join together. J intentionally organized activities where South and North Korean people can get
together:
By working together, people can change their thoughts. South Korean students see NKDs
as strangers, treating them specially. But I think this attitude rather makes NKD students
estranged from them. NKDs are not that special but just ordinary people who they have to
get along with. So I think it is better for each other to meet in person and get along
together over a course of time. It is literally a process of unification and consolidation (J,
p. 16, L540-544). Nowadays, North Korea issues are reported in a politically negative
manner. I would like to change South Koreans’ beliefs and spread positive influence by
getting together and emphasizing the message, ‘we [NKD] are the people who you have
to live together.’ Then, [South Korean] students can reflect upon themselves, like ‘I did
not have much interest on North Korean issues’ or ‘I had too much negative ideas about
the North.’ I want to ignite their thoughts. (J, p. 17, L576-580)
By organizing activities that South and North Korean students participate in together, J aimed to
correct South Korean students on the wrong ideas toward NKDs.
In case of K, while K participated in the activities of the social club to learn about North
Korea, to share NKD students’ life, and to discuss the reunification issue, she could realize how
other South Korean people regard North Korea and their people (FN, pp. 29-30). She decided to
let other South Koreans know the North more.
I realized that many South Koreans don’t know that North Koreans are living in South
Korea. So I decided that I should tell the reality, not because they are bad but because
they have prejudice out of ignorance. At first, I really hated that people regarded NKDs
as the same as the North Korean regime. I also consider us [NKDs] as victims [of the

139
North Korean government]. If it were not for the government, I would not have come
here risking my life. We came here because we couldn’t live there. We came here,
despite all the risks, so we are also victims, but why do they [South Koreans] treat us as
though we are the same as the North Korean government? It is because of their
ignorance… In my case, when I was a child, I also accused them [South Koreans], saying
they are a puppet army because I was taught so. So I thought ‘if they know us, they will
have interest [in us] and if they have interest and realize the truth, they will hold less
prejudice.’ So whenever I was asked for an interview [as a NKD], I unconditionally said
okay and did a lot of interviews. (K, p. 11, L381-392)
Participating in the NKD-centered activities allowed the NKM participants to put their ideal
thoughts and considerations for preparing the reunification into practical actions, giving them the
sense of responsibility as a NKD to correct South Korean people’s wrong ideas about NKDs.
Not only when participating in the activities but also while living in everyday life, the
NKM participants realized the necessity of taking actions to correct South Koreans’ thoughts. As
they faced South Korean people’s prejudices toward North Korea within daily life, they initiated
to do something for rectifying the fault.
As participant I realized the intentions of the reports about the North on media are
different from NKD people’s desire, he decided to find new way to let others understand the
North properly. He said that:
I think there are a lot of wrong aspects in South Korea. Even though they try to introduce
the North on news, the ultimate goal of television broadcasts is to earn money. When I
see interviews done with NKDs, they don’t intend to reveal the interviewee’s life. Rather,
it always aims to get high view rates…How do they raise the rates? They just focus on
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making people intrigued. So they let interviewees tell a lie about the North… I think this
is leading to a really wrong direction. So I am always concerned about ways to accurately
educate and tell about the North, and how to make people understand the North well… I
hope all world reports related to the North report them accurately and not exaggerate
about it…I still seek ways how to show North Korea correctly. One of my favorite ways
to do so is to let others know the North through me. I hope South Koreans get to know
about the North through lives of each NKD. (I, pp. 11-12, L425-451)
As he realized the misunderstandings about the North spread in the South, he began to
consider the ways to rectify them. One of the strategies where he can correct the wrong ideas
about North Korea was to participate in interviews for studies of North Korean issues.
There could be various ways to resolve the problem, and I believe this study about North
Korean issues is one of them which could help a lot. To understand someone, you need to
personally get to know their actual lives…When you know North Korea and its culture,
you get to understand why North Koreans are different. It is difficult for one person to
understand and then many to follow, but it is easier when many people understand and
then one person to follow. So I think helping studies related to North Korean issues by
participating in interviews is an effective way to tell about North Korea. (I, p. 11, L418425)
In fact, the reason participant I accepted my interview offer was from his hope that many
researchers who conduct studies about North Korean issues present the real stories publicly and
that the researches could play an essential role in mediating to let others have correct knowledge
about the North (I, p. 12, L440-444).
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When B sees how much South Korean people are indifferent about reunification issue—
unlike herself—she realized that more efforts to understand each other would be required by both
South and North Korean people.
Actually, it is necessary to diminish the sense of difference between the North and the
South. But when we [NKDs] tell about the North to South Koreans, they fear
reunification and they start thinking it would be very difficult to get along with each other
even if we do reunite…Once reunited, we all need to make efforts. South Koreans need
to understand North Korea and vice versa…I hope that there will be more programs in
which North and South Korean students can participate together. (B, pp. 12-13, L387400)
B emphasized the efforts of both South and North Koreans to achieve the reunification,
revealing her desire to have many places where both Korean people get together. B faced a lot of
ignorance and indifference about the reunification issue among South Koreans. Thus, as one of
the efforts to help South Koreans’ understandings about the North, B put her ideas into action by
working as an instructor of reunification education for elementary, middle, and high school
students.
There are so many problems. As I see, many troubles can occur after reunification.
Before the reunification, South Koreans need to be prepared. South Koreans need to be a
bigger plate to embrace North Koreans. But, many people today don’t have much interest
in North Korea, mostly busy with their own life. There are people who study about North
Korean issues like you, but there are not many…Rather, many have negative opinions
about the North. Even children and adolescents think North Korea is poor and badass
who develops nuclear. But you know, ordinary [North Korean] people are not bad. It’s
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the politicians that are bad and the ordinary people just follow their orders. But they
[South Korean children and adolescents] simply dismiss North Koreans as the bad guys
and off they go to study. I think there are a lot of problems regarding education and
people are gradually forgetting that the North and the South are one country. So, when I
participate in reunification education, I always emphasis that “We are one ethnicity. Even
though we are divided into two parts now, the North is not bad. The ordinary North
Koreans are pitiful people. But don’t see us [NKDs] just with pity. We came here to find
freedom. There are many friends like you in the North, too. They didn’t choose their
country. Did you choose to be born in South Korea? No. We didn’t have any choice
either. When I opened my eyes, I was in North Korea. I came to South Korea because I
didn’t want to stay there. Then, how should you treat NDKs? Is it alright to judge them as
bad people and bully them?” Then children say, “No, we have to help them” ... Then,
they start showing interest in North Koreans. This gives me great pleasure. Children are
simply ignorant about us… This is why communication is so important, just as when
couples date. Instead of just discussing the importance of reunification, it is important to
first improve South Koreans' perception. We [NKDs] play a very important role in doing
this. (B, pp. 11-12, L356-378)
Acknowledging the necessity to reduce sociocultural and perceptional gaps between
South Koreans and NKDs is another driving force for the NKM participants to take practical
actions to prepare reunification. In case of F, he joined to organize a NKD network for
improving recognition of NKDs among South Korean people by supporting young NKD juniors
and revealing NKDs’ voice. The members of the network experienced the power of the network
in the South and faced the reality that recognition about NKD people was getting worse while
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they participate in South Korean social practices (F, p. 9, L287-290). Thus, they decided to build
an organization to help younger NKDs and represent NKD people’s voices. F said:
We decided to make a support community for each other. Someday, we hope to help
younger NKDs. So we share information about scholarships, internships, or employment
opportunities and connect job seekers with employers. We receive sponsors from other
organizations and use that money as scholarships for younger NKDs. When Korea is
reunified, we want to have influence in politics and represent the twenty-eight thousand
voices of NKDs. Since our members have high social statuses here in South, it is our goal
to be prepared as an organization that represents NKDs. The group is not about receiving
support, but rather about having an equivalent power with other similar South Korean
organizations. (F, p. 9, L290-297)
As a matter of fact, F went to Dokdo [a territorial disputed island between South Korea
and Japan] to make their voices for protecting national security, held a music concert as
fundraising for NKD juniors’ scholarship and opened history classes in order to provide right
historical perceptions to NKDs as activities of the network (F, p. 8, L262-265). It was an effort to
improve the sociocultural and perceptional gaps between NKDs and South Koreans, reducing
misunderstandings each other.
Object construction and framing the reunification preparation activity. Even though
the NKM participants seemed like they were becoming South Korean people by being involved
in South Korean society and culture more deeply, the consistent emotional and physical bond
with North Korea and trivial concerns they faced within daily life increased their earnest hope to
achieve reunification. By participating in NKD centered activities and realizing ignorance and
indifference about North Korean issues through daily life, the NKM participants could initiate
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practical actions for preparing for reunification. They became interviewees, as NKDs, to tell the
true stories about the North, organizing diverse activities to reduce biased thoughts about North
Koreans rampant in South Korean society, and leading an NKD network for improving the
sociocultural and perceptional gaps between NKDs and South Koreans. The actions from the
needs to reconcile between the South and the North from their practical living experiences within
daily life in the South. It collated on the object, to build bridges between the South and the
North, and directed the reunification preparation activity.
In the reunification preparation activity, NKD-centered activities, social groups the NKM
participants engaged in, TV shows, and interviews worked as mediating artifacts to achieve the
object, to build bridges between the South and the North. Members in the activities and social
groups, stakeholders of TV shows, and interviewers became community in the activity. Rules
(e.g., the eligibility to join the members of the activities) in the organizations or groups in which
they participated, interview protocol, and regulations of TV shows in governed the activity as
rule. The NKM participants’ doings such as instructing South Korean people about North Korea,
educating other NKDs, interviewing, and the other members’ participation in the activities and
social clubs consisted of the division of labor in the activity.
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Figure 11. Reunification preparation activity
The Contradictions in the Latter Activities
The Contradictions in the Self-development Activity
Considering the circumstances under which the NKM participants receive information for
self-development in the South and their sociocultural and historical background, the NKM
participants inevitably faced challenges and difficulties in the activity. These are not from a
personal mistake of the individual NKM participants but from a structural conflict. I categorized
the causes addressing the contradictions with two aspects: (1) Lack of resources to understand
South Korean system, and (2) Low competitiveness in the South Korean competition system
Lack of resources to understand South Korean system. Even though the NKM
participants struggled to advance their life and career within the self-development activity, they
often faced difficulties from the unfamiliarity with the ways to reflect on themselves and the lack
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of understandings about South Korean society. In other words, it was not easy for the NKM
participants who never had opportunities to design their own life to set directions for a future
life. Even though they actively developed their own ways to survive within the previous life in
the North and the third country—unlike their parents’ or grandparents’ generation—it did not
mean that they were at liberty to decide their own life directions. For K, as she decided to enter
university after passing the middle school qualification exam, she reflected on her previous life
and her interests to find her career path. However, it was not an easy phase for K because she
had never pictured a future life before. Moreover, she had a lack of information about jobs in
South Korea, and people around her could not support and guide her career development well:
I didn’t know what I liked and I really didn’t know what I was good at. I didn’t know
what I wanted to do either. I had never thought about those things when I was young. My
dream was just to survive without hunger. So, I spent a lot of time figuring out these
things, especially since there was no one who could advise me. My mom was not there.
As you know, I didn’t have parents [at that time]. People around me had similar concerns
and we did not know each other well, because we had just began to know each other. So I
was agonizing alone. (K, p. 5, L164-172)
After deciding to be a Korean teacher for her future career, she finally entered a
university. However, there was not a happy ending story for her, because she realized that there
was no teacher education program at this university after she entered the school (K, p. 5, L186190). K transferred to another university in her junior year, but she could not take teacher
education program here either (K, p. 5-6, L190-196). Juniors were not admitted to teacher
education programs. The lack of information about the South Korean higher education system
discouraged her from achieving her career plan she narrowly established.
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It is not a special case that just K experienced. As a matter of fact, while I live with my
roommate, E, I could easily see the NKM participants’ lacking of basic and practical
understanding about career and South Korean systems of education (FN, p. 7). One day, E said
she wants to be a teacher and asked me which universities she has to apply to. She just had a plan
to apply universities with the goal to be a teacher, without understanding about the specific
processes of being a teacher, such as which department she has to apply to be a teacher, which
specific area she wants to teach, the differences between elementary school teachers and
middle/high school teachers, and the process of teacher qualification exams. She vaguely had
thoughts that she wanted to be a teacher after graduating university. A friend of E also searched
college entrance processes, but he did not know how to search the website of colleges’ admission
offices to find information about the application process. Also, he was not familiar with the
terms of the entrance processes such as the document screening. Even though the NKM
participants set their goals, such as entering university for making their own ways to live, they
did not have enough knowledge about South Korean higher education systems and did not know
how to access resources for accomplishing their goals.
J also shared the similar experience after she decided to be a teacher. As she prepares to
apply universities, she fell into confusion.
My plan to become a teacher was indefinite. So it was only when I had passed all of the
school qualification exams that I realized that I had to choose a major. I had no idea I had
to select a major. There was no one who helped me in this process because I studied by
myself. There was no one who guided my career plans and college entrance processes. I
didn’t even know which universities were there. I just searched ‘Korean top 100
universities’ on the Internet to check the names of universities. The top universities
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seemed too much for me, so I randomly selected several other universities, those that I’ve
heard of before. Then I made phone calls to those schools but they all said I couldn’t
apply. The deadline for application had passed for some and others did not accept
students who acquired secondary school degrees through school qualification exams. (J,
p. 12, L412-419)
The difficulties K, E and her friend, and J faced were not from their personal mistakes but from a
structural contradiction. It is not only the NKM participants’ feature—the lack of understanding
the South Korean system, especially in education—but also from a shortage of the practical
resources to understand the systems.
Even though there are various support systems to institutionally help their career
development within in South Korean government system, such as the special admission system
and vocational trainings, the problem often arises from the situation that NKMs do not know
specific ways to achieve their career plans. Moreover, since they grew up in the different social
context of North Korea where job and work were assigned rather than chosen, they are not
familiar with actively searching for information or finding someone who can help them to
develop their own career (Park, Y., 2009). In addition, as seen in K’s case, the NKM group who
moved to new living situations does not have enough scaffolding to guide their career thoroughly
(Lee, 2002; Park, Y., 2009; Park & Oh, 2011; Yu, Jo, Kim, & Bae, 2013). There are few people
who had considerable understandings about them with interest in their development.
Low competitiveness in the South Korean competition system. The criteria of
competition already established within South Korean society made the NKM participants face
another obstacle in the self-development activity. To give a typical example, as they enter
university, they had to compete with other South Korean students under the same criteria of
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competition as South Korean people. Even though they take benefits to receive admission
through the special admission system for NKDs, after entering the school, there is no exception
in competitions within the classes. However, the gaps in the competitiveness coming from their
different sociocultural and historical backgrounds could not be narrowed down easily.
For example, B learned English in foreign countries and had confidence in English before
she entered university. However, when she takes TOEIC (Test of English for International
Communication), which is a typical English test most of South Korean university students take
to apply internships or jobs, she received a very low score. She said she was not familiar with
this type of the examination (B, p. 3, L84). F also was concerned about the score on English tests
to prepare for his future career because he had never studied like other South Korean students
and it made him not competitive in the competition with others. F said:
The barrier to achieving my dream is English tests scores. I cannot compete with South
Korean students on English exams. Even though I can listen, speak and read English, I
can never get a good score on the exam because I lack the test taking skills. I am not
trained with the South Korean cramming method of teaching, so I don’t have the skills [to
obtain high scores on the test]. But I always see people receiving high scores when they
can barely say a word in English and are far from being fluent. (F, pp. 9-10, L309-313)
In fact, the score of English tests works one of the basic requirements when South Korean
people find jobs, even for part-time jobs. Within this South Korean circumstance, the NKM
participants, who had never trained fiercely like South Korean students and are not familiar with
the system of competition, unavoidably lagged behind, which was another challenge to achieving
their career plans in the society.
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In case of I, even though he kept up with the level of other South Korean students very
well, he felt his knowledge is too shallow to receive higher scores.
I guess my knowledge is too shallow, because I don’t have the roots of learning. As you
know, I didn’t learn step by step. Unlike others who have learned since childhood, I
studied the elementary school curriculum when I was twenty. No doubt that I have not
acquired depth in my knowledge. I can learn difficult parts, because others don’t know
them either. But because professors assume everyone already knows the basics, for me
the easy things seemed more difficult…I was always worried about getting high scores.
(I, p. 8, L277-285)
The NKM participants made efforts to be more competent for advancing their life and
career in the self-development activity. However, the competition is necessarily required for
them in the competition systems of the capitalist society. A fact of life, that they cannot easily
catch up other South Koreans within South Korean competition systems, could make them lose
competitiveness, and it blocks them from achieving the object, to advance life and career, in the
self-development activity.
The Contradictions in the Reunification Preparation Activity
In the reunification preparation activity, the NKM participants take more active actions to
reduce prejudices and rectify wrong ideas about North Korea in South Korean society, especially
through various NKD-centered activities. The activities not only provide opportunities for them
to have the sense of fellowship with others, but also to broaden thoughts about their role as
NKDs living in the South and to promote them to put their ideas into practical actions. However,
there are contradictions hampering the participation in the activities from the national divided
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situation and from the different stake in the participation in the activities between other NKDs
and the NKM participants.
Limitation of the participation in activities within the national divided situation. The
NKM participants who have family members in the North faced an unavoidable limitation to
participate in the NKD-centered activities. Because of the risk of their face or name exposure to
the outside, they always have to consider the participation in the activities that have possibility of
reporting through media. When the fact they escape to the South is revealed by North Korean
authority, their family in the North can be in trouble with severe punishment. Therefore, even if
the NKM participants want to participate in many programs of the NKD-centered activities, they
face limitations of participation to protect their family members from the danger of punishment.
It necessitates limitation of the participation in the activities. Whenever they join the activities,
they always pay attention to the exposure of their face, name, or backgrounds that could inform
their family members by media. In fact, participant A changed her name when she received
South Korean citizenship to protect their family in the North by hiding her identity (FN, p. 18).
In case of B, since her family members are still in the North, she released her loneliness by
meeting other NKD people through the participation in the activities, but she also limits her
participation. B said, “I would like to participate in as many programs as possible, but my face
should not be exposed. So [I can’t] … If possible, I really want to participate in everything” (B,
p. 13, L400-401). Even though B wants to experience diverse programs, she cannot because of
the NKD identity within the national divided situation.
Different stakes in the NKD-centered activities within NKD group. Another
contradiction the NKM participants faced was from the conflict between other NKD people who
have different stakes in the participation in the NKD-centered activities and themselves. For K,
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she decided to participate in TV shows with the intention of telling the real stories of North
Korea, to break South Koreans’ wrong perceptions and ignorance about the North. The actions K
took to change South Koreans’ recognition about the North intended to not only release NKDs’
challenges from the negative perception in South Korea but to also help South Koreans broaden
their understandings about the North. Whenever she received offers to interview as a NKD, she
always accepted it. However, as K participated in TV shows dealing with North Korean life, she
faced another challenge from other NKDs who had different purpose for appearing on TV. She
said, “I realized that there were a lot of people [NKDs] at the show who had different thoughts
from mine. They were just interested in easily earning money and becoming popular” (K, p. 11,
L395-397). In particular, K was upset when she saw other NKDs depreciate all aspects of North
Korea by comparing with South Korea:
Of course North Koreans are poor, it is true, but they are not simply bad and pitiful.
They, too, have a life full of precious things and some are even rich. … On the whole,
North Korea is inferior to the South, but this doesn’t mean that everything is worse [than
the South]. North Korea has many areas that needs change, but precisely because of this
fact we need to know more. This is why I decided to go on the show. But other guests
just simply depreciated the North. When comparing something, one side inevitably
becomes worse, and in this situation, the South is apparently better. As I listened to how
people from my same hometown talked, I no longer felt the need to be there [the show].
(K, p. 11, L 399-408)
K realized that for some time, the guest NKDs had been induced by the show host to talk
about stimulating stories or topics only South Koreans want to know (K, p. 11, L412-413). The
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different stake in the NKD centered activities among the participants eventually made K quit
being an interviewee for sharing the real stories about the North.
In fact, within the national divided situation, North Korean issue is usually used as a tool
for inducing political and social dynamics in South Korea. In this sense, even though the show
intends to introduce NKDs’ life and to broaden understanding about the North to South Koreans,
at the same time it would have different needs to pay attention to other factors like the ratings;
the contradiction is ultimately from the strategy of promoting NKDs to share stimulating stories
or topics South Koreans want to know within the national divided situation.
Learning and Identity Reconstruction in the Latter Activities
Learning and Identity Reconstruction in the Self-development Activity
The contradictions the NKM participants faced in the self-development activity were not
easily resolved by their own efforts, because the fundamental causes of the contradictions were
from the unchangeable fact that they live in South Korea as a person from a different society. It
is not easy to overcome the difficulties from the lack of the resources to understand South
Korean systems and their lower competitiveness within the South Korean completion system no
matter how they are accustomed with South Korean society. Facing the contradictions in the selfdevelopment activity, the NKM participants experienced the difficulties from the differences of
the contexts between the South and the North again. However, the NKM participants suggested
alternatives for resolving the difficulties and they reconstructed their identities within the process
of negotiating the contradictions in the self-development activity.
Finding a new role to alleviate the hardship for the next NKD generation. The
consistent difficulties from the differences gave the NKM participants new insights about the
necessity of finding a breakthrough to reduce the gaps they repeatedly meet while living in the
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South. The NKM participants suggested an alternative to release the difficulties from the
sociocultural and historical differences by themselves.
J considered the ways to resolve the problems from the NKDs’ lack of understanding
about the South Korean system and absence of scaffolding. She decided to share her experiences
in the South with other younger NKDs, not only to help them have more information about the
South Korean systems but also to encourage them, working as a scaffolding.
As you know, the role of mother is important when raising a child. When a child falls
down and the mom glances at their child with a sigh, giving the “You fell down AGAIN”
look, then the kid would be discouraged. But if the mother encourages the kid, saying
“No, it’s okay. You won’t fall down again,” then the kid will be more confident. When a
person is discouraged, she needs a lot of people to encourage her. However, even
teachers that take care of NKD students barely encourage them. There are only a few
teachers who help them sincerely. So I think the senior NKDs [early comers] can support
them, telling those who came later that “I experienced it. I was in your situation, but it
will all be okay. It [the failure] will be the source of your energy” (J, p. 21, L722-732).
J began to work as a volunteer teacher at alternative schools for NKDs and shared her stories to
other younger NKDs (FN, p. 23).
B also realized the importance of the scaffoldings encouraging new coming NKDs. She
said:
There are many new comers from the North in my church…A woman in her late-thirties
who came here two months ago said it is too difficult to live in the South, because she is
always concerned about how other people will think of her. My heart broke as I heard her
story. So I said to her, “Don’t worry about it. As I see you, you will adjust really well.”
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She was very appreciative of my words, because saying “You can do it” is better than the
simply saying “Cheer up!” I hope there are more people who can encourage them in this
way. I was also discouraged at first, when people told me “You have to adjust to the
South Korean society. You have to survive in the capitalism society.” At one point, I
even thought my life will end here as a waitress. (B, p. 11, L345-356)
By encouraging other NKDs and sharing the experiences she underwent, B began to work to help
other NKDs overcome the difficulties from the lack of resources to develop their life and career
in the South.
While the NKM participants experience the contradiction in the self-development
activity, they worked out their own salvation, establishing the new role to encourage other newly
arriving NKDs as a scaffolding and to alleviate the hardship NKDs consistently meet by sharing
their experiences. They reconstructed their own identity as a scaffolding for other NKDs.
According to Stryker (1968, 1980, 1991), by designing their own positions and roles, people not
only designate their own role at the structural position but also perceive the broader situations. In
this regard, having new roles as a scaffolding could allow the NKM participants to have
broadened perspectives to consider their positions and roles. In fact, they began to designate their
roles, considering the life and career of the entire group of NKDs beyond an individual level of
self-development. Of course, it would be difficult to completely resolve the difficulties NKMs
inevitably experience in the South. However, by suggesting alternative ways to mitigate the
challenges not only for themselves but also for the next new-coming NKD generation, the NKM
participants began to consider the development of the ways to advance the entire NKD group’s
life and career.
Using the NKD distinctiveness as competitiveness. To overcome the challenges from
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their unavoidable low competitiveness within the South Korean competition system, the NKM
participants found new weapons against the competition. They converted their thoughts about the
NKD distinctiveness to one of the competitiveness to advance their life and career. The fact they
are NKDs entailed difficulties in their everyday life activities, but the NKM participants changed
the perspective to see it as a resources to resolve the contradictions in the self-development
activity for having competitiveness.
In case of K, when she could not take teacher education programs to realize her career
plan (a contradiction because of her lack of understanding about South Korean higher education
system), she changed the direction of her career plan. While she takes literature courses in
university, majoring in Korean literature, K perceived the differences in contemporary literatures
between the North and the South.
While I studied Korean literature, I realized that contemporary literatures are totally
different between the North and the South. It is almost impossible to consider them as the
same genre of literatures. In the North, all literatures have the purpose of praising.
Introduction, complications, and climax are different but the resolution is always the
same: praising the Kim family or loyalty to the government. So if once reunified, how
can we teach literature? It is impossible to teach North Korean literatures in South
Koreans, but South Korean literatures can’t be taught immediately to North Koreans
either. Not only will North Koreans not understand them but also we should not teach
them in a unilateral manner. I was concerned about these issues. (K, p. 6, L199-206)
She realized that she is the only person who can discern the differences of the literatures
between the North and the South as a South Korean student coming from the North. Thus, she
decided to develop the integrated curriculum for both North and South Korean literature
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education as her new career path. That is, she applied her distinctiveness as a NKD to her own
competitiveness in career development. K accepted the NKD identity as one of the uniqueness of
herself to be more competent in the South Korean competition system. At first, her identity as a
NKD brought the contradictions in the self-development activity, but now she rather uses it as
one of the main resources allowing her to advance her career with competitiveness in the South.
She reflected, “I think to myself, ‘I'm the only person who can do this.’ This is not because I
have great pride, but because I really think it is necessary” (K, p. 14, L496-497). By doing so, K
not only has confidence in what she is doing but also feels the sense of duty to do something as a
NKD student in the South. Namely, while she resolves the contradictions, she learns where needs
her and what she has to do as a NKD.
J also used her NKD identity as a source to resolve the contradictions within the selfdevelopment activity. She rather emphasized her NKD identity as a special aspect to build
relationships with others and to apply to various areas in her life.
At first, I was concerned about how people thought of me if I introduced myself, by
saying “I am from North Korea.” Now, however, I use this to get closer with others.
When people first meet, there is no particular topics to talk about. As you know,
conversation topics are very important in social relations. [As a NKD] I can have my own
color and reveal it to others, so that they gain interest in me. Others need something to
start the conversation, but don’t have anything special to talk about. But me? When I did
a presentation to introduce by myself at the language institute, I wrote ‘North Korea’ and
then talked about myself and shared my stories…The process of transforming peculiar
aspects into ordinary aspects is necessary for us. When we use it [NKD identity] with
confidence, we can apply it in many areas. (J, p. 21, L732-741)
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When the NKM participants face the contradictions in the self-development activity, they
resolved it by making their own ways. In particular, through the social interactions within the
South Korean context, they learn how to react and negotiate the contradictions in the selfdevelopment activity. The process involves resolving the contradictions to reconstruct their
identities as a more confident and assertive person who developed their own life and career with
competencies.
Learning and Identity Reconstruction in the Reunification Preparation Activity
Within the reunification preparation activity, the NKM participants began to consider
what they have to do as NKD in the reunification preparation activity. This went beyond the
concerns about their own life and career development. Rather, it was from the consideration
about the future of the nation. In the adaptation activity, the NKM participants introduced North
Korea to people around them as one of the reactions to resolve the contradiction from the
negative recognition of the given North Korean tag. Now, in the reunification preparation
activity, they broadened the areas by more actively participating in systemic activities to inform
North Korea for breaking misunderstandings and indifferences rampant in South Korean society.
By doing so, they reconstructed their identity as the mediator who connects the South and the
North, providing initiatives for broader understandings about each other.
Planning individual career paths with the national issues. When K faced the
contradiction during her participation in interviews on TV shows, she quit the show and refused
other interview offers too. However, this does not mean that she would not do anything anymore.
K said, “Yes, I was quite doubtful, but nevertheless I thought I had to do something and it was
my job to do so” (K, p. 11, L416-417). K still realized the need to do something to build bridges
between the South and the North. She showed to shift the direction of her doing. K decided not
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to participate in TV shows or interviews invited by South Korean people as the guest of the NKD
anymore. However, she set the more specific goals to mediate the South and the North at her
present position by herself. She began to study contemporary literature of the North and the
South as a graduate student and wrote her thesis about the integrated contemporary literature
education for girding future Korean education in the reunified era. By working at her position
with the particular goal, K showed herself to be proactive in her work:
Some people ask me, “You put in a lot of effort, but what if Korea never reunifies?”
Although my research always assumes reunification, it is okay even if reunification does
not happen during my lifetime. Because I believe it will definitely happen someday and it
is necessary at some point. Even if my research won’t be realized after the reunification,
those who are currently in the South can still be educated based on my research. If the
North suddenly opens up everything, the step [to prepare education for both South and
North Koreans] will definitely be required, so it [achieving the reunification within my
lifetime] is not a big concern … Sometimes I wonder if I am too idealistic, but I just want
to continue what I am doing. As I progress on my master’s degree, I realize how much I
still don't know and how much I need to study more deeply … I really want to do
research on what is necessary. (K, p. 14, L496-512)
In case of G, she began to study literary creation in university in order to write novels
which have North Korean background. She wants to make South Korean people more familiar
with the North through her novels when the reunification is achieved.
I will write a novel. The novel will be staged in North Korea. When I was in the North, I
vaguely wanted to be a writer. After coming to the South, I pondered about writing
novels and wanted to provide an indirect experience, just as others writings do, such as a
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dissertation. Novels can do the same. Reunification will be achieved someday. We don’t
know when, but it will definitely happen someday. But South Korean people still have
prejudices and biased perceptions of the North. So, if I could write about the daily lives
of ordinary North Koreans, it could help South Koreans realize the life in the North is
similar to theirs and not that different…I don’t know how powerful my writing can be,
but it is my dream, one of my dreams. I hope when reunification is achieved, people will
be familiar with each other. I just want to provide the opportunity [for South Korean
people] to experience [North Koreans’ lives] indirectly first. As you know, all lives are
similar, not that different. We [North Koreans], too, are the same human beings and have
potential. (G, p. 14, L490-504)
Including K and G, the NKM participants showed consideration about national
development. They planned their career paths to contribute to national development. Participant I
majors in business management in university, because he dreams to be a professor in the North
after reunification in order to develop business models fitting into North Korean society.
I want to become a PhD in business management. My dream and my goal is to be a
business professor in North Korea after reunification. There is no concept of business
management in the North. There are a lot of black markets but, they are all illegal in the
North and so, there is no such word as ‘business’ in North Korea. So they can’t learn
about it in depth. Knowledge is necessary to make improvements. Since I am more
familiar with North Koreans and because I am one of them, it could be easier teaching
this concept to them and perhaps they could accept this better because I will not have
prejudice towards them. If I am right about this, it is naturally for me to go into the North
to teach. This is my goal, but more like a dream, because reunification is a prerequisite. I
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would like to complete my PhD overseas, and if reunification is not achieved by then, I
would like to live abroad and acquire a permanent resident status or citizenship to enter
the North to teach, even if it is as a volunteer worker. (I, pp. 12-13, L460-477)
The contradictions from the national divided situation and the conflict of interest among
the NKD group still require ongoing efforts to be resolved. It will not be easily and perfectly
solved by NKMs’ endeavors. However, the contradictions definitely worked as a driving force to
reconstruct NKMs’ identity as a person who plays roles of the mediator and the contributor for
the national development and to learn the ways to establish career plans and directions more
proactively.
Conclusion
Acquiring knowledge about South Korean society and realizing the hard situations living
as NKDs and the necessity to overcome it in the South led the new object, to go beyond
adaptation and socialization, as the outcomes of the early days’ activities. The outcomes caused
the needs for directing the latter activities, developing the objects, to advance life and career and
to build bridges between the South and the North.
Within the latter activities, the NKM participants expanded their mind to see their career
and life directions from the individual matters to the national development issues, reconstructing
their identities as one of the learning outcomes. They began to consider the next NKD
generations’ career and life development, setting their roles to alleviate the hardships most NKDs
unavoidably experience in the South. In other words, they established their own new identity by
themselves as the scaffolding especially for the younger NKD generation, to promote the
advance of the entire NKD group. In addition, they reconsidered the NKD distinctiveness as
competitiveness, deviating from the existing negative recognition about it. By doing so, they
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realized they were a unique generation who has knowledge about both South and North Korea,
which allowed them to be a more confident and assertive subject in their activities. Furthermore,
the NKM participants began to play a mediator role in contributing to national development by
proactively setting their career paths and implementing them with the national issue, the
reunification.
The unintended outcomes of the latter activities also provided the possibility of
developing a newly revised object for the NKM participants’ next activities. Their doings from
the outcomes of the self-development and the reunification preparation activities were from the
need to take responsibility as the important NKD generation for achieving reunification in the
Korean peninsula. While the NKM participants talked about their efforts to resolve the
contradictions within the self-development and the reunification preparation activities, they
indicated their sense of duty for setting the grounds for reunification. C said, “Inevitably, we
have to think about reunification, because our role in it is critical” (C, p. 11, L375). Likewise, G
commented, “As I see it, we, the younger generation is preparing the grounds for reunification.
This is really critical. We have to build a strong foundation, but sometimes it is upsetting to see it
go wrong” (G, p. 16, L539-542).
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Figure 12. The latter activity system network
The realization about their roles as the important generation for leading reunification
opened the possibility to address the NKM participants’ new activities with the new object, to
achieve reunification. Although their works are in progress or merely ideal thoughts now, it
implies the NKM group could play an important driving force role in accomplishing
reunification in the Korean peninsula in the future.
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Chapter 6
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
In this chapter, I present the conclusions and discuss the implications of the study. I
conclude that the identity reconstruction is a continuous process through social interactions
within daily activities. CHAT provides the specific explanations to examine the process of
NKMs’ identity reconstruction as the theoretical framework. Also, NKMs are active subjects of
learning in the South by reacting to the difficulties and resolving the contradictions faced in the
activities.
Reconstructing Identity as Continuous Process
Identity is not a given thing but a discursive one, constructed by social interactions within
social contexts (Berger & Luckman, 1966; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Torres et al., 2012; van
Oers et al., 2008). In this study, the sociocultural and historical elements considerably influenced
the ways of the NKM participants’ actions and interactions within the activities for identity
reconstruction, working as mediating artifacts. For example, capitalism and credentialism, the
dominating ideologies in South Korean society, worked as one of the most influential
sociocultural and historical elements to direct the NKM participants’ activities. In fact, the data
revealed that the first actions NKM participants undertook were resuming to study and beginning
to work upon arrival in South Korea. These actions were conducted within the capital and
credential-centered sociocultural contexts of South Korean society by social interactions with
others in the South.
Within the operational concept of identity from doings of individuals, the process of
behavioral changes examined how the NKM participants reconstruct their identities. In the
activities for identity reconstruction, the NKM participants showed the behavioral changes as the
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outcomes of social interactions. Participating in social practices in the South (e.g., entering
schools, beginning to work, etc.), the NKM participants learned South Korean social culture,
norms, rules, ways of life and so on. The more they became involved in South Korean social
practices, they more they learned about South Korean society; this led to changed ways of
actions and interactions in the activities.
In addition, contradictions the NKM participants experienced in daily life activities
significantly influenced the outcomes, learning, and identity reconstruction. The NKM
participants unavoidably faced structural conflicts in the activities, especially from the
sociocultural differences between their previous living situations and current life or the national
divided situation. The contradictions lead to new patterns of the NKM participants’ behaviors
(Engeström, 2001) through the efforts to resolve the contradictions. That is, within the process of
reacting to the contradictions by creating alternative ways, the NKM participants changed their
behavioral patterns, reconstructing identities. As a matter of fact, as the learning outcomes, the
NKM participants were not only accustomed with South Korean social culture, but also
established strategies to be well adjusted, changed the ways of social interactions and expanded
the perspectives on life, indicating the identity reconstruction as in-group members, active
subjects improving independent life skills, voluntary representatives of NKD and confident
persons with a wide scope on life in the activities. In this sense, identity is not the thing an
individual NKM develops through self-endeavor, but the process continuously developing and
reconstructing in the activities by social interactions. Namely, learning and reconstructing
identity are not individual achievements; instead, it continuously took place as the process while
interacting with others in social contexts as a sociocultural phenomenon.
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Moreover, the reconstructed identities as outcomes of the activities address expanded
objects and activities. As mentioned above, as the outcomes of the activities, the NKM
participants’ identities has been reconstructed, showing changed behavioral aspects. In this
study, it was revealed that the reconstructed identities promoted to create the new revised objects
and new activities. When the NKM participants become more proactive subjects to live in the
South as the outcomes of the early activities, they became more knowledgeable about South
Korean society and began to seek solutions to minimize misunderstandings about the North. The
outcomes addressed the objects like going beyond the adaption or socialization, leading new
actions. In fact, based on the outcomes of the early activities, the NKM participants constructed
the objects in the latter activities. Also, in the latter activities, the NKM participants
reconstructed their identities as scaffoldings, mediators, and contributors. By taking the roles of
the reconstructed identities, the NKM participants began to have the sense of duty for setting the
basis of reunification, and it opened the possibility for new object construction of the new
activities, bringing the necessity of taking new actions to successfully perform the duty. In this
sense, the reconstructed identities were not only outcomes of an activity but also causes leading
to other activities occurring later. Even though I regarded the identities as learning outcomes of
the activities at first, I found that the identities could become an important element for promoting
new actions and another object construction, leading the different activities. I analyzed the
sequential activities of NKMs’ daily life in the South by asking their first living experiences in
the South and current life in this study. In this regard, the finding—the identities were outcomes
of one activity system and became causes leading another activity system which is followed
later—explicates the identities’ continuously evolving and changing features within activities in
social contexts.
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Until now, much literature on identity in adult education misses reflecting the intrinsic
feature of identity within the research design and results. They tend to superficially discuss the
feature of the continuous evolving and developing identity, mainly using the concept of beings to
analyze identity. However, this study clarifies the nature of identity and provides specific
explanations about the process of identity reconstruction within the daily life, overcoming the
limitation by shifting the concept of identities to doings. Identity reconstruction is continuous
learning occurring in daily life situations as a sociocultural phenomenon. In this sense, I suggest
that the research dealing with identity issues in adult education area need to reconsider the
concept of identity for investigating the adult learners’ identity issues, reflecting the critical
feature of identity.
CHAT as the Useful Theoretical Framework to Examine the Process of Identity
Reconstruction in Adult Education Field
CHAT, a new approach for understanding identity as a process, examines the process of
NKMs’ identity reconstruction in this study. Until now, much of the research has discussed the
identity construction and reconstruction issues, regarding the influence of sociocultural elements.
However, they have limitations for explaining the ways of constructing and reconstructing
identities in daily social contexts without specific theoretical frameworks. Even though they
emphasized the necessity of considering the sociocultural context of adult learning, in particular
occurring in daily lives, they fail to explain the process of identity reconstruction as a
sociocultural learning phenomenon with current adult learning theories that primarily focus on
individual learning, cognitive or psychological changes based on dualism, and formal
educational settings (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970; Knowles, 1970; Lave & Wenger, 1991;
Mezirow, 1996). The current adult learning theories primarily discuss individual level of
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learning. That is, they employ the individual as a unit of analysis, assuming internal
transformation and individual changes as learning outcomes without considering sociocultural
influences and specific theoretical frameworks. However, CHAT overcomes the limitation by
providing the concept of activity as the unit of analysis. CHAT regards learning as occurring in
sociocultural context in the activities of daily living situations including formal, non-formal, and
informal settings with understanding about the social level of learning through the concept of
activity.
In addition, the concept of activity explains the influence of sociocultural and historical
influences, employing the constituents, sociocultural mediating artifacts in the analysis of the
identity reconstruction process, while the current adult learning theories do not suggest specific
sociocultural and historical mediations. Also, it explains how the sociocultural and historical
elements interact with each other and how they address the outcomes, especially through using
the concept of contradictions and explaining the subjects’ reactions toward them. Therefore,
CHAT provides a practical contribution to adult learning studies for investigating adult learners’
identity reconstruction within formal, non-formal, and informal settings as a sociocultural
learning phenomenon. Also, CHAT assists the researchers to confirm the identity’s intrinsic
feature that is routinely created and sustained in the activities (Giddens, 1991). In this sense,
CHAT is the meaningful and useful theoretical framework to examine the process of identity
reconstruction beyond the current theoretical limitations.
NKMs as Active Subjects of Learning in South Korea
The NKM participants in this study revealed their experiences in South Korea. All the
interviewees indicated their challenges in starting a new life in the South were not easy, even
though they already had some knowledge about South Korean society before coming to the
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South. The different living situations between their previous life circumstances and South Korea
required them to learn almost everything from the beginning. They struggled to become
accustomed with South Korean language, culture, norms, ideologies, and systems and so on. One
of the interesting points is the NKM participants resolved the difficulties from the sociocultural
and historical differences relatively easily. It could be explained from their life trajectories. That
is, the NKM participants were already exposed to South Korean media from the North and the
third countries they stayed on the way to the South, and they had developed flexibility and
adaptability to save their lives while they endured harsh and tough life experiences for survival
before arriving in the South. The prior knowledge about the South and their life experiences
allowed them to be able to adjust to the new South Korean social practices relatively smoothly as
time went on.
However, the difficulties caused from the national divided situation itself could not be
easily resolved. In particular, the fixed negative recognition of South Korean people toward them
and emotional hardship such as loneliness and longing for their family and hometown could not
be easily reduced, even after significant time living in the South. The NKM participants,
however, did not passively conform to the situations; they made their own efforts to release the
difficulties, actively seeking the ways to resolve the challenges. They are the generation who has
active and critical thinking, unlike the previous adult generations who are accustomed to having
loyalty for the government due to their indoctrination. They described their ceaseless efforts to
overcome the challenges, achievement and their aspirations for the future. To find breakthrough
in the challenging situations, they not only shifted their perspectives to see the difficulties but
also converted their ideas on actual actions. By doing so, the NKM participants began to recover
confidence and to have broadened standpoints to see other people and the society. Also, while
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they experience exposure to political issues within the process of escape and adjustment to South
Korean society, they could acquire broadened perspectives to see the society. With the sense of
duty and responsibility for preparing for reunification in Korean peninsula, the NKM participants
defined themselves as the important generation for the future Korea.
The process of the NKMs’ identity reconstruction examined the assumptions in current
discussions of NKDs have critical points. That it, while current discussions of NKD issues tend
to see NKDs as a passive object of being adjusted to the South by emphasizing NKDs’
challenges (Kim & Bae, 2010; Kim & Shin, 2014; Lee, 2012; Park, Y., 2009), this study’s
findings showed the NKMs are the active subjects of learning in the South, reviewing their
reactions to the challenges and the ways of reconstructing their identity in daily activities. Of
course, this study could not generalize to say that all the young adult NKDs are the active subject
of learning; some of them still experience hardship living in the South and some of them will fall
into frustration. Also, the structural conflicts still remain within the national divided situation,
regardless of their endeavor. However, the intention of this study is to illuminate the stories of
NKMs in South Korean society which has been a missing link in current NKD issues. This study
suggests remembering that NKMs are not only the emerging population group in South Korean
society, but they are also the promising generation with the possibility to play the leading role for
achieving the future reunification. In this sense, the study’s findings provide meaningful
suggestions to create a road map of career development for NKMs as a driving force to achieve a
reunified Korean peninsula. This study not only contributes in providing a broadened
understanding about a new generation of NKDs, but it also offers ways to overcome prevailing
negative perspectives about NKDs in the South.
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Implications and Suggestions
In the field of adult education, people who are excluded in the center of social settings
traditionally are the major subject in discussions. In this sense, the discussion about NKD issue
provides meaningful implications to not only South Korean society but also academic realms in
adult education. As the outcomes of the daily activities in this study, the NKM participants
reconstructed their identity as the active learner, independent and confident persons, scaffolding
for next NKD generation, and mediator and contributor for preparing reunification. By
establishing their identities and roles, they make plans and goals for their future life and career
with the wide consideration of the national development.
According to McCall and Simmons (1960), legitimating the role identity from others and
themselves plays a critical role in leading individuals’ behaviors. In this regard, to address
NKMs’ more proactive behaviors for their life and career development, their new identities will
need to be legitimated by themselves and by others in the South. In other words, South Korean
society needs to practically accept and encourage NKMs’ new role identities and activities, going
beyond institutionally providing aid systems for NKDs. So far, most of activities NKMs
participate in tend to be implemented by South Korean government officials or South Korean
civic organizations. In fact, a large proportion of the activities are initiated by South Korean
stakeholders and NKDs are involved in them as passive participants. Of course, the activities
contribute to improved NKD adaptability and their learning about South Korean society.
However, to practically help the NKMs for not only survival but also improving their quality of
life, it is necessary to empower NKMs as a constituent of the society by accepting and
encouraging their new role identities. To promote social changes, it is important to trust people
and empower through participative decision making (Horton, 1990). This is the reason why I
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strongly suggest that the activities or the programs should regard NKD people’s needs and listen
to their voices, engaging them as the main subjects. The range of NKMs’ participative decision
making could be various from formal, non-formal and informal social activities and programs.
By encouraging NKMs to share and participate in decision-making within diverse formats, they
could have empowerment to be prepared as a mediator to connect the North and the South for
leading changed reunified Korea in the future. Currently, there are no practical government
policies or systems to improve NKMs as professionals for preparing for reunification in South
Korea. Considering NKMs’ active and aggressive characteristics found from the process of
identity reconstruction, as their roles and identities are legitimated within the living situations,
they can be the more powerful driving force to lead future Korean peninsula’s reunification.
Moreover, it is noticeable that the NKM participants volunteer to be scaffolding to
support the next NKD generation in this study. They are eager to improve the hard-bitten
situations living in the South as NKDs for the next generation. However, within the national
divided situation, they are traitors in the North and simultaneously they face the politically and
socially sensitive status in the North. Their complicated status and contradictory situations
should be considered to let them work as scaffoldings.
In addition, this study confirmed the difficult experiences and contradictions the NKMs
underwent especially from South Korean people’s biased perspectives to see them again. The
contradictions played the significant role in developing the NKM participants’ learning and
identity reconstruction with positive directions in this study. However, we should not disregard
that a lot of NKMs are suffering from the challenges and are in the process of resolving them. It
addresses the need of social endeavor to eliminate South Korean people’s prejudices toward
NKDs. In other words, South Korean society should make efforts on social levels to shift their
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people’s negative perspectives from seeing NKDs as passive objects to be adjusted in their
society with just pity, to fellows and companions for realizing a future reunified Korean
peninsula together. This is not limited to apply to the matter of NKDs. Recently, South Korea
has been changed as a multicultural society beyond an ethnically homogeneous country from the
continuing influx of foreign workers and the acceleration of international marriage (Kim, 2009).
However, an ethnic-divide with ethnic-based stereotype and hostility are still rampant in the
South and it entails various social problems such as discrimination and prejudice (Kim, 2009).
Not only NKDs but also many of immigrants in the South undergo difficult experiences, living
as the social constituents in South Korea. In this sense, the implications from this study could be
extensively applied to South Korean society. Now, as the multicultural society, South Korean
society needs to focus more on shifting their perspectives to see others as people who live
together and accept them at the level of social endeavor. As I consistently mentioned, identity is
not just a given thing. It is continuously developing and evolving through social interactions and
the process of identity reconstruction is a sociocultural learning phenomenon. As the NKM
participants indicated, the places where both South and North Korean people get together could
make the effective ways to understand and accept each other. Therefore, as one of the essential
ways to promote learning and reconstructing identity, it is important for not only NKDs but also
immigrants in the South to have opportunities to interact with others.
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
1. Past life in North Korea
•

Tell me about your life in North Korea
•

Where are you from? Which province is your hometown?

•

Could you describe your daily life in North Korea?

•

What did you do with your friends and family in the North?

•

How did you imagine South Korea in the North?

2. First experiences in South Korea
•

Tell me about your first couple of days in South Korea
•

When did you arrive in South Korea?

•

Did you remember when you came out of (graduated) Hanawon?
•

How was your feeling?

•

What did you do?

•

What did you do during the first week you resettled in South Korea?

•

[Backup question] Could you tell me the most impressive experience you undergo
when you first resettled in South Korea?

•

After coming to South Korea, how’s your thoughts going? Was it same with/ different
from your imagine that you had in the North?

3. Current daily life
•

Could you tell me about your daily life?
•

Could you describe your yesterday from the morning to the time you go to bed?

•

What did you do last week?

•

What do you usually do on weekend?
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•

What do you do during your rest time after school, work, or etc.?

•

If you have a group you involve in, tell me about it.
§

What and who?

§

When and how did you meet/ participate in them?

§

What do you usually do with him/her/them?

§

Do they (other participants) know you are from North Korea?

§

When did you tell them you are from North Korea? How was their reaction?
How was your feeling when you tell them about it?

•

(If an interviewee is a student) How’s your school life?
§

Do you have a close friend in your school? Who is she (he)?

§

When you entered the school at first, what did you do? How was your
feeling?

§

How did you choose the major? Do you like it?

4. Challenges and response
•

What are difficult situations or the worst experiences you face in South Korea?

•

How did you resolve them?

5. Future plan
•

What do you want to do after graduating (if an interviewee is a student)?

•

What do you want to do 5 years after? (if an interviewee is not a student)

•

What are your concerns to realize your future plan?
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form
CONSENT FOR RESEARCH
The Pennsylvania State University
(Korean Language Translation Attached)
Title of Project: Identity Reconstruction of North Korean Millennials in South Korea
Principal Investigator: Hyewon Park, PhD Candidate in Adult Education
Address: 314 Keller Building, University Park, PA 16802
Telephone Number: 814-321-3420
Advisor: Dr. Fred M. Schied (Associate Professor of Adult Education)
Advisor Telephone Number: 814-863-3499
Subject’s Printed Name: _____________________________
We are asking you to be in a research study. This form gives you information about the research.
Whether or not you take part is up to you. You can choose not to take part. You can agree to take
part and later change your mind. Your decision will not be held against you.
Please ask questions about anything that is unclear to you and take your time to make your choice.
1. Why is this research study being done?
We are asking you to be in this research because it is necessary to broaden scholarly understanding
about learning and identity development of North Korean Millennials in South Korea. This research is
being done to find out how North Korean Millennials reconstruct their identity in South Korea.
Approximately 15-20 people will take part in this research study at Seoul, South Korea.
2. What will happen in this research study?
You will be asked to participate in interviews. The first part of interview will focus on your basic
information and the second part will focus on your first experience after arriving in South Korea and
activities to reconstruct identity in your daily life. In case of necessity, you will be asked to participate in
one or two more follow-up interviews to clarify and elaborate the previous interviews.
The research may observe your social activities of social clubs (e.g. basketball teams, bible study group,
and learning English study group). The total observations for the research will take place three times and
each observation will last approximately 90 minutes in a one setting. Therefore, your social activities can
be observed or not.
3. What are the risks and possible discomforts from being in this research study?
This research is not intended to provoke any physical or emotional discomfort. However, you may
choose to share sensitive and confidential information during the interview. All efforts will be made to
ensure confidentiality and precautions will be taken to prevent discomfort. Also, there could be a risk to
reputation if other South Koreans realize you are originally from North Korea. The investigator will
make effort to minimize the risk and keep your privacy by interviewing in a private place and observing
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your social activities from the outside of the social clubs.
4. What are the possible benefits from being in this research study?
4a. What are the possible benefits to you?
You might learn more about yourself by participating in this study. The questions might help you to
reflect on their experience while you resettle in South Korea. This research might provide a better
understanding of how you develop and learn identity in your daily activities within South Korean sociocultural contexts.
4b. What are the possible benefits to others?
This study could contribute to broaden understanding about the new North Korean generation in South
Korea. It could be an initial step in accessing an unknown group who are often received by South Korean
society with prejudice or even hostility.
5. How long will you take part in this research study?
If you agree to take part, interview will take you about approximately 60 minutes. It is a one-time
interview. In case of necessity, you will be asked to participate in one or two more follow-up
interviews and each follow-up interview also will take approximately 60 minutes. The observation
will take place three times and each observation will last approximately 90 minutes in a one setting.
6. How will your privacy and confidentiality be protected if you decide to take part in this research
study?
Interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed. Efforts will be made to limit the use and sharing of
your personal research information to people who have a need to review this information. The data will
be stored and secured in the principal investigator‘s password-protected computer as a passwordprotected file. Only the principal investigator and advisor will have access to the recordings, and the
recordings will be destroyed three years following the completion of the principal investigator’s doctoral
studies at Penn State. In the event of a publication or presentation resulting from the research, no
personally identifiable information will be shared.
We will do our best to keep your participation in this research study confidential to the extent permitted
by law. However, it is possible that other people may find out about your participation in this research
study. For example, the following people/groups may check and copy records about this research.
• The Office for Human Research Protections in the U. S. Department of Health and Human
Services
• The Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies) and
• The Office for Research Protections.
Some of these records could contain information that personally identifies you. Reasonable efforts will be
made to keep the personal information in your research record private. However, absolute confidentiality
cannot be guaranteed.
7. Will you be paid or receive credit to take part in this research study?
There will be no compensation for participating in this study.
8. What are your rights if you take part in this research study?
Taking part in this research study is voluntary.
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§
§
§

You do not have to be in this research.
If you choose to be in this research, you have the right to stop at any time.
If you decide not to be in this research or if you decide to stop at a later date, there will be no penalty
or loss of benefits to which you are entitled.

9. If you have questions or concerns about this research study, whom should you call?
Please call the head of the research study (principal investigator), Hyewon Park at 814-324-8025 or her
Korean cell phone XXX-XXXX-XXXX [cell will be purchased in Korea] if you:
§ Have questions, complaints or concerns about the research.
§ Believe you may have been harmed by being in the research study.
You may also contact the Office for Research Protections at (814) 865-1775, OR mail to:
Protections@psu.edu if you:
§ Have questions regarding your rights as a person in a research study.
§ Have concerns or general questions about the research.
§ You may also call this number if you cannot reach the research team or wish to talk to someone else
about any concerns related to the research.
INFORMED CONSENT TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH
Signature of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
Your signature below means that you have explained the research to the subject or subject representative
and have answered any questions he/she has about the research.
______________________________
_________
________________
Signature of person who explained this research
Date
Printed Name
(Only approved investigators for this research may explain the research and obtain informed consent.)
Signature of Person Giving Informed Consent
Before making the decision about being in this research you should have:
• Discussed this research study with an investigator,
• Read the information in this form, and
• Had the opportunity to ask any questions you may have.
Your signature below means that you have received this information, have asked the questions you currently
have about the research and those questions have been answered. You will receive a copy of the signed and
dated form to keep for future reference.
Signature of Subject
By signing this consent form, you indicate that you voluntarily choose to be in this research and agree to
allow your information to be used and shared as described above.
___________________________
Signature of Subject

__________
Date

________________
Printed Name
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Appendix C: Examples of Proofreading Korean-English Translation

Korean

J:저는 1 학년때 국토대장정도 혼자
다른 탈북한 친구보고 우리 같이
국토대장정 가자 해서 국토대정정도
다녀오고 뭐 OOO 센터에서 탈북
청소년 관련해서 활동하는 것도 많이
하고뭐 역사 통일 토론 대회 그런것도
두번이나 나가고. 또래 강사로 해가지고
통일 강의? 그런것도 2 년정도 다니고
여러가지 학교에서 하지 않는 활동들을
밖에서 엄청 많이 했어요

Q: 어떻게 해서 그런 활동들을 시작하게
됐어?
J:아무래도 이제 학교에서는 나이가
안맞으니까 방과후 학교인 그 한우리
학교라는데 거기를 자주 가게
되는거에요. 그러면서 그냥 자연스럽게
거기랑 OO 복지관이라고 다니다보면
선생님들을 알게되고 선생님들이
이런거 있어 라고 한번 해보지 않을래?
하면 선생님들 말을 잘 거절을 못하는게
있어요 그래서 처음에는 그런걸로
시작을 하고. 근데 또 하다보니까
재밌기도 하고 그리고 이제 나중에 그
선생님이 한우리 학교 방과후 교실에
계시던 선생님이 OOO 센터로 이동을
해서 갔어요 OOO 센터가 여러가지
사업같은거 하는데 애들이 필요한거고
그러니까 기존의 선생님들이 저를 컨택
한거에요. 그냥 저는 다 연결을 지어요
뭐든지 어떤거에 있어서 의미를 잘
찾는거 같아요... 선생님이 또래 강사

Original
J: I participated in the long
march through National
land with my NKD friend
in freshman year at
college. Also, I did a lot of
activities related to North
Korean youth defectors
held by ooo center. And I
engaged in history and
unification issue debating
contests twice. I did
reunification lectures as a
peer lecturer for two years.
I participated in a lot of
activities outside school.

Revised

J: I participated in the
cross-country hiking with
my NKD friend during my
freshman year at college.
Also, I did a lot of
activities related to North
Korean youth defectors
held by ooo center. And I
participated twice in
debate contests on history
and unification issues. I
also did reunification
lectures as a peer lecturer
for two years. I did a lot of
extracurricular activities.
Q: How did you get to start
Q: How did you begin to
these extracurricular
these activities at first?
activities?
J: I was older than other
J: I was older than other
students at school, so I
students at school, so I
preferred to go to an after- preferred to go to an afterschool institute more than
school institute. I naturally
school. I naturally knew
got to know teachers there
teachers at there and they
and they asked me to
asked me to participate in
participate in some
some activities. At first, I
activities. At first, I
attended them because I
attended them because I
couldn’t refuse their offers. couldn’t refuse their offers.
However, I began to have
However, my interests
interest in these activities
grew after participating in
after participations. And
those activities. And then,
then, the teacher who
the teacher who worked at
worked at the after-school the after-school institute
transferred to ooo center.
transferred to ooo center.
The center needed NKD
The center needed NKD
participants to begin their
participants to begin their
projects and she contacted projects and she contacted
with me. I connected
me. I tend to find
meanings of the
meanings make
activities…when a teacher connections when I do
asked me to work as a peer activities…when a teacher
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활동을 하지 않겠느냐 라고 제의를
했는데 그거 한 계기도 그거 하면
강단에 서는 경험을 쌓을 수 있고
사람들 앞에 나와가지고 말을 이렇게
연습하는것도 좋을거 같았고. 그 다음에
뭐 또 다른 하나는 제가 워낙
초등학교랑 중학교때 힘들었던 부분도
있고 애들이랑 오해가 있었던 부분도
있어서 그런거를 나중에 내 뒤로 오는
후배들은 덜 겪었으면 좋겠다라는
희망사항도 있어서

A:네네. 처음에는 와서 돈벌어서 엄마
도와주고 싶다 이랬는데 어느순간
생각이 바껴버렸어요. 엄마는 엄마인생
나는 내인생이지.

Q:어떻게 생각이 그렇게 바꼈어?
A:책보고 수업들으면서.
Q:나와서 책 읽으면서?

A:네 그때 책같은거 많이 읽었어요.
자기계발서 이런거. 긍정의 힘 엄청
스티븐 코비의 성공하는 사람들의
일곱가지 습관. 이런거. 그건 아직도
잊혀지지가 않아요. 그런 책들
처음이어가지고 너무 좋았던거에요.

Q:그런 책들을 처음 읽어봤어?

lecturer, I thought it could
provide opportunities to
experience as a lecturer
and I could practice to do
speech in front of other
people. Also, I
experienced difficulties in
my elementary and middle
schools and had some
misunderstandings with
other friends. So, I hoped
other NKDs who come to
the South later undergo
these challenges less than
me… (J, pp. 14-15, L469515)
A: At first, I decided to
earn money because I
thought I have to support
my mom who is in the
North. But my mind was
suddenly changed. Mom’s
life is hers and my life is
mine.
Q: How could your
thoughts be changed?
A: By reading books and
taking classes.
Q: Reading books?
A: Yes, at that time, I read
self-development books a
lot such as Stephen
Covey’s ‘The 7 Habits of
Highly Effective People’
and Joel Osteen’s ‘Your
best life now.’ I can’t
forget them. It was the first
time for me to read this
genre’s books. I really love
them.
Q: Haven’t you read that
kinds of books before?

asked me to work as a peer
lecturer, I thought it would
be an opportunity to
experience lecturing and I
could practice public
speaking. Alos bcause I
had experienced
difficulties in my
elementary and middle
schools and experienced
misunderstandings with
friends, I hoped other
NKDs who come to the
South later on will undergo
these challenges less than I
did… (J, pp. 14-15, L469515)
A: At first, I decided to
earn money because I
wanted to support my
mom who is in the North.
But my mind suddenly
changed. Mom’s life is
hers and my life is mine.
Q: How did your thoughts
change?
A: By reading books and
taking classes.
Q: Reading books?
A: Yes, at that time, I read
a lot of self-development
books, such as Stephen
Covey’s ‘The 7 Habits of
Highly Effective People’
and Joel Osteen’s ‘Your
best life now.’ I will never
forget them. It was my first
time reading such genre of
books and I really loved
them.
Q: Haven’t you read those
kinds of books before?
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A: Never, it was the first
time. I really love them
A:네네. 그런책들 처음 읽어봤어요.
and I realized that my life
그런책들 다 처음이어가지고 너무
is mine. At Hanawon, I
좋아서 그래서 아 내 인생은 내
attended many great
인생이구나 그러고 하나원에서 좋은
lectures. After then, my
명강의 하면 다 들어가요 그러다보니까 mind had been changed
immediately. Mom lives
금방 마음이 바뀌더라구요. 엄마는
her life and I need to live
엄마인생 살고 나는 내 인생살아야지.
my life. And I got greedy
그러고 욕심도 나더라구요.
to my life… (A, p. 4, L
130-142)
E: At first, I didn’t plan to
E:원래는 공부할 생각이 없었거든요
study. While I was in
근데 중국에 있을때 엄마가 항상
China, my mom called me
전화하면 그냥 공부해라 공부해라
and always said to me,
그랬거든요
“You should study.”
Q: Did your mom came to
Q:엄마가 먼저 한국에 나와계셨어?
South Korea first?
E: Yes. At that time, I
really didn’t want to study.
E:네에 아 그땐 그게 너무 싫어서 그래도 Mom said older people can
공부하기 싫고 그랬거든요 한국에 와서
study in South Korea but I
엄마는 뭐 나이 많아도 공부하는 사람이 couldn’t believe it. But as I
arrive in South Korea, I
많다 뭐 그렜는데 나는 근데 그걸
realized that everyone can
안믿었거든요 거기 그런지. 근데 한국에
study regardless of age.
막상 와보니까 아 여기는 그냥 연령
Knowledge levels and
제한도 없고 그냥 다 공부 수준이
educational gaps are very
big, totally different from
이렇게 뭐지 교육차가 이렇게 심하거나
China…I realized that
중국이랑 완전 다르구나...아 여기서
people live life very
진짜 나가보니까 다들 그렇게
competitively. So I
경쟁력있게 이렇게 살고있구나 하니까
decided to study to live life
아 나도 이렇게 저렇게 살아야 살려면..
like others… at least to
copy their life. In order to
저렇게는 못살아도 그래도 따라가려면
do so, I need to study. So I
내가 살아먹을 수 있으려면 공부를
decided to
해야겠다 그래서 공부한 거에요 아
study…Wherever I go,
어디나 가면 다들 수준이 높잖아요
people have higher
상점같은거도 학력같은것도 내가
degrees, even workers at
stores. Whoever I met
만나는 사람마다 다 그냥 대학교 보통
have university
대학교니가 그래서 .... 사람들마다
degree…and many people
얘기하고여러가지 듣고 그래서...
emphasized learning to me
(E, p.4, L109-126).

A: Never, it was my first
time. I really loved them
and I realized that my life
is mine. Also at Hanawon,
I attended many great
lectures. Soon after, my
mind changed. I thought,
mom should live her life
and I need to live my life. I
also got ambitious about
my life… (A, p. 4, L 130142)
E: At first, I didn’t plan to
study. While I was in
China, my mom called me
and always told me, “You
should study.”
Q: Did your mom come to
South Korea first?
E: Yes. At that time, I
really didn’t want to study.
Mom said older people can
study in South Korea but I
didn’t believe hert. But
when I arrived in South
Korea, I realized that
everyone could study
regardless of age.
Difference in knowledge
levels and educational
gaps were very large,
totally different from
China…I realized that
people lived very
competitively. So I
decided to study like
others to survive… at least
imitate their life. In order
to do so, I needed to study.
So I decided to
study…Wherever I went,
people were educated,
even workers at stores.
Everyone I met had a
bachelor's degree…and
many people emphasized
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learning to me (E, p.4,
L109-126).
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Appendix D: An Example of Initial and Focused Coding
Data

Initial Codes

Focused Codes

Hanawon education divides into two classes: the

Two types of Hanawon

Two types of Hanawon

adult class and the youth class. I was 20 years old,

education

education

so originally I was arranged to the adult class.

Being arranged to the

However, people who are 20 years old but eager

adult class

to study can be accepted at the youth class. I was

Realizing flexible

Realizing flexible

arranged to the adult class at first, but I really

education system of

education system of

wanted to study. The students at the youth class

Hanawon

Hanawon

go to Hangyorye school. The teacher said, “if you

Having desire to study

really want to do, come it.” So I entered the youth

Seeing the youth class

class and began to study. I quitted studying when

students go to the

I was 12 years old. I studied by the age of 12 and I

school

resumed it over 10 years. I consistently have

Shifting to the youth

desire to study, but family circumstances could

class and beginning to

not support it. So as I began to study, I craved to

study

Shifting to the youth

study after I go out… Upon going out Hanawon, I

Resuming study over

class and beginning to

could receive a house right away, because I am an

10 years

study

adult. However, I decided to study as I go out. I

Having desire to study

Resuming study over

couldn’t earn money because I couldn’t work

for a long time

10 years

while I study. I heard that I have to pay

Having qualification to

maintenance fees and other costs at Hanawon. I

receive a house

thought that ‘how can I pay them?’ So when I go

Deciding to study after

out Hanawon, I gave a written promise that I will

going out Hanawon
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receive a house a year after. “I don’t receive a

Deciding to study after

house right away and receive it a year after.” So I

Realizing to pay living

going out Hanawon

lived in the dormitory in the school with friends

costs

after I go out Hanawon. It was so fun to live in

Deferring to receive a

there…

house a year after and

I met new friends, living in the dormitory

entering the school

Deferring to receive a

together. I met friends who I got along with well

Living in the school

house a year after and

in Hanawon. As I came to the school, I was really

with other NKMs

entering the school

hectic. I went out Hanawon on April in 2007 and
took the elementary school qualification exam on

Meeting NKM friends

May. I dropped out of the middle school after the

at the school

first grade in North Korea, so my level of

Spending hectic time at

education was just 5th grade of elementary school

the school

in South Korean education system. Since the final

Taking the elementary

elementary school grade is 6th here, I had to

school qualification

prepare to take the elementary school

exam again because of

Taking the elementary

qualification exam. I hectically studied, living in

the different

school qualification

the school. I never had chance to meet other south

educational systems

exam again because of

Koreans.

between the North and

the different

the South

educational systems

Focusing on study in

between the North and

the school

the South

Hardly meeting South
Koreans in the school
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Hardly meeting South
Koreans in the school
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