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In the context of critical development communication, the processes are discussed 

centering two key constructs including ‘power’ and ‘dialogic praxis’ in the analytical 

frame for this research. In addition, theories and practices of immigrant media and social 

movements provide constructive perspectives discussing characteristics forms of 

collective actions for immigrant communities (local-global, transnational, and 

heterogeneous; roles of immigrant media (movement resource and cultural resource) in a 

host society.  

However, we are less informed about communication processes for migrant 

agents to construct migrant social movement. Much less is discussed about 

communication processes and their implications of media communications of immigrant 

media. Thus, to bridge the theoretical and practical gaps, this dissertation research 

attempt to contextualize communication processes of an immigrant media, MWTV, 

engaged in the migrant social movement in order to explore how relatively powerless 
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migrant agents develop alternative forms and ways of praxis for social change through 

their media communications.  

Throughout two field research, this particular research could identify a 

‘asymmetric power structure’ formed through the relations between diverse social 

agencies related to the processes for social changes for the immigrant communities in 

Korea, which induce ‘the mediated praxis’ shaping ‘asymmetric solidarity,’ 

‘objectification of the migrant agents,’ and ‘assimilation of movement culture.’ Then, the 

immigrant media, MWTV have been developed to ‘remediate’ existing dominant forms 

and ways of social changes constitutive of ‘dialogic praxis’ of the foreign agents. Thus, 

media communication of immigrant media is viewed as conscious collective actions to 

‘remediate mediated praxis’ for social and cultural change in a host society rather than 

mere symbolic resources for social or cultural reorientation. It means that the flexible, 

collaborator, and reflective communication structure of MWTV are deliberately 

reconstructed not as ‘conditions’ but as ‘consequences’ of critical reflection on mediated 

praxis.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Concerning the present international migration (Castles & Miller, 1998), critical 

development communication is facing new challenges in engaging in articulating, 

envisioning, and practicing alternative approach to social change. When the Third World 

has become the synonym for the regions either lacking of basic needs such as food, 

health, and infrastructure or unable to advance social systems such as democratic political 

systems or capitalist markets, such malicious discourses about Third World communities 

are being reinforced along with the flow of the people heading to the ‘First World.’ It is 

customary for market economists (for example, Borjas, 1989) to conceive of the 

international migrant workers from less developed countries as usable ‘goods’ being 

circulated for the domestic and international labor market, just as Chinese cheap products 

are consumed in the international markets.  

However, while the inexpensive market price of Chinese products is determined 

by the low input of production capital, the discounted wage of the migrant workers might 

be due to the degraded ‘human values’ of the international migrant workers. In other 

words, the constructed third world images about the migrant workers might help to justify 

labor exploitation regardless of the actual capacities and skills that the individual migrant 

workers can offer. The knowledge and skills of individual migrant workers tend to be 

rarely acknowledged even though majority of the workers have high education levels and 

professional skills (Sul, 1999). The reproduced images of the Third World on the 

international migrant workers might exacerbate the labor exploitation and violation of 

human rights. Thus, Indian migrant workers employed by the Signal International 

Shipyard in Pascagoula, Mississippi are easily forced to endure subliminal labor and 

living conditions. 
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Whenever we raised our voice, they said, "This is not India, this is America--if 
you want to stay in this country, you must stay quiet and shut up and sit down." 
They told us, "We know the living conditions of Indians. You're getting better food 
and accommodations in this country, why are you asking for more?" They told us 
that Indians behave like animals (socialistworker.org, June 16, 2008).  

The international migrant workers from the Third World have become the Third 

People occupying the lowest social status below the native working class. Moreover, 

undocumented migrant workers have become criminalized Third People threatened by 

police raids, arrests, detention, and deportation. However, to natives, the legal status of 

migrant workers might not actually make any significant difference in the way the 

migrant workers are viewed since legal migrant workers are also, if not always, 

constructed as potential criminals (Jang, J. O., 2002; Han, 2003; Bacon, 2008). In 

particular, since Sep 11, 2001, Muslim immigrants are often treated as potential terrorists 

(Miller, 2005). So, for the migrant workers the society where they reside might be seen as 

the oppressive world colonized by the First People, the natives of a host society, as well 

as controlled and managed by discriminatory state policies. 

Under the oppressive situations, the meanings of actions and changes are defined 

by the dominant power groups to reinforce the processes of colonization of the practices 

and consciousness of the migrant workers. The migrant workers are pictured as atomized 

individuals who chose to leave their country to more developed countries where they can 

find better job, education, or political freedom. The actions they take are perceived by the 

majority people as inadequate practices demanding the rights that do not deserve them. 

The migrant workers are expected to endure forced labor, police crackdowns, and 

discrimination since it is their own choice to become a social minority in the host society. 

Sacrifice, hard work, and devotion are expected if the migrant workers are ready to 

change the exploitative and inhumane living conditions for their future. The success and 

failure of change tend to be determined not by the migrant workers but by native activists 
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whose capacity to suggest ‘relevant’ actions can be more easily realized than those of 

migrant workers. Then, a change might become a twisted manipulation of actions of 

individual migrant workers whose actions are orchestrated by and for the sake of more 

capable actor possessing the power to mobilize symbolic and material resources. 

Therefore, development has different meanings dependent on who has power to 

define and how to construct a ‘change’ as well as ‘action’. Melkote and Steeves (2001) 

identify three perspectives of development including modernization, critical, and 

liberation approaches. The modernization perspective is built on the dominant ideology 

and practices of influential agencies. The forms and ways to perpetuate particular 

development projects are characterized by the powerful values and ideas of the dominant 

political and economic groups of a society. Thus, understanding the development 

perspectives of modernization informs us of practices and ideas of prevailing 

development projects. 

The modernization perspective is the dominant model of development based on 

the “neo-classical economic theory and promoting and supporting capitalist economic 

development” (Melkote and Steeves, 2001, p. 35). Development programs and projects 

tend to be implemented in Third World societies through careful management and control 

of available resources and people in order to realize the values and the social, economic, 

and political systems of the advanced capitalist Western societies. Communication is 

generally conceived as the processes of persuasion and information diffusion through the 

networks of participant partners perpetuating prefigured psychological and behavioral 

changes of the target audiences. The change and action of a development program, thus, 

never render possibilities to shift existing asymmetric power relations but to control and 

maintain them.  
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However, the area of migration as a development subject has been rarely explored 

by the development communication scholars. Even though global intergovernmental 

agencies such as ILO, IOM, UNCTAD, UNDP, UN-DESA, UNESCO, UNFPA, 

UNHCR, UNICEF, UNITAR, UNODC, and World Bank1, have increased their global 

efforts to address policy and operational issues presented by international migration, few 

critical discussions about the issue are made to the extent that the field of critical 

development communication has failed to account for the conditions and processes for 

the migrant workers to struggle for the development of their living conditions. Given the 

unique social and cultural conditions of immigrant workers, it would be reasonable to 

assume that there might be distinctive forms and processes of social change, which is also 

left untouched by the area of development communication studies.  

We need to explore more about characteristic conditions and processes for social 

change for the powerless people. In particular, few discussions have been made in terms 

of dialogical communication processes for the oppressed people to organize and mobilize 

collective actions for social change. Neither have the processes and roles of media 

communication engaged in social movements been explored enough. Even though the 

fields of social movement and cultural studies have increasingly taken attention to the 

meanings and processes of social and cultural changes, none of them specifically account 

for the critical communication processes. Therefore, this research tries to bridge the gaps 

between the practices and research as well as between the disciplines. I will briefly 

outline the research purpose, approach, questions, and methods adopted for this study. 

   

                                                 
1 They are also the member organizations of Global Migration Group (GMG) which is an  
inter-agency group, meeting at the level of Heads of agencies, aiming to promote the 
wider application of policy, instruments, and norms relating to international migration 
and development. It is evolved from the 2003 Geneva Migration Group of ILO, IOM, 
OHCHR, UNCTAD, UNHCR and UNODC.  
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This research deals with migration and development from the perspective of 

critical development communication for social change. In particular, I attempt to explore 

how migrant workers claim the power constitutive of alternative forms and ways of social 

change through a qualitative case study of Migrant Workers Television (MWTV) in 

Seoul, Korea. As an active agent engaged in the migrant social movement in Korea, 

MWTV provides a significant case to help understand the processes for the immigrant 

workers to struggle for power to perpetuate their rights and to construct dialogic praxis 

for social change in the host society. Thus, this research explores the conditions, power 

relations, and the processes of the dialogic praxis of the social movement for the rights of 

migrant workers in Korea.  

Within the context of the development communication for social change, this 

study is built on critical scholarship of social movement and immigrant media. While 

critical development communication studies and their disciplines share similar concerns 

with the theories and practices for popular resistance and collective actions for social 

change, there are divergences in understanding the subjects, conditions and processes of 

social change.  

For example, current research on social movements is divided by discussions 

about ‘old’ and ‘new’ approaches to the collective actions. The traditional social 

movement studies are helpful in identifying systematic relations of the factors affecting 

the development of the diverse migrant social movement. However, they tend to do so by 

reifying the procedural aspects of the collective actions as their arguments mainly focus 

on the ‘objective’ realties corresponding to the ‘resource mobilization’, ‘political 

opportunity structure’ and ‘strategic framing’ for the maximization of the effectiveness of 

the popular resistance with less concerns on the external and internal power relations of 

movement actors. Power is often treated as tangible relationships between power holders 
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whose status in social movements are rigidly determined by the degree of capacity to 

utilize information, resources, and networks without accounting for social and cultural 

structures shaping the relationships. Moreover, they do not conceive power as a critical 

process struggling to mediate and remediate existing relations of diverse dominant and 

alternative social agents. Thus, social movements tend to be confined as if they are 

isolated by contentious politics from achieving prefigured movement objectives that are 

unquestionable to the movement participants.   

On the other hand, new social movement literatures bring in relational dimensions 

of the human agencies to mobilize themselves in order to help us understand the symbolic 

meanings of the collective actions and various ways of constructing ‘collective identities’ 

in the social movement. However, regardless of ‘the newness’ of their approach to the 

collective actions, new social movement studies also fail to account for the internal and 

external dynamic power relations in constructing the collective actions and social cultural 

changes as their counterpart ‘old’ social movement literature does. Moreover, new social 

movement studies share similar problems with ‘old’ social movement literatures in that 

they also tend to trivialize the media communication for social change as mere 

information diffusion processes to garner favorable public opinions for the prefigured 

movement objectives. 

As another point of view, immigrant media studies provide thoughtful discussions 

on the comprehensive communicative actions and processes of cultural minorities in a 

dominant society to preserve creatively their valued collective cultures. However, their 

primary concerns tend to be confined within the media and its audiences without 

comprehending how the media and its producers conceive and establish the relations with 

other actors in the concerned movement or collective actions. Moreover, existing 

literatures on the immigrant media do not much account for the communication processes 
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to organize and mobilize collective actions for social and cultural changes in a host 

society. Instead, most studies tend to essentialize media consumptions and uses to 

preserve their cultural identities without recognizing the fact that media communication 

processes for migrant communities are constructed beyond a particular ethnic or 

nationality community.  

Therefore, regarding the intersections of the different approaches to the collective 

actions for social change, I’ll try to bridge the differences based on critical approach to 

development communication. The field’s particular concerns focus on the power and 

dialogic praxis that help understand the transformative and dynamic communication 

processes between the participant actors in the migrant social movement.  

In order to articulate the dialogic communication processes to develop praxis, this 

research tries to answer fundamental questions as to how disempowered human agents 

might reclaim the collective power to pursue indigenous social change. Centering the 

dialogic praxis as enabling processes constitutive of the alternative power, I try to 

configure the external and internal power structures of the migrant social movement that 

mediate as well as motivate the development of reflective collective actions.  

To do this, we need to first understand: 1) what are the economic, political, and 

cultural conditions of the migrant workers?; 2) how do these social and cultural 

structures contribute to the process of organizing and mobilizing the migrant social 

movement?; 3) how does the media communication of the immigrant media constructed 

in relations to migrant social movement?; 4) what are the roles of the immigrant media 

in the movement for social and cultural changes in Korea?. These broad research 

questions also help articulate the analytical frame to configure the subjects, objectives, 

conditions of power relations, and communication structure of the immigrant media.  
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In the following literature review, I will first start with introducing the cases of 

dominant and alternative approach to migration and development in order to 

contextualize the issues of migration within critical development communication study. 

Because there are few studies specifically dealing with the issue, the examination of each 

case will help configure important concerns and problems related to migration and 

development. Since critical development communication scholarship provides a general 

analytical frame for this dissertation research, it will be necessary to outline underlying 

perspectives on migration and development. Then, I will explore existing literatures on 

the migration and social change to discuss different approaches to the structure of power 

and social change. These discussions will help us understand how dominant and 

alternative approaches conceive the realities and the dimensions of social development 

for migrant workers. In addition, it will provide a rationale to consider the migrant social 

movement and media activism as the necessary development processes for social change 

for migrant workers.  

Based upon these discussions, I will examine existing literatures on the current 

studies about the migrant social movement and media activism for migrant communities 

to configure characteristic subjects, objectives, and various ways to organize and 

mobilize migrant workers. Those cases will help identify significant movement actors, 

their concerns, and problems related to the migrant social movement. These discussions 

on the power, social change, and characteristics conditions and concerns of social 

movement and media activism for migrant workers will be contextualized in terms of 

power and dialogic praxis from critical development communication perspective.   

In addition to the literature review, I detail the research purpose, questions, 

approaches, research site, and data gathering as well as data analysis processes in the 

methodology chapter. In the analysis chapter, I start with the conditions and current state 
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of migrant workers in Korea in order to help understand the contextual relations of power 

and dialogic praxis of MWTV. Further discussions on the implications and meanings of 

the dialogic praxis of MWTV will be suggested in the final discussion chapter. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW  

Global development of capitalist production relations have (and will continue to 

be) integrated and disintegrated both international and local labor relations, flaming 

social antagonism across the world (Bandy & Smith, 2005). Whether visible or invisible, 

the differences in nationality, ethnicity, and class identity among immigrant workers 

complicate these logics (Korte, 1985; Wrench, Rea & Ouali, 1999). While the patterns of 

social relations and consequent problems of the multicultural composition of the labor 

class are neither new nor unknown to human history (Thompson, 1963; Castles & 

Kosack; 1973), the actual experiences and meanings of such changes have never been 

evenly considered across different times and places. Instead, the contradictions and 

struggles are shaped by the particular histories and structures of locales, inducing 

characteristic forms and processes of social and cultural relations, both enabling and 

disabling alternative human relations (Panitch & Leys, 2000; Khagram, Riker & Sikkink, 

2002; Bandy & Smith, 2005).  

This is evident in Korea, where the historical development of social relations has 

been pushed by the struggles between different political and economic groups of 

ethnically homogeneous identities. However, since the 1980s, rapidly changing 

international and domestic divisions of labor in Korea have increased the importation of 

immigrant workers (Sul, 1999; Suk et al, 2003). Mostly originating from intra-Asian, less 

developed countries, increasing labor migration has accelerated the diversification of 

national ethnic compositions of the labor class. This multi-ethnicity in the labor 

composition has induced unforeseen patterns of labor alienation, formed by the 

diversified nationality and ethnicity among workers complicating the development of 

collective labor consciousness and organizing popular labor movement in Korea.  
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However, the problem of multiculturality in Korea is fundamentally structured 

upon contradictory national development processes of production, centered around and 

for large corporate groups called ‘Chaebol,’ contradictory  neo-liberal economic 

development policies, and transitory processes for post-industrial national economic 

restructurations (Moon, 2000; Yang et al, 2001; Jung et al, 2002; Kim, 2004; Kim, 2005).  

Moreover, civil society in Korea, which is built historically on militant labor 

movement, provides unique social and cultural conditions for immigrant workers to 

engage in the collective actions to achieve fundamental human and labor rights in the 

host society (Cho, 1998; Choi, 2005).  Increasing social tensions, nevertheless, entail new 

forms and processes of constructing collective identity by the labor class trying to 

overcome these oppressive social relations (Sul, 1999; 2003; Lim, 2003; KMWHRC, 

2005). These dialectical social relations that posses the actual power to progress a 

historical development of a society and to imagine a fundamentally different ‘ethical 

society.’ Within the communication studies for social change, the efforts to articulate 

communication processes should be able to account for such a historical project. 

However, we do not have any empirical study particularly exploring the processes in 

Korea; the studies that exist are either done casually (Sul, 1998; Lim, 2003) or in a 

descriptive way, exemplifying mainstream media representation of immigrant workers 

(Jung, 2004). Given the increasing attention to the constitutive roles of media for social 

change for ethnic communities, the absence of research in Korea should be addressed.  

However, the lack of scholarly interest in migration and social change in Korea 

seems not to be exceptional problem. It should be addressed that current issues regarding 

the migration, in particular, migrant workers and development are rarely explored in the 

field of critical development communication in general. If social movement study and 

immigrant media studies have helped to identify and explore immigration and social 
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change, they tend to ignore complicated and dynamic processes of communication for 

social change as well as the profound meanings of individual and collective development 

processes. How, then, can we address migration and development from the perspective of 

critical development communication? What are the problems and concerned issues for 

the migrants to develop their conditions of life? In order to make sense these fundamental 

issues, I briefly introduce existing projects of migration and development. 
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Migration and Development 

DOMINANT APPROACH 

Current globalizing international migration enhances an existing hierarchy of 

people and cultures that have already been constructed through the western 

modernization projects in Third World. The process to turn migrant workers into the 

Third World People subsumed by the First World People is constructed through the 

systematic acquisition and distribution of necessary resources with articulated knowledge 

embedded in a migration and development project. For example, the International 

Organization for Migration2 (IOM), one of the largest international intergovernmental 

organization bodies in the area of migration, operates Assisted Voluntary Return and 

Reintegration Program (AVRRP) projects in which migration is central concern. 

Financial supports are provided from “Reintegration Fund” set up by government 

agencies of a host country. Among others, European countries have been actively 

involved in the project working with IOM in more than 120 countries.  

The program aims at “orderly, humane and cost-effective return and reintegration 

of migrants who are unable or unwilling to remain in host countries and wish to return 

voluntarily to their countries of origin” (IOM, 2008). According to the program, IOM 

funded by the governments of host countries provides applicant migrant workers with 

information, referral, and arrangement of travel to the home location, education, 
                                                 
2 IOM (International Organization for Migration): Europe based intergovernmental 
organization with members of 125 countries in the field of migration working closely 
with governments, NGOs, and other intergovernmental body. Its activities are practiced 
in the area of Migration and Development, Facilitating Migration, Regulating Migration, 
and Forced Migration as specific projects related to the themes are operated across world 
in order to assist in meeting the growing operational challenges of migration 
management, to advance understanding of migration issues, to encourage social and 
economic development through migration and to uphold the human dignity and well-
being of migrants (IOM, July 17, 2008) 
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vocational training, and small business start-up programs to make sure the program 

beneficiaries reenter their countries on the arranged date.     

Returning to Mali without an expulsion stamp in my passport and with some 
resources to begin a new job helped me to accept my failure,” he says. With a 
EUR 300 grant from IOM, he bought welding equipment and drills and is now 
working with his brother in a small workshop. “Providing failed migrants with 
new economic opportunities at home is essential if one is to persuade other people 
not to emigrate,” says IOM’s Michele Bombassei, who recently travelled to 
Ghana, Sudan, Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso to assess the effectiveness of IOM’s 
reintegration program (IOM news letter, Oct 2008). 

The ultimate purpose of the AVRRP is to regulate and manage migration by 

providing educational and material benefits through which a host society can regulate the 

irregular migrants. An underlying concern is that the “failed migrants” such as rejected 

asylum seekers and undocumented workers might cause uncontrollerable social problems 

and disorder so that the migrant people are persuaded “not to emigrate.”  

In the context of the program, the development of individual migrant is 

encouraged to pursue at the origin society of the migrant. Moreover, the development of 

the program beneficiary is exclusively framed as a “new economic opportunity” that 

favors the existing western capitalist market system. For example, in the education 

program to assist small business start-ups, the program attendants learn how to develop 

prominent entrepreneurial business leadership, consolidate available capitals and 

resources, and trade the products in both domestic and international markets.  

As the AVRRP program exemplifies, the dominant development perspective of 

modernization in the area of migration has unique features besides the common 

characteristics of the Western capitalist values and practices. For example, migrant 

workers are seen as individuals who potentially incur problems at the host society 

requiring particular measures to manage and control to maintain the domestic social 

order. Migrant workers are discouraged not to come back to the host society again unless 

they are allowed to enter through the legitimate migration channels.  



 15 

In addition, the setting of the development program is directed toward the society 

different from the place where migrant workers are actually living to work. It is common 

that development programs at a target place are planned and implemented in his/ her 

current residence. However, dominant migration projects tend to detach the people from 

the space of their habitants so that the place is hardly conceived as the actual place of 

development. The intention to separate the target group from the space of the project 

might be discriminatory schemes to regulate migration and to reintegrate the migrants 

into the market system of an origin society.  

Moreover, the development project for the migrant people rarely addresses the 

structural conditions forcing migrant workers to leave their homes but mainly accentuate 

the knowledge and skill for the individual migrant to find a job or open small business at 

home. Without the concerns about the systematic problems inducing persistent poverty, 

unemployment, military dictatorship, ethnic conflict, or civil wars, the problem and 

solution of the migration projects are articulated to emphasize the individual moral values 

to remedy “my failures” as undocumented or rejected migrant.  

In addition, communication processes in the project aim to persuade and deposit 

information to the program, which are implemented to effectively lure the ‘failed 

migrants’ with the immediate economic benefits in exchange to return to their origin 

countries. The deceptive communications delude the real social and economic problems 

of the home country of migrant workers so that eventually many returned program 

participants would intend to re-emigrate to the host society (JCMK, 2005).  

The meaning of development conceived by AVRRP project exemplifies that a 

dominant model of development ultimately serves the interest of the dominant society 

through the prefigured communication processes motivating the program participants to 

adopt the suggested behavioral or psychological changes. Thus, the demands of the half-
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million “sans-papiers” (without papers, undocumented workers as the French call them) 

to “work here, stay here, and live here” are hardly accepted as the actual need of migrant 

workers (Dollar and Sense, July 8, 2008). The demands by migrant workers to release the 

arrested undocumented workers and their families in US and the abolition of border fence 

killing hundreds of people trying to cross border of Mexico and US would never be in the 

list of the articulated needs of migrant workers by dominant development project such as 

AVRRP. 

ALTERNATIVE APPROACH  

Development can be conceptualized as social and political processes of collective 

struggles in which asymmetric power groups attempt to realize their material as well as 

symbolic interests. Even though the modernization perspective tends to prevail in the 

development industry, it is challenged, changed, and adopted in the myriads of collective 

power struggles to remediate the processes of dominant development. In particular, 

approaches of the alternative development paradigm try to account for the transformation 

of structural conditions of life as well as individual liberation of consciousness in the 

processes of development (Melkote, 2002).  

Critical approach to development critiques political economic structures of power 

dominating less powerful class of people and region. Thus, they tend to engage in the 

ideological struggles for equal distribution of material and cultural resources to the 

oppressed classes and societies. If a critical approach is built on radical socialist theories 

and practices, the liberation approach to development has been formed from the tradition 

of liberation theology emphasizing “empowerment and self-reliance” through the 

reflective and participatory communicative actions (Melkote and Steeves, 2001). In 

particular, Paolo Freire (1973) argues for dialogic communicative processes enabling the 

oppressed to become conscious about the oppressive structural power relations and to 
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engage in praxis to change the existing dominating social and cultural relations. 

Espousing radical theories and practices, alternative paradigm approaches turn 

development into contested processes for social and cultural changes struggling to rectify 

asymmetric power relations alienating knowledge and practices from the actual 

conditions of life of the powerless people. In particular, concerned people’s collective 

actions to organize and mobilize collective actions are important ways to construct 

alternative development (Escobar 1995, Huesca, 2001).         

Unlike a dominant paradigm of development, alternative paradigm tends to 

question political, economic, and cultural relations of migrant workers to advocate the 

fundamental human rights for the migrant workers. Through the network of individuals 

and communities of action, collective praxis is formed to challenge hegemonic power 

groups such as government, sensational mass media, and business owners. Thus, 

communication processes are constructed by the participants in the collective struggles 

for justice in accordance with the ways and forms of collaborating and networking with 

other participants.  

For example, a US-based, the National Network for Immigrant and Refugee 

Rights (NNIRR) organizes and mobilizes collective actions to perpetuate human and 

labor rights for migrant workers and refugees. Its action plans and strategies are 

developed through the collaborative networks of actions involving migrant workers, 

refugees, communities, religious, civil rights, and labor organizations and activists. The 

action programs are supported by the donations of private and public agencies as well as 

sales of movement materials including publications.  

NNIRR conceives development for migrant workers as the collective efforts to 

“promote a just immigration and refugee policy” and “to defend and expand the rights of 

all immigrants and refugees, regardless of immigration status” (NNIRR, 2008). 
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Development is not something given by a project organizer but is constructed by the 

participants through ‘promoting a just’ and ‘depending and expanding rights’. In 

addition, the goals of their collective actions are developed in relations with the changes 

in the structures affecting migration. NNIRR indicates that “the unparalleled change in 

global, political and economic structures which has exacerbated regional, national and 

international patterns of migration” (ibid). Thus, the problems of migration are viewed as 

structural changes in global political economic relations rather than as the individual 

economic and political “needs.” The structural approach to the migration induces 

necessarily radical solutions of organizing and mobilizing popular resistance.  

On the other hand, the communication strategy for social change is articulated to 

organize and mobilize existing resources, networks, and people. The artillery of such 

movement communication is the networks of communities of action participating in the 

movement. For example, migrant communities, grassroots organizations, religious 

institutions, and various NGOs as well as their regional organizers are linked together to 

share, educate, and develop strategic or tactical information. The networks are an 

invaluable asset to the movement by mobilizing diverse modes of communication, 

interpersonal, organizational as well as media communication, maximizing available 

communication channels. In particular, because the movement concerns international 

migration, the network of action is organized at the transnational level linking various 

countries of departure and destination. Therefore, the communication processes for social 

change for the migration are constructed through the participation of diverse and different 

levels of agencies ranging from local to global communities of activists.    

Compared to the dominant model of development for the migrant, the collective 

action approach to the development issues radically reconstructs the development 

processes challenging and transforming existing social and cultural relations of migrant 
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workers. For example, the migrant movement organized by NNIRR envisages individual 

migrant workers and refugees as the sources of power to change the oppressive practices 

and policies on the migrant. Their migration is understood not in terms of a problem but 

of an opportunity for the host society to advance better places for both the foreigners and 

natives to live and work together. Accordingly, migrant workers are perceived as not 

mere recipients of development projects but as active agents involved in collective 

actions for social change.  

In addition, the communication processes tend to be centrifugal rather than 

centripetal in that the collective actions are organized moving away from the center to the 

extent that diverse grassroots and local communities are empowered to engage in social 

change processes. AVRRP of IOM convenes migrant workers to the program to educate 

and provide necessary skills, knowledge, and resources, which are transferred by the 

organized partner institutions and professionals. On the contrary, NNIRR functions as 

intermediary agency monitoring and mediating the networks of actions that are 

voluntarily linked to increase the capacity of collective powers of migrant workers. 

Moreover, the network is diffused to go beyond the communal, national boundaries to 

extend to the global communities of action so that diverse groups of nationalities and 

ethnic groups form new transnational agencies of global social change.  

It is clear that while dominant programs of migration and development aim to 

control and manage the international migration to maintain existing political and 

economic relations of a host society, the collective action approach to development tries 

to challenge and empower migrant workers to become active agents questioning 

dominant power relations of the society. The communication processes of the alternative 

way for social change are constructed by collective and individual human agents involved 

in organizing and mobilizing collective actions through the critical reflections on 
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realities, actions, and collaborating networks of diverse communities of action. Engaging 

in collective struggles, the development experiences of individual migrant workers enable 

them to recognize the oppressive power relations of dominant society that can induce 

alternative ways and forms of action.  

On the other hand, development is a fundamentally contested process implying 

that it is the site of struggles between conflicting values and action programs embedded 

in different approaches to development projects. Migration and development also 

evidences the contentious processes for social changes with particular logics. According 

to Escobar (1995), differences in development approaches are induced by particular 

knowledge and practices embedded in discourses about social change. In this regard, each 

case of the AVRRP of IOM and the migrant social movement of NNIRR denote that 

dominant and alternative development perspectives are constructed based upon distinct 

and incompatible approaches to power and human agency. In practice, the dissimilarity in 

understanding the concepts of power and human agency reflect acute ideological 

divergence in envisioning social change.  

Thus, in order to configure the contentious processes in migration and 

development, we need to identify existing discourses about power, migrant agents, and 

social change. The following discusses three different arguments about power, human 

agent, and social change including fragmented, totalistic, and transformative approaches.   
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Discourses about Migration 

Critical development communication focuses on the participatory and horizontal 

power relations and processes of alterative social change (see, for example, Wilkins, 

1999). The central questions arise centered around who decides which changes, and how 

a proposed change is constructed for what. The critical examinations of the subject, 

conditions, and processes of changes are necessary to account for the actual intentions 

and beneficiaries of a proposed development project.  

Cautiously articulated knowledge and practices aimed for social change tend to 

shape or reshape individual or institutional practices and values (Crush, 1995; Escobar, 

1995). As in the each case discussed above, there are fundamental differences as to the 

power relations of concerned people and the processes of development between the 

dominant and alternative approach to migration and development. As a particular 

development project acknowledges or not, differences in the discourse about power 

relations and processes of social change are the source of struggles to claim power and 

perpetuate particular ways of social change. Consequently, we need to understand 

characteristic power relations and diverse forms and ways of social change in migration 

and development.  

I categorized understandings about power and social change regarding migration 

and development into three conceptual approaches including fragmented, totalistic, and 

transformative in accordance with the differences in constructing migrant workers and 

their realities. The discussions about these approaches help configure how development 

for migrant workers can be differently understood as well as underlying goals of social 

change.   
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FRAGMENTED APPROACH: LOGICS FOR CONTROL  

Knowledge and practice of dominant development logic constitutes discourses for 

systematic social control and management that are often viewed as natural and necessary 

processes for social development (Crush, 1995; Escobar, 1995). In particular, underlying 

assumptions about power and social change in dominant development projects render 

fragmented and distorted knowledge and practice for concerned groups of people. The 

fragmented approach to power and social change for migrant workers alienate migrant 

workers from the actual capacity and possibilities to challenge dominant social 

development, but enhance existing labor relations based on the historical development of 

contradictory capitalist production processes.  

The fragmented approach tries to account for the process of migrant labor mainly 

with the intention of social control and management as it dehistoricizes, destructuralizes 

and dehumanizes such processes. In particular, neo-classic market theorists and theories 

of micro social structure are included in this category. As one of the most prominent 

proponents of neo-classic economists, Borjas (1989, 1990) emphasizes the processes of 

individual decision making to perpetuate labor migration, which is based on a rational 

comparison of the cost and benefits of the movement of individual migrant workers into a 

country offering higher income; i.e., the relationship of ‘push’ and ‘pull’  (Zolberg, 

1989). Since it is their priority to maintain ‘efficiency’ of existing labor market systems 

organizing production processes of a national economy, they implicitly pursue the 

assimilation of foreign workers into the dominant market systems. This is because the 

push-pull model assumes existing market systems can promote social ‘equilibrium,’ so 

that the aggregate effect of individual decisions will eventually lead to a reduction in 

spatial inequalities and a gradual decline in individual motivation to migrate, and hence 

to a slowdown of the migrant stream (Borjas, 1989).  
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It is right to criticize these types of analysis as highly individualistic and 

ahistorical (Castles & Miller, 1998), but more seriously they work by either reifying or 

neutralizing human values into something manageable. And migrant workers are 

conceived as valued social agents only within the economic sphere.  

 …that there exists an “immigration market.” Just as goods are traded across 
international boundaries in the international goods market, people are also 
“traded” across the same boundaries in the immigration market (Borjas, 1989, p. 
460).  

As is well known in Marx analysis, an underlying logic of reification of labor is 

based on increasing industrial productivity in order to produce more cost competitive 

products that eventually would help either preserve or increase capital accumulation. 

However, these seemingly apparent consequences of human degradation are easily 

dismissed in reality because the processes are viewed, not only by those market 

economists, but also often by the labor class, as highly rational decisions of individual 

migrant workers searching for the best ‘options’ available to maximize their income 

level. This detaches the labor class from the organizing structural power relations and, 

thus, dehistoricizes and isolates the collective potentials and abilities of migrant workers 

as it transforms them merely into socially isolated facts and complexities. 

On the other hand, a fragmented approach tends to naturalize the deeply rooted 

structural conditions of economic inequality and international divisions of labor as if they 

are given conditions for the international movement of labor. For example, Wood (1982) 

conceives of the migrant family as a mortar for ‘dynamic sustenance strategies’ of 

migrant labor, determining various methods of migration and types of jobs available in 

foreign countries. Combined with social network theories (see, for example, Boyd, 1989), 

they emphasize the determinant roles of family and personal networks of individual 

migrant workers in the migration process. While the semi-structural approach provides 

meaningful knowledge about the socio-cultural linkages, enabling particular international 
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movement of labor, it is still confined within the prior interpersonal relations, 

marginalizing the roles of states’ regulating patterns of migration (Castles & Miller, 

1993), and at the same time ‘conflating’ such relations as the central sources of the 

mobilizing migration processes (Goss & Lindquist, 1995).  

 Both the neo-classic model and social network approaches are impotent to 

problematize historically specific contradictions of capitalist labor relations and 

oppressive social and cultural structures of the host societies. In practice, both approaches 

may contribute to rationalizing harsh government immigration control policies and racial 

discrimination for the sake of maximizing the competitiveness of domestic production 

systems, particularly in periods of economic recession, through the strict execution of 

immigrant law or tacit permission of firing migrant workers illegally (Castles & Miller, 

1998; Sul, 1999). Knowledge about networks of individual migrant workers may only 

contribute to government institutions tracking down informal networks of migration, 

while corporate employers and private brokers are mostly evaded (Sul, 1999).  

The fragmented approach to migration segments structural motivation to migrate 

into individual preference to increase economic opportunity. It rarely critiques the global 

market structure organized for maximizing the effectiveness of the international division 

of labor, which provides fundamental base of transnational production processes. Thus, 

the power of migrant worker is only confined to their ability to perform labor, which is 

managed for and by the economic interests for employers. Social change for migrant 

workers in the approach is only framed to perpetuate the existing capitalist production 

processes for the host society. The management of migrant workers is set to maintain the 

status quo of social orders in a host society as in the case of IOM’s AVRRP project. 

Thus, the power and social change for migrant workers gain never significant meanings 
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in the dominant approach to migration and development but tend to be reified to maintain 

existing social relations. 

TOTALISTIC APPROACH: LOGICS OF CONTROL  

Unlike the fragmented approach I discussed above, a totalistic approach accounts 

for a historical-structural base of continuous changes of dominant capitalist development 

logics that formulate labor migration processes (Castles, 1973; Harvey, 1989; Zolberg, 

1991; Castles & Miller, 1993; Castells, 1996; Sassen, 1996). Drawn from the theories of 

Marxism, they are highly critical of the fragmented assumption that marginalizes the 

historical and structural factors both propelling and constraining international movement 

of labor. Being critical to the dominant development mode, however, this approach to 

power and social change tend to be ideologically oriented to the extent that prefigured 

socialist values and economic relations are preferred to other forms and ways of 

development. The knowledge and practices of a totalistic approach tend to assume a 

dominantly constitutive role in shaping the development for migrant workers as those of 

fragmented approach. Accordingly, while the fragmented approach differ from the 

totalistic approach in their perspectives and concerns about the power and social change 

for the migrant workers, both approaches subscribe strong ideological orientation 

indiscriminately excluding alternative values and practices for development.  

To be more specific, this approach conceives of migrant workers as ‘peripheral’ 

working class people forced to move out to guarantee capital accumulation for more 

advanced countries. A totalistic approach serves as the most relevant account for 

explaining structural conditions of labor migration. Harvey (1989) finds that post-Fordist 

production processes for more flexible capital accumulation are radically restructuring 

existing labor market structures. He explains that the structural rigidity of industrial 

capital accumulation processes – which the  two organizing principles of Fordism and 
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Keynesianism have faced with strong market volatility, heightened international 

competition and narrowing profit margins since as early as the mid-1960s -- has induced 

flexible labor market structures, through which employers can take advantage of 

weakened union power and the pools of surplus workers to push for much more flexible 

work regimes and labor contracts.  

Specifically, labor market structures under conditions of flexible accumulation are 

constituted through minimizing the core group, which is the primary labor market, and 

two subgroups of peripheral workers, both of whom are readily available for low skill 

jobs. While not only core groups but also peripheral groups are under flexible labor 

conditions, the two peripheral groups are contracted based on much more vulnerable and 

hostile conditions. The first consists of full time employees with skills that are redundant 

in the labor market, such as clerical, secretarial, routine and lesser skilled manual work. 

With less access to career opportunities, this group tends to be characterized by high 

labor turnover. The second peripheral group, whose jobs require lesser skill and 

experience than the first, consists of the most vulnerable workers. Consisting mostly of 

individuals with short-term contracts, public subsidy training, delayed recruitment, job 

sharing and part time work, the peripheral group is  employed under increased sub-

contracting toward temporary work with reduced or eliminated insurance coverage and 

pension rights as well as low wage levels and job security. It is this second peripheral 

labor market in which migrant workers are placed (as well as socially more vulnerable 

and disadvantaged groups such as women, the disabled, etc.).  

Harvey also acknowledges that the labor market’s transformation has been 

paralleled by the shifts in industrial organization, structured based on sub-contracting 

between and within the industries. This practice of sub-contracting revives and enhances 
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older production systems in which domestic, artisanal, patriarchal, familial, paternalistic 

labor relations are dominant in particularly small scale ‘sweat shops’ (Tabb, 2005).  

On the other hand, Castells (1996) and Sassen (1996) articulate global 

transformation of modes of development in terms of informational capitalist development 

organized for the knowledge industry while product production processes are 

increasingly integrated but hierarchically networked at the global level. In particular, they 

argue that the global changes for the so called knowledge economy induce new 

international divisions of labor that are characterized by increased interdependence, 

asymmetry, regionalization, diversification within each region, selective inclusiveness, 

and exclusionary segmentation, as  evident in most primate cities. For example, the Asian 

Pacific Region is one of the most dynamic regions, inducing radical realignment in the 

international division of labor. It posed to become the largest industrial region of the 

world even without counting China.  

Within world system theory (see for example, Amin, 1997), the staggering 

development of the region serves the interests of advanced global North countries, and 

assumes semi-peripheral status for the global division of labor (Kim, W. B, 2004). On the 

other hand, Castells (1996) maintains that we should not dismiss the increasing 

diversification of asymmetric interdependency within the region in which multiple 

networks of economic powers – the Japanese corporations, the Korean corporations, 

American multinational corporations, the powerful Chinese networks - integrate regional 

economy. He asserts that there is clear tendency to change modes of hierarchy of 

domination that is not simply explained in the core-peripheral dependency model.  

Castles and Miller (1998) point out that the new patterns of labor migration are 

characterized by the diversification of regional economic interdependency. In particular, 

contemporary labor migration tends to be structured within the regional economic bloc, 
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as the increasing inter-Asian migration indicates. Thus, under the current globalization 

processes, international division of labor for global production processes needs to be 

understood by accounting for the patterns of diversification of asymmetric economic 

interdependence in particular regions.  

Similarly, Zolberg (1989) points out that while the historical-structural 

asymmetric order between North-South economies determines the international flow of 

labor, the patterns of contemporary international migration and state controls should be 

explained with explicit attention to the specific historical development of the relations 

between labor and capital “of the region.” Specifically, in addition to historical-structural 

factors, he suggests considering factors affecting the levels of restriction of the entrance 

and exit of immigrations, or creating new migrant groups, or enabling  compromise 

(endowment of welfare services or citizenship) for the general national interests. Thus, 

this localizing totalistic approach means contextualizing migration processes within the 

considerations of the historical development of capitalist production processes that 

eventually determine the migrant labor relations in a particular society.  

When Castles and Kosack (1973) examined class structure in Western Europe 

from  1945 through the 1960s, they found that the immigrant workers’ labor conditions 

and the jobs they worked were subsequently structured in accordance with the post-war 

economic ups and downs, demographic changes, and immigrant control policies, while 

fundamental labor relations of migrant workers were determined by macro capitalist 

economic development across borders, mobilized through the expansion of Keynesian 

national economic development. 

These discussions suggest that in order to comprehend contemporary labor 

migration processes and labor relations of migrant workers, we need to contextualize the 

changing mode of development and logics of production processes upon the historically 
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specific capitalist development of a particular society in relation to the global economy. 

Moreover, the labor status of migrant workers tends to be structured to serve the macro- 

economic interests of a host society in a forced way to accept ‘second peripheral’ labor 

conditions without protection of labor rights. Therefore, the totalistic approach to the 

power and social change for migrant workers enables us; first to configure the dominant 

labor relations in the global economic development second; second to remind us of the 

need to contextualize characteristic production processes of a host society inducing 

‘localized’ hierarchy of labor relations of migrant workers; and third to consider socio-

political factors affecting the levels of restriction of the entrance and exit of 

immigrations, creating new migrant groups, or enabling compromise (endowment of 

welfare services or citizenship) for general national interests.   

The totalistic approach accounts for the exploitative political economic structure 

regulating and controlling migrant workers. However, this approach is limited to 

discussing actually existing knowledge and practices destabilizing the dominant social 

change processes. The logic of control should account for how the oppressive labor 

relations are challenged and altered, how the power relations of migrant workers are 

structured and being restructured, and how migrant workers envision their own social 

change in a host society. The knowledge and practices that do not account for the 

transformative dimensions would become mere the artifact of sceinticism” (Gramsci, 

1991) or “revisionist Marxism” (Lukacs, 1968) that reifies and isolates actually existing 

forms of social struggles for migrant workers. Moreover, such reification may result in 

objectifying the social actors as victims of historical development of capitalist production 

processes, lacking transcendent power for social change. In that respect, such reifying 

tendencies resemble fragmented approaches to migration processes.  



 30 

Therefore, we need to engage in more critical and concrete discussions about, for 

example, how NNIRR is organized and mobilized, what are the roles of migrant workers 

in the movement, how they conceive the movement and how they are involved in the 

movement etc. Next I describe existing studies about transformative collective actions for 

migrant workers to acknowledge and discuss characteristic forms and ways to organize 

and mobilize migrant social movement.  

TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH: LOGICS AGAINST CONTROL  

A transformative approach accounts for power and social change challenged 

through resistant praxis of human agency. If a totalistic approach explains mediating 

power structure and practices through dominant agents, this approach accentuates 

‘ remediating’ processes for the oppressed people to empower themselves as well as to 

envision popular resistance for the rights and freedom for migrant workers. Accordingly, 

the transformative approach values most the inherent capacity of migrant agent to 

construct alternative social change processes based upon their critical reflection on their 

realities in a host society.   

In particular, migrant social movements have become most significant socio- 

cultural processes denoting the radical approach to migration and development. Through 

participating the movement, migrant agents are able to empower themselves to gain 

collective power constitutive of a “diasporic public sphere” (Appadurai, 1996)3 

transforming dominant social and cultural order in a host society. Current studies about 

the movement identify new forms and ways of organizing and mobilizing collective 

                                                 
3 “Modernity at Large” (Arjun Appadruai, 1996). I used the concept to signify the 
emerging discursive space for migrant workers in which the agents engage in collective 
struggles to establish their own social, political, and cultural powers within a host society. 
This general understanding of the sphere is different from Appadurai (1996) who 
recognizes ‘immigrant media communication’ as essential processes for immigrant 
communities to produce their cultural identities in a dominant society.  
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actions that can be characterized as social and cultural development processes involving 

transnational and heterogeneous movement agents on the junction of local and global 

power struggles. The movement tends to be mobilized by the diverse groups of 

ideological, national, and ethnic communities of action to change the existing 

discriminatory socio-cultural relations of a host society. Moreover, the movement 

politicizes implicit global power structures at diverse locales through the contentious 

processes for migrant agents to participate in the movement, network international 

communities of actions, produce immigrant media, and use new communication 

technologies. In other word, migrant agents convey, expose, and challenge underlying 

complicated asymmetric local and global power relations as they engage in collective 

actions to transform dominant values and practices of both a host society and 

international society.  The following discussion details these characteristics in organizing 

and mobilizing the movement, which are essential sources of power in the transformative 

approach to migration and development. 

Migrant Social Movement 

A migrant social movement can be understood as the sets of collective struggles 

mobilized by the diverse groups of ideological, national, and ethnic communities of 

action to change the existing discriminatory socio-cultural relations for immigrant 

communities. It can be characterized in terms of the forms and ways to organize and 

mobilize participants as social and cultural development processes involving 

transnational and heterogeneous movement agents on the junction of global and local 

power struggles. First, the movement is critically constructed in the collision of local and 

global socio-cultural power structures antagonizing dominant development processes 

(Biswas, 2004; Tsutsui, 2004).  
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Examples of the growing hostility towards migrant workers are easily found in 

diverse regions around the world; for example, on the border land between U.S. and 

Mexico (Cunningham, 2004), in the global cities like L.A or N.Y (Milkman, 2000; 

Connor, 2004) or in the export-processing city in developing countries (Bandy, 2004), 

and in the emerging markets in Asia (Mills, 1999; Ford, 2004; Pipper & Ball, 2001) – 

almost everywhere. These locales become highly politicized places where differences in 

economic and cultural identities are structurally denied and challenged (Cunningham, 

2004). Internal polarizations of power between classes and ethnic groups in these global 

urban places also can be seen in relation to a broader hierarchy of global economy that 

subordinates remote places and peoples under international divisions of production 

processes (Sassen, 2000). These places exemplify the complex interconnections between 

the global and local where the directions of dominant social development are challenged 

and negotiated (Escobar, 2001). The social movement advocating labor rights for migrant 

workers in those places signify ‘place-based struggles’ against neo-liberal logics of 

global development (Escobar, 1995; 2001).  

The goals of migrant social movement tend to change or eliminate strict 

government immigrant policy and exploitative corporate practices. The objectives are 

oriented toward changes of material conditions for migrant workers, and, accordingly, the 

measures of success of the movement are dependent on the degree of changes of 

contested government policies or corporate practices. However, while migrant social 

movements aim to reverse inhumane labor relations, the specific goals of each social 

movement are determined in relations with particular social-cultural labor conditions of 

a local. For example, the movement objectives in the successful campaign for ‘Justice for 

Janitors’ (JfJ) in LA, where predominantly Latino workers are employed by the service 

sector (Milkman, 2000), the labor rights and anti-trafficking campaigns for Indonesian 
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women domestic labor in the advanced economies in Asia such as Hong Kong and 

Taiwan (Ford, 2004), the labor rights for youth workers in labor intensive industrial 

zones in Bangkok (Mills, 1999), the strike against laid-off Latino employers in hotel 

industry in LA (Park, 2004), the transnational labor organizing in U.S. Canada, and 

Mexico against unfair labor accord treaties for NAFTA (Stillerman, 2003), reveal 

persistent and dynamic class struggles against dominant labor organizing powers on the 

intersections between local and global, different cultural identities (ethnicity, gender, and 

nationality), and among and between the classes in the context of global capitalist 

development.  

A second characteristic of a migrant social movement is ‘transnationality’ in 

mobilizing the movement. These social movements are more or less networked with or 

through either transnational non-government organizations, trade unions advocating 

universal human rights and justice (Gibson, Law, & McKay, 2001; Stillerman, 2003; 

Bandy, 2004; Connor, 2004) or coalitions across different ethnic communities (Park, 

2004). Such international coalitions are organized by movement groups concerning either 

general migrant labor rights (Gibson, Law, & McKay, 2001), or female migrant labor 

rights (Ford, 2004), or within a particular economic zone such as NAFTA (Stillerman, 

2003; Bandy, 2004), or particular industry such as sweat-shop, for transnational 

corporations (Connor, 2004). These networks of transnational social movement 

organizations have already assumed to have influential power, challenging both domestic 

political systems and international politics (Khagram, Riker, & Sikkink, 2002).  

On the other hand, few studies about the international movement coalition are 

attentive to the aspects of ethnic coalitions implicit in the social movement for migrant 

workers, even though most cases identify increasing multi-ethnic participation in the 

movement. An interesting exception is Park’s (2004) study about the labor movement for 
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Latino workers in Hilton Hotel and Tower in the city of L.A., which is owned by a 

Korean conglomerate. In the case of the LA Hilton and Towers campaign, Park could 

identify clear efforts by the movement participants that try to bring Latinos and Korean 

Americans together in universal terms of job security and corporate responsibilities. He 

concludes that “while the diversity of immigrant workers and the growing presence of 

foreign transnational employers have been viewed as barriers to organizing … under the 

right circumstances and leadership, these very factors can create new possibilities for 

organizing and mobilization” (p. 146). This case is suggestive in that studies attentive to 

the transnationality of contemporary social movement need to account for the solidarity 

processes of organizing different ethnic groups for social change.  

Regarding the transnationality of the movement, ethnic migrant communities need 

special attention as emerging active social actors. For example, researchers (see, for 

example Ford, 2004; Park, 2004) emphasize that ethnic community organizations serve 

as central communication channels linking together movement organizations. The 

success of LA’s new labor movement (Milkman, 2000; Frank and Wong, 2004) is also 

attributed to the impressive efforts to work through organizing and mobilizing with 

Latino communities. Park (2004) correctly characterizes social movements for ethnic 

minorities as ‘community based’ multicultural collective actions when he observed 

Latino and Korean communities working side by side. Therefore, migrant social 

movement might signify that differences in cultural identities among migrant agents are 

not detrimental to strengthen movement solidarity but can be incremental to extend 

coalition networks of diverse immigrant communities. 

The transnationality in organizing diverse ethnic communities is also related to 

the third characteristic of migrant social movement, which is ‘heterogeneousness’ of 

ideologies and cultural identities of movement participants. As I discussed above, a 
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migrant social movement tends to be organized not by a particular ethnic community but 

by a diverse cultural identity groups. In addition, making locally based claims, the 

ideologically various activist groups tend to come together to support migrant social 

movement (Mills, 1999; Gibson, Law, & McKay, 2001; Tsutsui, 2004; Connor, 2004; 

Piper, 2003; Ford, 2004). Unlike traditional labor movements that are structured mainly 

around trade unions, migrant social movements tend to be organized by solidarity 

coalitions between human rights NGOs and trade unions which do not necessarily share 

same ideological visions of social changes for migrant workers. Being framed as a human 

rights movement, migrant social movements are understood as ‘social movements’ rather 

than ‘labor movements’ that have been strongly influenced by civic organizations. Thus, 

it is understandable when Courville and Piper (2004) find ‘hope’ for social change for 

migrant workers through the activism of human rights NGOs. Lim (2003) also argues for 

the positive roles of NGOs’ activism for not only the advancement of migrant labor 

policies but also for creating and managing organizations operated by migrant workers. 

He also confirms the central roles of charity organizations, mostly with religious 

backgrounds, in promoting human rights of migrant workers.  

However, activities of traditional trade unions should not be overlooked as they 

are also significant actors in organizing migrant social movement. In fact, they pose 

increasingly important questions in identifying issues of migrant labor and in organizing 

migrant labor movement. Milkman (2004) describes successful stories of the Service 

Employees International Union (SEIU)’s activities in Los Angeles, where the bulk of 

workers are Latino. Frank and Wong (2004) acknowledge that the increased visibility of 

labor movement organized by the Los Angeles Country Federation of Labor is partly 

attributed to the active efforts of the trade union to forge labor community alliances, 

especially with immigrant communities. Such success not only advances the labor 



 36 

conditions for the Spanish workers but also ‘revitalized’ the AFL-CIO, a well-known 

center for trade unionism, in the region.  

The heterogeneousness of this particular labor movement denotes that migrant 

agents should not be confined in terms of particular ethnic group or labor class segregated 

from diverse cultural and ideological communities of action. Instead, they have 

successfully engaged in not only transforming migrant workers’ labor relations but also 

invigorating existing native unions, NGOs, and diverse immigrant grassroots 

organizations to inspire locally based transnational and heterogeneous collective actions 

for social change in a host society.   

Current literatures have informed us that migrant social movements and their 

participant immigrant agents account for substantial powers in the transformative 

approach to migration and development. On the other hand, we also need to pay attention 

to practices of immigrant media, which have gained significant socio-cultural influences 

over both immigrant communities and host societies. The symbolic power of media texts 

produced by migrant agents has already been recognized by anthropologists and 

international media scholars (for example Appadurai, 1996; Kraidy, 1999). There are two 

perspectives about the roles of immigrant media in terms of transformative approaches to 

migration and development. These views include ‘movement resources’ and ‘cultural 

resources.’ The former approach examines effective ways to use communication 

channels and frame media texts to persuade and diffuse public opinions favoring 

objectives of migrant social movement. On the other hand, a cultural resource approach 

to immigrant media tend to focus on cultural reorientation processes for immigrant 

communities to negotiate their cultural identities and practices in relations with dominant 

culture in a host society. Next, I discuss the roles of immigrant media in transforming 
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dominant social and cultural relations in a host society based on movement resource and 

cultural resource perspectives. 

Immigrant media  

Benedict Anderson’s (1991) “imagined communities” exhibits implications of 

media communications as to how media intervene in the processes of collective 

belonging to a particular community that ultimately helps develop and exercise social and 

political power of state sovereignty. According to Anderson, print media communication 

shaped people’s perceptions about remote communities existing outside of their 

immediate experience into a unified and imaginable society sharing similar cultures and 

interests. The print media transformed remote communities to proximate ones as they 

enclosed the members within a territorial boundary. Such transformative power of media 

in mediating immediate realities of members of a community renders significant 

meanings for immigrant communities who are surrounded by dominant ‘imagined 

communities’ unfamiliar to them.  In particular, current literatures on media and social 

change indicate two views about the roles of immigrant media including ‘movement 

resource’ and ‘cultural resource’ approaches.   

A movement resource approach, especially ‘resource mobilization’ theory from 

sociological scholarship (for example McCarthy and Zald, 1987), regards immigrant 

media as useful ‘resources’ for movement organizing and mobilizing community 

members. It is well known that Spanish language media supported the mass mobilization 

of ethnic minority workers protesting against restrictive government immigration policies 

in 2006 (Aizenman, 2006). Korean Immigrant Workers Advocates used the Korean 

American immigrant media to rally support from the Korean American community (Park, 

2004).  SEIU international vice president Eliseo Medina’s quote well describes how 

immigrant media are utilized for the movement (Frank & Wong, 2004):  
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We would often run paid media in the Spanish language press and use this to 
leverage Public Service Announcements (PSAs) with our nonpartisan message. 
We would then routinely invite news anchors and reporters to walk with our 
teams and this would create a buzz, a drumbeat for our efforts. In this way, Labor 
became a partner with the community. (Cited in Frank & Wong, 2004, p. 165).  

Such evident roles of immigrant media envision their political capacities to affect social 

and cultural processes for not only ethnic communities but also for the host society.  

Moreover, rapid advancement of new communication technology also has 

facilitated movement organizers to send out movement information effectively, network 

immigrant organizations across the world, and organize public demonstration. Media 

activists try to utilize various communication technologies from old to new, such as open-

access TV and Internet (Konsnick, 2004), newsletters and newspapers (Fujiwara, 2005), 

radio, satellite, Internet and newspaper (Rigoni, 2005), Internet, fax, scanners, digital 

cameras and cell phones (Law, 2003) to organize public demonstrations, network 

concerned communities and movement organizations, dispute the government immigrant 

policy and contest racist remarks of native commercial media outlets. Studies also 

confirm that the growing popularity of media communications, both old and new, is 

attributed to the increasing political and social power of migrant communities as the U.S. 

immigrant reform protests in May, 2006 were effectively and rapidly spread across the 

country with the aids of new communication technologies such as cell-phone Text 

message, blog, and Myspace.  

Among others, Internet seems to be the most prominent channel to effectively 

network ‘transnational’ communities of actions. For example, Internet was praised 

because of its effectiveness in presenting political agendas for refugee groups across the 

world (Siapera, 2005), sharing national identity across borders (Tyner & Kuhlke, 2000; 

Mitra, 2005), influencing national development outside of countries (Hanafi, 2005). In 

addition to the Internet, Karim (1998) acknowledged that satellite TV also has gained 
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significant momentum for minority communities to reflect on the feeling of belonging to 

the country of the origin (Christiansen, 2004) or a host country (Mai, 2005).  

A movement resource perspective of immigrant media informs us that the media 

are indispensible communication channel for facilitating ‘information sharing,’ ‘ public 

opinion,’ ‘movement organizing,’ and ‘networking actors’ across ‘national and 

international.’  However, as Downing (2001) correctly points out regarding the overall 

social movement literature, suggested examples do not much “engage in any disciplined 

way with the question of communication and media” but only illuminate by “dint of 

demonstrations and other organized expressions of discontent” (p. 26). He argues that 

media communication for social change – “radical media” if we use his term - should 

account for not just utilities for organizing social movement but also alternative cultural 

visions of diverse media forms to hegemonic powers and perspectives.  

 In this regard, a ‘cultural resource’ perspective of immigrant media yields useful 

discussions about how immigrant media negotiate and construct cultural identities of 

particular ethnic community in a host society. The cultural perspective tends to conceive 

immigrant media in terms of ‘communities of practice,’ (Husband, 2005) in which media 

producers and audiences of immigrant media altogether engage in collective struggles to 

develop their cultural values and practices (d’Haenes; 2003; Christiansen, 2004; Athique, 

2005; Mitra, 2005). Therefore, immigrant media have given particular attention to 

‘cultural struggles’ for religious traditions and practices (Kosnick, 2004; Bowen, 2004; 

Rigoni, 2005) or to preserve nationality or ethnicity (Tyner & Kuhlke, 2000; Georgiou, 

2001). These studies acknowledge the roles of immigrant media to maintain and vitalize 

‘heterogeneousness’ of diverse cultural identities of immigrant communities in a 

dominant society.  
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On the other hand, other research indicates that different cultures are also 

‘communicated’ by migrant agents through ‘transnational’ migrant social movements. 

For example, Lisa Law (2003) draws attention specifically to media activism for migrant 

labor right movement. Law (2003) informs us of how the Migrant Forum in Asia utilizes 

the Internet to organize transnational political actions. In particular, she attends to the 

ways movement participants share cultural meanings and symbols embedded in the 

communication messages, generating common understandings for the movement 

objectives, such as humane labor conditions for Philippine domestic workers. Paralleling 

sociological studies of social movements, Law also identifies migrant labor rights NGOs 

as central actors who regard communication media as effective ways to transcend 

differences in language and culture. 

A cultural resource perspective on immigrant media argues that cultural identities 

of ethnic communities are highly contested issues for the communities. It also accounts 

for the complexities of the processes for social control (Kymlicka, 2002), which can 

hardly be identified within the economic relations. Studies of media activism for migrant 

communities exemplify that collective action for migrant workers should be able to 

account for cultural differences. This active social and cultural intervention truly 

constitutes the foundations of “diasporic pubic sphere” (Appadurai, 1996) that increases 

the visibility of migrant communities’ social and cultural processes. Georgiou (2005) also 

argues, within the context of liberal democratic ideas, that transnational, national, and 

local immigrant media formulate dialectical relations between the host society and 

minority groups by which general social constituencies influence each other in social 

processes.  
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Accounting for Power 

I have explored how each one of the four approaches to labor migration tries to 

account for its own underlying logic of social control. A fragmented approach tends to 

dehistoricize, destructuralize, and individualize the labor migration processes that induce 

harsh labor control and labor alienation. The totalistic approach understands the historical 

and structural development logics of capitalist production processes as fundamental 

forces to construct migrant workers. While a totalistic approach accounts well for the 

constraining structural conditions for migrant workers, it fails to envision that such 

disabling factors are the very sources that organize and mobilize collective actions for 

migrant workers.  

On the other hand, the transformative approach, especially social movement and 

immigrant media literatures, renders a substantial discussion about actual social and 

cultural processes mobilized by migrant agents to challenge and change dominant power 

relations in a host society. In particular, social movement studies show that migrant 

workers are active agents in the juncture of local-global social and cultural power 

relations through organizing and mobilizing transnational and heterogeneous collective 

actions across the world. In addition, immigrant media literature also informs us that 

migrant agents attempt to transform dominant cultural values and practices through 

mobilizing symbolic movements and cultural resources produced and circulated by media 

communications. It is the transformative approach, therefore, that signifies the processes 

to develop ‘diasporic public sphere’ in which migrant agents are struggling for power to 

establish their own discursive space disputing discriminatory and exploitative values and 

practices of dominant society. It is the imagined space for alternative development 

processes. 
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 However, even though within the transformative approach to migration and 

development, ‘power struggles’ of migrant agents are central problems, few studies 

account for issues about how the movement participants communicate, how the power 

relations among the movement participants are structured, and how power relations affect 

the processes to organize and mobilize the movement. The power relations of migrant 

agents exist as fundamental processes structuring the forms and ways to organize and 

mobilize migrant social movement.  

For example, social movement objectives tend to be ‘framed’ in accordance with 

the ideology (Reese & Newcombe, 2003), resources, organization, and professionalism 

(Gamson & Wolsfield, 1993) of particular social movement organizations.  It is possible 

that influential movement actors might possess and exercise power over other participant 

actors in determining frame of movement goals. Fujiwara (2005) indentifies that when 

the participant organizations decided to frame migrant labor rights as human rights, 

emphasizing the negative consequences of reducing government welfare programs for 

elderly, disabled or refugee migrants, broader categories of people in the poor migrant 

communities did not gain attention. In addition, Piper (2004) observed that the problems 

of Asian migrant workers in the NGOs predominantly are framed in ‘human rights’ 

discourses, emphasizing a ‘livelihood support’ frame. This is also the case in 

international governance institutions such as APEC, ASEAN, and UN, which often work 

together with the NGOs (Piper & Ball, 2001). These cases exemplify that power relations 

within migrant social movements can be asymmetrical to exclude relatively powerless 

groups from expressing and participating in the movement for their own interests.  

On the other hand, migrant social movement is ‘heterogeneous’ in terms of 

movement participants’ ideology and cultural identities. However, there is tendency in 

immigrant media studies to homogenize media practices mainly within the processes for 
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cultural reorientation of particular ethnic communities without paying attention to socio-

political interest groups such as asylum seekers and undocumented migrant workers, 

whose immigrant status may be systematically illegitimatized in a host society. 

Moreover, while studies on immigrant media inform us that there is no single essential 

identity but diverse identities within an ethnic community (for example, Turkish Muslim 

communities in Germany and Greece within Muslim communities, Kosnick, 2004; 

Madianou, 2005), few studies have examined how migrant agents of different cultural 

identities communicate to produce media programs. Gibson, Law, & McKay (2001), in 

this regard, correctly point out that most studies about the issue from the sociological 

tradition are less concerned with “performative practice that produces knowledge that 

shape the world we come” (p. 366). Specifically, they argue against a singular objective 

description about social movement in order to account for diverse and transformative 

dimensions of subjectivity of female contracted migrant workers. In particular, they 

identify multiple economic identities of migrant contract domestic workers whose diverse 

identities affect the formulation of movement objectives of the Asian Migration Center in 

Hong Kong, transnational human rights NGO for migrant workers in Asia. This case 

informs us of the necessity to account for the internal processes of the dialogical 

communication processes through which movement participants and organizations 

negotiate not only their movement objectives but also their identities. 

Asymmetric power conditions are also a central problem in understanding the 

roles of immigrant media for social change for migrant workers. In particular, existing 

asymmetric power relations condition the capacity to access media communications in a 

dominant society. In particular, existing asymmetric power relations condition the 

capacity to access media communications in a dominant society (Strover, 2003). For 

example, access to particular technology, internet or satellite, is unequally distributed 
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within or across communities, which might cause asymmetric processes for migrant 

communities to share experiences (Karim, 1998). In regard to undocumented migrant 

workers, we can assume that their illegal status might aggravate media access because of 

the frequent disturbance by immigrant offices as well as due to failure to provide valid ID 

documents necessary to subscribe Internet or Satellite TV in their residential places. In 

addition, Joseph Straubhaar (1991) discusses that asymmetrical power relations can be 

transformed by changing material conditions of cultural industry and technology, and 

conscious choice of cultural products proximate to their social status. 

Therefore, we should account for issues of power to understand the processes of 

transformative approaches to migration and development, especially collective actions of 

migrant agents. In this regard, critical development communication scholars have paid 

particular attention to concerns about power in articulating communication processes for 

social change. (Escobar, 1995; Servaes, 1996; Steeves, 1999; Wilkins, 1999; Melkote, 

2000; Wilkins & Mody, 2001; Huesca, 2003). In particular, Freire’s liberatory approach 

(1983) to reflective communication processes for social change provides a useful frame 

to understand the communication processes for the oppressed people to organize and 

mobilize collective actions. Among others, his discussions about the concepts of 

“dialogical praxis” provide a useful frame to understand the communication processes 

for migrant workers to engage in the migrant social movement. Next, I discuss power and 

dialogic praxis in order to configure how the issues of power and communication 

processes for social change can be understood, and why these concerns are important to 

articulate the processes to organize and mobilize migrant social movement as well as to 

produce immigrant media.  
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Communication Processes, Power, and Dialogic Praxis 

COMMUNICATION PROCESSES  

A migrant social movement represents the sets of collective struggles mobilized 

by the diverse groups of ideological, national, and ethnic communities of action to 

change the existing discriminatory socio-cultural relations of a host society. Collective 

actions for the movement tend to be organized and mobilized through transnational and 

heterogeneous movement agents on the junction of local and global power struggles. 

These are the processes constructed to confront, challenge, and reconstruct existing 

dominant values and practices by powerless people conditioned by asymmetric power 

structure. Power and praxis for social change are essential processes to constitute the 

visions, constraints, and alternatives of social changes for migrant workers. In particular, 

critical development communication scholars argue that development for the oppressed 

people should be able to account for critical communication processes to organize and 

mobilize social movements. 

Escobar (1995) and Huesca (1999; 2001; 2003) assert that social movements 

contribute to  “post development” images of a society, based on the premise that we can 

critically reflect on problems of locales in relation to global development structure 

through participating in the processes of changing dominant power structure of a local 

communities. To be specific, Escobar (1999) discusses that the grassroots initiatives of 

social movements can account for transforming the dominant logics of control embedded 

in the practices of power institutions. Denouncing existing dominant development 

projects as the “last and failed attempt to complete the Enlightenment” (Escobar, p. 221), 

he  argues for social movement organized by the local community members as the most 

significant development practice “conducive to renegotiating class, gender, and ethnic 

relations at the local and regional levels” (ibid). The radical approach to development is 
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not necessarily confined in a ‘development’ project but is seen as the processes to 

empower individuals and groups especially at the grassroots level (Melkote, 2000).  

The empowerment model for social change places “dynamic communicating 

processes” as the constitutive conditions to “confront, challenge, transform, and 

reproduce” the realities of a concerned groups (Huesca, p. 79, 2000). Thus, he argues that 

(2000; 2003) critical development communication should account for the communication 

processes among the diverse movement participant actors forming outside of formal 

institutions and operating in discontinuous cycles to forge collective meanings and 

identities. In his research on Mexican factory workers in Maquiladoras, Huesca (2003) 

participated in a movement organizing project in order to examine the lived experiences 

of the factory workers in the processes of union organizing. Specifically, he tried to 

understand the workers’ deep concerns, which are not visibly expressed to others, about 

the processes to organize and mobilize their collective actions. By doing so, he centered 

the interpretive subjectivity of movement participants on the actual processes for 

collective actions. Emerging patterns of measure for the success of the movement, then, 

are not dependent on the visible outcomes (such as numbers of recruited union members 

or changes of corporate practices), but on the degrees of sustainability for the 

organization.  

In addition, Huesca (1999; 2003) also found that Mexican factory workers 

involved in a grassroots organization, Comité Fronterizo de Obreras (CFO), a voluntary 

association for workers’ rights in Maquiladoras, were organized mainly through peer to 

peer communications or group meetings that are initiated through the individual 

participants’ social and professional networks during which they could recruit, educate, 

and mobilize for collective actions. It was also found that there were specific social 

criteria in targeting particular potential participants such as social skills and leadership. 
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These seemingly clandestine communication activities could be easily overlooked if we 

focus on institutional and formal communication processes for the movement, as often is 

the case in studying social movements. 

In addition, sociologist Joe Bandy (2004) provides useful examples about 

communication processes for organizing such solidarity networks. According to him, one  

important objective of transnational social movement is to develop effective 

communication processes for collaborative ‘fora for cooperation’ and ‘dialogue and 

conflict resolution’ through diverse communication tools such as conferences, 

workshops, protest events, Internet spaces, and worker exchanges. In this regard, a 

communication process is conceptualized as ‘coalition brokerage’, through which “a 

“common language articulates multiple interests into action agendas” (p. 419).  

On the other hand, Bandy (2004) recognized that the ideal solidarity networks are 

not guaranteed because of loose network and lack of coordination (Connor, 2004) and the 

state’s systematic crack down of migrant workers (Tsutsui, 2004). Thus, the promotion of 

advancing labor rights for migrant workers faces difficulties not only from the external 

powers but also from the internal fractures between organizations. 

Moreover, it is also true that there are inherent structural communication barriers 

for migrant workers to communicate effectively with each other for organizing and 

mobilizing. For example, the undocumented legal status, segregated locations, and their 

harsh laboring are systematically hampering the potentials of movement organizing 

(Ford, 2004). These structural barriers may also reduce the chances for migrant workers 

to have access to existing media communications used for the movement.  

A communication approach to understand social movement enables us to 

contextualize conditions and relations of power in constructing collective praxis for 

social change as the processes structure the “rationality and organization they themselves 
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produce” (Escobar, 1995, p. 224). The inclusion of communication processes and 

outcomes in the processes of organizing and mobilizing collective actions is, in fact, one 

of the central concerns to understand and rethink ‘development’ for a concerned group. In 

that regard, critical development communication can be understood as the particular 

communication intervention strategies empowering the migrant communities themselves, 

through which they can frame the problems they face in their own ways and establish 

resolutions on their own. Then, how should we pursue the dynamic communication 

processes to understand collective actions in a social movement? How are the processes 

structured? How do particular communication processes empower the oppressed people 

participating in the movement?  

DIALOGIC PRAXIS  

In this regard, Melkote (2000) suggests articulating the “power relations at the 

level of grassroots” shaping the forms and ways in engaging in social change projects. 

Similarly, Huesca (2000) finds it necessary for critical development communication to 

contextualize participatory communication processes in organizing and mobilizing social 

movement because collective actions are formed and structured through the complicated 

power interactions between the concerned parties in a social movement. Other scholars 

(Servaes et al, 1996; Steeves, 1999; Melkote, 2000) also emphasize the necessity of 

autonomous communication processes to be realized in order for development 

participants to recognize underlying power relations and reorganize the established social 

orders to determine their realities and meanings. 

Then why are participatory communication processes fundamental conditions in 

constructing social movement? Is this particular communication model the only way to 

pursue organizing and mobilizing social movement? The emphasis on the participatory 

communication by critical development communication scholars and practitioners is 
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made mainly because any social change project should not just aim for temporal changes 

of external material conditions (government policy and law or corporate practices), but 

also prioritize constructing autonomous development of reflective self-consciousnesses of 

social actors for social change through dialogical communication processes (Escobar, 

1995; Wilkins, 1999). The entire process for social change is believed not to oppress 

diverse groups of asymmetric powers but to liberate themselves from the constraining 

power structure. The liberation from the oppressive power structure can be achieved 

through the reflective dialogue between the movement participants enabling them to 

develop consciousness (about the power and oppressive realities). It is considered that the 

participatory communication structure can induce the development of the self-

consciousness and liberation because it enables human agents to engage in reflective 

dialogue with the others. If critical reflection on collective actions of movement 

participants is left out, such actions remain as mere ‘activism.’ The obligation of 

individual liberation through the reflective action would be the most significant 

difference distinguishing critical development communication from social movement 

literatures in terms of collective action processes. Thus, it might be necessary to further 

articulate Huesca (2000)’s argument to incorporate the participatory communication 

processes into social movement processes to contextualize and envision such reflective 

actions for social change. 

However, should participatory communication be the only and necessary 

communication conditions allowing such reflective communication and actions to 

liberate participant human agencies? Moreover, is it possible to provide a movement 

participant with the equal opportunity to engage in the processes to organize and mobilize 

particular collective actions? To answer these questions, we need to rethink the concept 
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of “dialogic praxis” that is the central argument for the liberatory social change (Freire, 

1983).  

Freire (1983) distinguishes praxis from action. His fundamental concern is the 

reality that is constructed by asymmetric power relations. Every action for social change 

tends to be “mediated by the world,” which impairs one to use the power to create and 

transform oppressive structures. If the action is mediated by the powerful actors, the 

action becomes mere “manipulation” to control other’s actions depriving the voice of the 

powerless. Eventually, the mediated action would result in empowering more powerful 

actors. Thus, mediated action leads to false consciousness filled with scientific words for 

scientific social change (policy change, cultural assimilation, providing more shelters, 

featuring more migrant workers in the entertainment TV shows etc). Similarly, a forced 

ideological vision of social movement actors might prevent powerless movement 

participants from reconstituting their realities from their own interests and imagination. 

Speaking from one’s own side for another’s sake might not yield any transformative 

communicative relations for the participant movement actors. Or at best, there would be 

mediated forms of action and reflection, which eventually negate the true praxis forcing 

to adopt prefigured practices suggested by more powerful actors. Manipulative 

communication processes are not just capitalist ideological devices, but also can be 

executed for the sake of the mediated activism depriving the voice of the disempowered. 

Therefore, Freire (1983) accentuates “dialogic praxis” as the only way to 

recognize, confront, and challenge the asymmetric power relations faced by the 

oppressed. It is the conscious processes of practices inducing “cooperation” rather than 

conquest, “unity of liberation” rather than divide and rule, “organization” rather than 

manipulation, and “cultural synthesis” rather than cultural invasion. Those characteristic 

forms of dialogic praxis share similar modes of communication - participatory 
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communication processes, which should warrant the participant subjects to come to meet 

to transform the world together as equal participants. Participants are conceived as “co-

subjects” in denouncing the world, as part of organizing, formulating, and mobilizing 

collective actions toward dialogical communications. Therefore, participatory 

communication seems to be the necessary conditions for the dialogic praxis.  

However, participatory communication might not be the only and necessary 

condition for the dialogic praxis. If the distinctive forms of dialogic praxis – cooperation, 

unity of liberation, organization, and cultural synthesis - can only be realized through the 

ideal communication processes, dialogic praxis might not be able to be evolved under 

impaired communication environments. However, Freire (1983) upholds “the critical and 

dynamic view of the world, strives to unveil reality, unmask its mythicization, and achieve 

a full realization of the human task: the permanent transformation of reality in favor of 

the liberation of people” (p. 82-83). In other words, while participatory communication 

might be an ideal condition for dialogic praxis, the dialogic development of actions by 

active human agencies can be developed to introduce creative and various ways to 

liberate people. The dialogic praxis itself can be warranted by the inherent power of 

people to construct alternative actions regardless of the communication structure. The 

ability of the interpretive subjects to devise necessary collective actions can be realized 

through the processes to recognize, confront, and challenge the oppressive reality of 

actions. Dialogic praxis might be conceivable without the ideal communication settings. 

Instead, dialogic praxis is always pursued and constructed by the powerless since the 

oppressed people execute critical perception about the oppressive situation or, what 

Freire (1983) calls a “limit-situation” and find a way to overcome the situations.   

Therefore, I argue that we should redirect our attention from idealized 

participatory communications to actual communication processes. It means that we might 
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need to articulate communication processes for dialogic praxis rather than the conditions 

and processes of the participatory communication in social movements. In other words, 

we should articulate the context of power and the actual processes of dialogic praxis. In 

order to understand the communication aspects of the migrant social movement, we need 

to speculate how power relations of migrant workers are structured, how migrant workers 

perceive power relations, how they are challenged, and how the dialogic praxis is 

constructed by the migrant participants.  

In particular, as the social movement and immigrant media literatures have 

identified, we need to articulate the power relations between the significant movement 

actors including union, NGOs, migrant communities, and migrant media. The dynamic 

power relations between the active movement actors, then, should be contextualized in 

relation with the dominant power structure that is constructed based on the political and 

economic system as well as the immigrant policies of a host society. The external and 

internal power relations will help articulate the communication processes for migrant 

workers to organize and mobilize the migrant social movement in Korea. The discussions 

about the development of dialogic praxis will be a central concern of the communication 

processes.  

Moreover, media communication processes of migrant media also can be 

contextualized to accentuate the dialogic praxis of the migrant media. Relating to the 

broad networks of action communities engaged in the movement, the migrant media can 

be better understood in terms of the actual processes to produce media programs, 

communication processes between the migrant media activists and other movement 

actors, and the visible as well as invisible roles of the migrant media. The specific 

research questions, purpose, methods, and process of analysis will be further discussed in 

the following methodology chapter. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Purpose 

In this study, I attempt to understand the processes for migrant workers to 

construct collective struggles for power to perpetuate their human rights, which shape 

characteristic forms and ways to develop dialogic praxis for social change in Korea. I 

assume that dialogic praxis is a most significant process for organizing and mobilizing 

alternative forms and ways to develop social movements for migrant workers in Korea. It 

is constructed consciously through the reciprocal communicative interactions of critical 

action-reflection by human agents. Thus, this research explores the conditions, power 

relations, and the processes of the dialogic praxis of the social movement for the rights of 

migrant workers in Korea through a case study of migrant Workers Television (MWTV) 

in Seoul, Korea.  

Within the context of development communication for social change, this study is 

built on critical scholarships of social movement and immigrant media. At the 

intersection of the different approaches to collective action for social change, this study 

tries to bridge the differences based on the traditions of the critical development 

communication. The field’s particular concerns with power and dialogic praxis help 

formulate an analytic frame to contextualize processes to organize and mobilize migrant 

social movement in Korea. In addition, conceiving of reflective communication as 

necessary processes to construct dialogic praxis, this research tries to understand the 

conditions, power relations, and processes to construct communicative actions of MWTV 

in the context of migrant social movement in Korea.   
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Research Questions 

Broad research questions are constructed based on the theoretical discussions of 

the concerned fields of study. At the same time, they are also inductively reformulated 

based on the intuition and knowledge gained from the qualitative field research. Thus, 

these questions provide an analytical frame for understanding the conditions of power 

relations in the processes of the dialogic praxis necessary for migrant workers to 

participate in the collective actions of migrant social movement in Korea. To be more 

specific, broad research questions include: 1) what are the economic, political, and 

cultural conditions of this migrant social movement?; 2) how do these social and cultural 

structures contribute to the process of organizing and mobilizing the migrant social 

movement?; 3) how does the media communication of the immigrant media constructed 

in relations to migrant social movement, and 4) what are roles of the immigrant media in 

the movement for social change in Korea. Based upon the broad research inquiries, the 

specific questions are prepared to explore the Subjects, Objectives, Conditions of power 

relations, and Communication structure of MWTV.  

These questions are entry points to contextualize the processes for migrant 

workers to develop dialogic praxis through the media. In general, the questions about 

subjects and objectives are prepared to explore influential movement actors and their 

perspectives about the movement that lead to the discussions about power relations of 

migrant agents. With the information about concerned movement actors and their visions, 

questions about conditions of power inquire about structural constraints for migrant 

workers to construct this migrant social movement. Questions about the communication 

structure aim to explore the processes for reflective interactions of migrant agents in 

MWTV, which render discussions about the processes and implications of dialogic praxis 

of media communication of the immigrant media. Therefore, specific questions are 
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interrelated to the broad research questions to help configure the processes for migrant 

agents to develop dialogic praxis of MWTV in Korea. 

Subjects 
1. What is the migrant social movement? 
2. Who are the foreign migrant workers participating in the movement? 
3. Who are the Korean actors participating in the migrant social movement?  
4. Who are the members of MWTV? 
Objectives 
5. What are the objectives of the movement? 
6. What are the objectives of MWTV? 
7. Are there perceived differences in the objectives between migrant workers and the 
native Korean actors in the movement? 
8. How do MWTV members envision the migrant social movement in Korea? 
9. How do MWTV members frame migrant workers and related issues in their programs?  
Conditions of power 
10. What are the characteristic labor relations, movement culture, and discriminatory 
culture related to migrant workers in Korea? 
11. How are the structural conditions related to the migrant social movement? 
12. How are the structural conditions related to the development of MWTV? 
Communication structure 
13. How are the movement objectives formulated? 
14. How are the migrants workers organized for this movement? 
15. How is MWTV involved in this migrant social movement? 
16. What are the purposes of media programs produced by MWTV? 
17. How do MWTV members participate in the decision making processes? 
18. How do the members of MWTV participate in the production processes of the media 
texts? 

To detail the specific questions, the ‘subjects’ items guide me to identify the 

‘heterogeneous’ movement participants and their reasons to participate in the collective 

actions of the movement. The questions help me map the diverse groups of movement 

participants whose cultural and ideological backgrounds are different. Inquiries about the 

subjects also assist me in understanding how migrant workers participate in the 

movement as well as their specific roles and experiences in the processes of organizing 

and mobilizing the movement.  

On the other hand, the questions about the ‘objectives and visions’ generate data 

providing information about how the participants perceive the short- and long-term goals, 
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and how the diverse groups of participants differently envision the movement. The 

differences in the objectives and visions among the participants help me articulate how 

migrant workers pursue different strategies to achieve their goals. If the participants’ 

visions are different from the stated collective objectives of the movement, how do they 

resolve these differences? The answers to these questions are important to contextualize 

how migrant workers construct alternative visions to develop the dialogic praxis through 

the media practices.  

Regarding the ‘conditions of power’ questions, I aim to contextualize the power 

relations of the movement actors, which are fundamental to the understanding of the 

processes of the development of dialogic praxis of the migrant workers. In particular, 

understanding the power relations will help me comprehend the underlying meanings of 

the various ways and forms of the media practices of MWTV. Relating to the questions 

about the ‘objectives and visions,’ the questions about the power relations constitute the 

central inquiries about the significance and processes of the dialogic praxis of the migrant 

workers. 

Finally, the questions about the ‘communication processes’ are central to 

understanding the dialogic processes for migrant workers to construct their power for 

social change. I attempt to understand how migrant workers participate in organizing and 

mobilizing the collective actions in the movement. In particular, I also aim to 

contextualize the characteristic communication structure and relations of MWTV 

members in relations to those of other influential movement organizations.  
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Research Approach 

This research constitutes an exploratory case study of a particular social 

movement currently operating within South Korea. Findings are limited therefore to the 

historical and contextual conditions of this movement, country, and status of global 

conditions. A variety of approaches inform this work, including participant observation, 

intensive interviews, media analysis, and secondary data. These methods are grounded in 

a need to explore in-depth contextual issues of this study’s interest. 

Using a case study design is appropriate for this research because of the writer’s 

primary focus on the issues related to the processes of constructing meaning and 

significance in natural settings and inductive approaches to understanding the meanings 

of social actions. Creswell (1994) and Marshall & Rossman (2006) commonly find that 

qualitative research helps us understand how people make sense of their realities, 

experiences, and the structures; the tacit knowledge and subjective understandings and 

interpretations; little-known phenomena; informal and unstructured linkages and 

processes in organizations.  

I pose inquiries as to ‘how’ and ‘processes’, rather than ‘why’ and ‘causal 

relations’, which are inductively questioned in the natural settings in the paradigm of 

qualitative research. Qualitative research has a great deal in common with both 

interpretivism and naturalistic inquiry that attends to issues of how humans articulate and 

interpret their social and personal interests (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). Jensen (2002) 

characterizes qualitative research as for the purpose of understanding the ‘meaning’ of 

various social actions in ‘natural contexts.’  

Qualitative methods are commonly adopted (Blee & Taylor, 2002; Lichterman, 

2002) in order to explore complex social events and processes, especially when 

exploratory work is needed to understand less-known research problems. It is true that 
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although research about migration and social change has been gaining significance, there 

are few discussions on the issues specifically concerning media communications for 

migrant labor, and even less in regards to labor rights movement, particularly with 

reference to the unique conditions of foreign migrant laborers. Lindlof and Taylor (2002) 

also inform us that these exploratory research methods are well-suited to identify 

emerging patterns of relations, meanings, and their processes from the view of the 

participants themselves. 

In addition, within a model of critical realism, the central concerns are aimed at 

configuring the meanings and processes of social relations from the continuous historical 

development of a society (Deacon et al, 1999). Such transformative or generative 

meanings drawn from experiences, however, are not likely to be easily externally 

exposed nor explicitly expressed during the research processes. On the contrary, they can 

best be understood through observation, by seeing, feeling, listening, and acting together 

with the effort to contextualize the meanings of given actions and practices of social 

actors. Berger (1991) acknowledges that the in-depth interview methods allow the 

research subjects to express hidden feelings, attitudes, and beliefs to ‘I,’ the investigator. 

Moreover, qualitative research concerns the role of I, who is defined as an ‘interpretive 

subject’ (Jensen & Jensen, 2002). As such, the biases, values, and judgment of the 

investigator need continuous speculations throughout the research processes (Creswell, 

1994). However, the subjective openness is considered as useful and positive rather than 

obstructive (Locke et al, 1987). Thus, participant observations and interviews should 

enlarge the discursive space for a researcher where the media communication processes 

for the migrant labor rights movement can be understood, articulated, and associated in 

relation to the social and cultural structures of the host society. 
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Based on these discussions, the research explores the conditions and processes of 

the communications for the foreign migrant workers with different ethnicities and 

nationalities to participate in the migrant social movement in Korea. In addition, the 

broad questions are further related to inquiries pertaining to the production and 

circulation of texts as well as the subjects of the texts. Specifically, this study utilized 

qualitative research techniques, including participant observations of the movement 

processes and in-depth interviews, in attempting to understand the processes to develop 

the immigrant media and the media’s engagement in organizing and mobilizing 

communities of action for social changes in Korea.  
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Research Site 

I conducted the field research as a member of Migrant Worker’s Television 

(MWTV), which is the primary research site. I was formally allowed to engage in the 

organization as an active staff member during the field research for three-month period 

between October 2006 and January 2007. Being a staff member for MWTV gave me 

indispensable opportunities to learn details about the organizations and members as well 

as to establish personal relationships with them. Moreover, the intimate and legitimate 

relations with MWTV members also enabled me to identify related movement actors and 

their relations, which yielded useful data sets about the subjects and their power relations 

in the movement. In addition, during the daily practices of the media organization, I 

could participate in every part of the process to produce and broadcast the media 

programs. The participant observation helped me contextualize the communication 

structure and processes within the media organization as well as the meanings of the 

media texts in relation to the movement.  

In addition, I was granted access to the internal web-based communication 

network embedded in the website of MWTV, in which members of MWTV communicate 

with each other to share and discuss various issues about the management of the 

organizations and media program production. While the privilege to use the closed 

communication network enabled me to access internal documents and conversations of 

the institution, I am not permitted to expose any sensitive information that may damage 

either the personal or institutional security of MWTV. 

Having participated in various activities of MWTV as a member, I may bring 

certain biases to this study. These biases may influence the research processes and the 

ways I perceive meanings, behaviors, and actions of the research subjects. Moreover, the 
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personal relationships that have been built between me and MWTV during the field 

research may shape the ways I answer my questions. 

I conceive of the study as a demonstration of how the migrant social movement in 

Korea is constructed through the dialogical communication processes in which social 

agencies with asymmetric powers struggle to constitute their realities and representation. 

Dialogic praxis is the principle process used to organize and mobilize collective actions 

that are constructed through the reciprocal interactions of the conscious and critical 

action-reflection by the human or institutional agents. Media communications in the 

social processes not only reflect such antagonistic social processes but also mediate and 

transform the meanings produced by those agencies to the extent that new cultural 

meanings and realities emerge, which also are challenged by existing economic, political, 

and cultural hierarchy of powers.  

Thus, given this epistemological conception of media communications, my 

research can be contextualized to understand how the economic, political and cultural 

relations of migrant workers condition the media communication environments for the 

migrant workers, how media production processes mediate and reconstitute their realities 

and meanings, and the potential opportunities for solidarity across different ethnicities 

and nationalities envisioning new forms of social development. 
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Data Sources 

This research was conducted through study of a migrant media organization, 

Migrant Worker’s TV (MWTV), which is located in metropolitan Seoul City, South 

Korea. Corresponding to the given broad research questions, data collecting occurred 

during three-month period from October 2006 through January 2007 by visiting and 

interviewing at these sites. These yielded thirty digital audio files including nineteen 

individual interviews, ten group meeting recordings, and one public event recording. In 

addition, field notes were taken from my daily participation in the routine MWTV staff 

meetings and programs production processes, and daily observations of online 

managerial board, occasional participant observations in various media events, group 

meetings, media educational sessions, social gatherings, collective actions (public 

demonstration, sit ins etc), and weekly analysis of internal documents, media texts, 

published documents from various external sources on the issues on migrant workers, and 

online texts posted on personal online communications including weblogs, email, and 

message boards. Following are detailed descriptions of the data sources and processes 

used to gather the data sets. 

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION  

Given the possible arbitrary quality of actual field research, Miles and Huberman 

(1984) suggest considering four parameters: the setting, the actors, the events, and the 

process on the sites and interviews. Thus, I tried to practice data seeking processes by 

asking myself: who are the participants engaging in which process for the movement, 

under what conditions and in what kind of events. Self-questioning and scene-questioning 

are perpetual throughout the research processes in order to check the issues of reliability, 

validity, and ethics (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). 

 



 63 

Data Format Type Sources Vol 
Participant 
Observation 

Note Note taking 
 

Dialogue 
Practices 
Events 
Ideas 
Impressions 
 

65 pages  

Interviews Digital  audio 
files 

Individual interviews 
Group discussions 
 

MWTV members 
Movement activists 
Discussions 
Meetings 
 

19 interviews 
10 meetings 
one event 

Documents Print 
Digital word 
files 

Pamphlets 
Hand-outs 
Reports 
News release 
Leaflets 
Memos 
Online postings 
 

MWTV 
Movement organizations 
Gov. organizations 
Centers 
Churches 
NGOs 
Researchers 

45 hard copies 
16 emails 
71 electronic 
document files 

Media texts Prints 
Multimedia 

News scripts 
Video streaming 

MWTV website 75 news items  

Table 1. Data summary (data collection: Oct 2006 ~ Jan 2007) 

 

 

The practices of participant observations were made in lines with the processes of 

media products production through planning, reporting, videotaping, writing, recording, 

and distributing media texts. The primary concerns were to answer the given research 

questions on the communications processes of media production, networking processes 

with other social actors, and media texts. The participation in the group meetings to 

discuss the production and management of MWTV during the research period yielded 

sixty-five pages of field notes containing information about the issues, times, places, 

participant members, and the summary of the conversations between the members. 

Moreover, implicit information about the meetings, such as general impressions of the 

conversation and the mood of the meeting, were also recorded in field notes to give a 

detailed sense of the meetings for the later analysis.  
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In addition, the field notes also included data gathered from other various 

institutions and public sites that have emerged during the field research. They include, 

among others, Migrant Trade Union, Democratic Labor Party in Korea, Altogether and 

Ansan Migrants Center. Moreover, public events held for either the program production 

or collective actions also yielded useful data sets. For example, the involvement of 

MWTV in the 2006 World Migrants Day held in Haehwa dong, Seoul, provided me a 

sense of how a public event for the movement is organized and by whom.  

These unanticipated sources of data offer meaningful contexts that extend the 

boundaries of the study’s points, enabling me to configure the actual communication 

relations of the movement participants. When the situation allowed, I tried to take notes 

on the sites as much as possible in order to detail the meetings and events. In addition, 

while the public meetings and events have the capability of providing explicit data sets, 

the engagement in the personal conversations with the activists also helped contextualize 

the power and communication relations as to how they conceive the movement and other 

participants. These implicit data were cautiously chosen for the analysis in relation to 

other sources of data in order to avoid analytical bias.  

When needed, I recorded the summary of the dialogue with an MP3 recorder in 

order to transcribe them later. In fact, the small MP3 recorder was extremely useful and 

effective not only to interview the subjects but also to assist the field note-taking because 

of its portability, security, and manageability. The recorded digital files could be stored in 

multiple storage units, including CDs, USB and external hard drives with digital locking 

functions, which increased the security and decreased the possibility of the loss of data. 

In addition, the easy-to-name file names enabled me to organize them effectively in 

accordance with the date, place, people, and issues. Nevertheless, I have been cautious 

not to accidentally delete or lose the recorded data by failing to check the battery and the 
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existing recorded files. More importantly, I carefully managed the data in order to not 

expose it to any unintended third party in order to assure the confidentiality of the 

research participants. A detailed description of the confidentiality issues will be given 

later. 

INTERVIEWS  

I recorded nineteen individual and ten group meeting conversations as well as one 

public event. Informants were purposively selected based on the distinctive roles, 

nationalities, experiences, ideas, and visions regarding the movement and the roles in 

their organizations. These were identifiable through participant observation. Built on the 

intimate and active participatory relations with the members of MWTV, my new network 

yielded accessible pools of informants. The selection of the informants is based on the 

‘sense-making’ for the given research questions. The sampling strategy is appropriate for 

this particular exploratory research that enables me to identify particular individuals 

associated with the media and migrant social movement. Accordingly, the sampling 

process produced quality data containing useful information about the subtle power 

relations and communication processes of both the members and among the movement 

participants.  

The profiles of the informants are summarized in the table two. They include 

eight Korean, four Bangladeshi, two Nepalese, two Burmese, one Philippine, one 

Russian, and one Mongolian, of whom sixteen are male and three are female. None of the 

informants were reluctant to participate in the research except one, who is not listed in the 

profiles. The reason to refuse an interview with me was to avoid any uncomfortable 

situations with his/her co-workers.  
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Name Gender Nationality Affiliation Roles 

AW Male Bangladesh Migrant Trade Union Representative 
BH Male Korea MWTV 

Sim Space 
Representative 

DB Male Nepal IBMW Reporter 
HJ Male Korea MWTV 

Democratic Labor Party 
Full-time officer 
Member 

JH Male Philippines MWTV 
KASAMAKO 

Anchor 
President 

JE Female Korea Migrant Trade Union 
Altogether 

Propaganda and 
cooperation 

KJ Female Korea IBMW Representative 
MB Male Bangladesh MWTV Representative 
MH Male Korea IBMW Reporter 
MN Male Nepal MWTV 

Stop Crackdown 
Nepal Reporter Association 

Full-time officer 
Leader singer 
Member 

NR Female Mongol MWTV Anchor 
MS Male Bangladesh Migrant Trade Union Secrete general 
OH Male Korea Ansan Migrants Center Full-time officer (Cleric) 
SD Male Bangladesh Break through  

MWTV 
Representative 
Former member 

TN Female Russia MWTV Anchor 
SY Male Korea Joint Committee for Migrants in Korea Secrete general 
TR Male Burma MWTV 

Burma Action 
Representative 
Representative 

WY Male Burma MWTV Anchor 
WS Male Korea Democratic Labor Party Member 

Table 2. Informant profiles 

 

 

According to the informants, migrant workers actively participating in the movement 

tend to be from Bangladesh, Nepal, and Burma, as these are the prominent nationality 

groups among the migrant laborers in Korea. The higher proportion of male participants 

in the interviews might be also indicative of the gender discrepancy in the movement 

participants. The gender gap might be related to the types of work and industries common 

to female migrant workers, as they are mostly employed in the service industries and 

domestic work where no organized movement exist.  



 67 

While the primary informants were from MWTV (ten informants), other people 

(nine informants) in the migrant social movement were also considered important 

informants. There are two reasons for this. First, since the latter assumes central roles in 

the collective movement, it was necessary to interview them to understand the objectives, 

the strategies, the history of the movement, and the social conditions of the social 

movement. Second, in order to understand the communication processes of the 

movement, I needed to gather data from the influential movement actors. Along with the 

data from MWTV members, the interviews with the movement actors were cross-

checked to compare the information. In addition, the data helped me contextualize the 

communication relations between MWTV members and other movement participants. 

The centers, MTU, and NGOs were chosen for interviews in order to ask about their 

relationships with MWTV and other participants.  

In addition to the individual interviews, group meetings of MWTV were also 

recorded to understand the communication relations and processes between the members. 

Since the members were from diverse nationalities with different levels of Korean 

language ability, the field notes of the meetings were supplemented by the transcripts of 

the meeting to better understand the flows of the conversations between the members. 

The recorder was intentionally placed on the table in the meeting room in order to remind 

members that their conversation was being recorded. The meeting recordings produced 

very useful information for me to have a sense of the communication culture, the subtle 

changes of feelings, and the important issues that were passed unnoticed by other 

members, which are an important part in understanding the communication relations and 

production processes of MWTV.  

The informants’ names as they appeared in the analysis are composed of two 

randomly chosen alphabet letters in order to protect the confidentiality of the research 
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participants. While human subject protection in qualitative research is mandatory for 

responsible social science research (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002), social movement research 

needs extra cautions as it deals with not just a human subject but a social agency 

participating in a sensitive political process (Blee and Taylor, 2002). A detailed 

discussion on the issue of confidentiality will be given later in this chapter. 

DOCUMENTS 

Documents are important sources for not only articulating the movement 

structures, organizations, and history but also for supporting the arguments made through 

the data analysis of observations, interviews and media texts (Klandermans and 

Staggenborg, 2002). Moreover, the documents of movement participants are used to 

understand the elements of frame alignment that inform movement objectives, strategies 

and underlying rationales (Johnston, 2002). However, for communication studies, they 

are also valuable sources of data, informing ways to contextualize the communication 

processes for social change in that they identify involved actors, their concerns and 

interests, and the decision making processes.  

Throughout the field research, forty-five hard copies of documents, sixteen email 

conversations, and seventy-one electronic document files were collected from various 

sources. Thirty-four digital pictures of MWTV activities and its members and public 

demonstrations are also stored electronically. Two sets of documents were collected 

including internal and external documents. Internal documents are produced by and for 

the members of MWTV, and include meeting memos and program scripts, project 

proposals, press releases, contracts, and other miscellaneous managerial documents. 

These documents provide valid sources of data about the institutional management, 

operation of MWTV and the communication processes of the members.  
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In particular, the closed internal communication system called ‘Teams,’ an online 

discussion board for MWTV embedded in their website, provides the most valuable 

source of internal documents. I was granted to access to the online board once I started 

actively being involved in MWTV. The primary use of the board is for members to share, 

discuss, and distribute information for the media production, organization management, 

meeting proceedings, etc. This virtual office is considered an indispensable 

communications tool for the management of the organization to ensure that the collective 

work is effectively organized. Thus, they yielded very useful data about the division of 

labor, the processes of program production, issues of communication, and the internal 

documents such as meeting memos and project proposals related to the management of 

MWTV. The actual news scripts are also posted to the board, which are utilized for the 

content analysis of the news programs of MWTV.  

In addition, the external sources of the documents are from the activists or 

organizations other than MWTV and its members. These documents could be collected 

through visiting various research sites and activists. Most of the documents are already 

publicly published documents but mainly circulated within the circle of the movement 

actors. These internal documents helped me identify the changing objectives, issues, 

conditions, and participant actors in the migrant social movement. Moreover, they also 

enable me to further investigate the networks and relations of the movement actors that 

diversify the visions and coalitions of the movement actors.  

Government administrations, immigrant offices, shelters for migrant workers, 

labor unions, media advocacy groups, and concerned NGOs have produced related 

documents that contain information about the political, economic, and social conditions 

of migrant workersin Korea. In addition, various centers, human rights NGOs, labor 

unions including Migrant Trade Union, and collaborative migrant workers’ rights 
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advocate organizations in the movement provided supplemental but important materials 

that helped me understand how they conceive the movement, their objectives and 

activities, and the changing conditions of the movement direction. Since these 

organizations are also linked to MWTV in various ways in addition to producing media 

products, the documents have been used for not only supplementing but also verifying 

other data such as interviews and observations. 

MEDIA TEXTS 

Media texts were gathered mainly from MWTV website (www.mwtv.org) that 

provided both the broadcast programs and program transcripts. However, the program 

transcripts are only accessible by the members through the online board ‘Teams,’ because 

the transcripts are circulated for the production of the programs. Since I was allowed to 

access the internal communication tool, the media texts were downloaded from the site.  

MWTV produces two regular programs, including MWTV News and the World 

of Migrant Workers that broadcast daily over the RTV satellite network and cable 

system. MWTV news is a multi-lingual news program that is produced in eight different 

languages including Bangladesh, Burmese, Nepalese, Mongolian, Indonesian, Chinese, 

Russian and English. Each language’s news is translated from the English version of the 

news, which is translated from the Korean news script. In the case of special events 

planned or occurring for particular migrant communities, each language new can add the 

news to their own news time. They also can add to particular items to the community 

news in order to supplement the limited running time assigned to each community.  

For the analysis of the media texts, MWTV news program was chosen because 1) 

the news programs are produced through the collective works of all MWTV members 2) 

the news programs deal with the various issues that migrant workersconsider important 

and contemporary 3) the program is produced more frequently, bi-weekly, than the World 
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of Migrant Workers, the monthly talk show. Therefore, the news program provides more 

analytical utility to meet the research goals.  

All the news program text scripts produced between the October 2006 and 

January 2007 were downloaded from the board for the content analysis of the news 

programs, which yielded seventy-five news items from six news programs. The collected 

media texts were analyzed to understand the media communication of MWTV in relation 

to the participatory communication processes of MWTV in the broader context of the 

movement in Korea. In order to contextualize the meanings and significance of the media 

communication, interviews gathered from the production meetings will be used for the 

analysis.  

 Specifically, the content analysis of the news programs focused on the categories 

of news, the main issues of the news categories, and the sources of the news reporting in 

order to understand how the participatory communication processes of MWTV are 

implicated in the production processes of the news media texts and how the members 

frame particular issues related to the movement. Detailed description of the summary of 

data and coder reliability will be presented later in the related analysis chapter. 

CONFIDENTIALITY  

Participant observations and interviews are conducted through field research. The 

characteristic nature of employed research techniques and human research subjects 

implicitly induces issues about confidentiality and language that needed special attention 

before carrying out actual field research. For this research, issues of confidentiality 

concern two sets of research subjects: migrant laborers and the social movement 

participants. While human subject protection in qualitative research is mandatory for 

responsible social science research (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002), social movement research 

needs extra caution as it deals with not just a human subject but also a social agency 
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participating in a sensitive political process (Blee and Taylor, 2002). Concerns should be 

directed not to engage in any harmful situation for movement participants as well as 

organizing movements. These concerns need to follow strict procedures in order to avoid 

any possibility of the research processes having detrimental results. 

As a collaborator for MWTV and the movement, first I informed the research 

subjects of the objectives and processes of my research and the significances of the sites 

and those movement participants for the research. Specifically, informed consent 

(Appendix A) was sought in regards to the purposes and duration of the research, 

description of the procedures for the observations and interview questions, and concerns 

about the risks of participating in the research. Informed consent included the statement 

that confidentiality of records identifying the participant would be maintained. I also let 

them contact me for answers to pertinent questions about the research and research 

subjects’ rights. 

This practice was followed whenever I interviewed the individual participants or 

observed the sites that were not familiar with my work. I also asked if the respondents 

wanted to reveal their identities. However, I decided not to reveal the identity of any of 

the participants since there have been cases of migrant workers participating in the 

movement targeted by immigration officials and police. In fact, one of the informants 

already had the experience of forced deportation and another informant involved in the 

movement was deported by the government last year. Even though these cases do not 

have any relation to this particular research, the incidents clearly indicate the oppressive 

political and social conditions of the migrant workers. Thus, this practice of informed 

consent is an extremely important procedure because of the undocumented status of most 

migrant laborers in Korea. It is also suggested by social movement research scholars to 

keep confidentiality of the movement participants (Blee and Taylor, 2002).  
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This research has generated data containing information related to participants’ 

privacy and identity in the forms of text files and digital audio files. The files, thus, have 

been appropriately coded so that no personally identifying information can be linked to 

them. In addition, the personal data are stored in a secure place that needs secured 

passwords to prevent a third party from accessing them. Hard copies of the data are also 

kept in a locked file cabinet located on my personal property. The right to access the 

cabinet will not be given to anyone other than the researcher himself. Moreover, the data 

will be viewed only for research purposes by the investigator. If necessary, once the data 

are fully transcribed and coded, the notes and files will be destroyed. This procedure is 

also noted in the consent form to inform of the participants of my concern about the 

confidentiality and privacy.  

Language is another issue for this particular study, because the nature of this 

research requires communicating with multi-ethnic groups who are not familiar with 

either Korean or English; most of the migrant laborers originate from China, South 

Eastern Asian countries, and Central Asian regions where they use a wide variety of 

languages. However, I have had impression that those who actively participate in the 

movement especially, in MWTV, have shown sufficient capacity in speaking and 

understanding Korean, although there does exist some variation in their abilities. Those 

who lack the language skills necessary to communicate either with me or other research 

participants could communicate either with the assistance of other participants or by 

using English. However, it also should be emphasized that the differences in the mother 

languages and their capacity to use Korean imply the difficulties for migrant workers to 

more actively participate in the movement and the media, as will be discussed in more 

detail in the following analysis chapters. 
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Data Processing and Analysis 

DATA PROCESS 

Lindlof and Taylor (2002) suggest that inductive data analysis follow the 

procedures of data management, data reduction, and conceptual development. According 

to them, at the stage of data management, I should be able to control data through 

categorizing, sorting, and retrieving data. This process enables the researcher to ‘sense’ 

ways of prioritizing particular data sets or categories. Thus, data analysis began as I 

conducted the data processing. 

I attempted data reduction by prioritizing ‘the use-value’ of data in accordance 

with emerging schemes of interpretation. The purpose of this stage is not to withdraw 

particular data sets but to reduce gathered data to certain categories and codes so that I 

could work toward focusing on prioritized parts of the material. The recurring processes 

of data management and data reduction allowed me to recognize ‘the links’ between 

categorized and prioritized data following developing concepts. While there are variances 

in the way qualitative researchers frame the data analysis process, the fundamental 

elements of the process seem to be based on these three steps.  

Following Lindlof and Taylor’s suggestions (2002), I processed the data to 

identify recurring ‘themes’ and ‘links’ by using data management software called 

‘Concept Map’ (Cmap)4. The open software developed by a research group, The Institute 

for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC), supports a researcher “to construct and 

modify that representation, to manage large representations for complex domains, and to 

allow groups of people to share in the construction of the concept maps” (IHMC, 2004). 

Basically, with the software, I can easily draw a picture of conceptual relations linked to 

                                                 
4 For detailed information about the software, go to: www.cmap.ihmc.us/  
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related ideas or categories signifying their relations. Convenient graphic functions 

supported by the S/W enabled me to easily modify previous ideas to develop sets of links 

between concepts.  

In particular, I utilized the tool to 1) organize the voluminous qualitative data as I 

went through it, 2) identify characteristic patterns of conditions of the social movement, 

and 3) develop conceptual categories indicating the communication relations and 

processes of organizing the movement participants. For example, the Graph one the 

following page, ‘Network of main actors,’ is the result of the recurring processes of the 

data mapping. Reviewing the collected data from the various sources, I identified 

significant actors who assume influential roles in the migrant social movement in Korea. 

These actors repeatedly emerged across different sources of data including 

interviews, documents, observations field notes, etc. Once the particular actors are 

verified by other sets of data, their relations with other actors were marked using the 

Cmap graphic options that are easily manipulated. Finally, the strength, closeness, and 

directions of the relations between the actors were evolved to form characteristic 

networks of significant actors. The maps of the relations of the actors, then, later were 

used to construct theoretical assumptions, conceptual development, and alternative 

explanations for the existing literatures.  

Repeating the data processing procedures, I listed sets of ‘conceptual maps’ 

containing specific contexts to answer the given research questions (Graph 1 in next 

page). If illustrating some of the maps briefly, the map of ‘Asymmetric power relations’ 

is drawn from the data sets, indicating the factors increasing dependency on the Korean 

movements actors as well as the ‘institutionalizing’ process of influential Korean actors.  

 ‘Multicultural spheres’ was constructed to formulate the structural relations of 

the diverse actors to the issues of migrant workers in order to signify that some of the  
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Graph 1. An example of the author’s conceptual map: ‘Networks of main actors.’ 

 

actors can be categorized in a particular discursive space in accordance with their roles, 

visions, networks, and powers in the movement. However, the concept is not explicated 

because I have more interested in exploring the conditions and processes of the particular 

movement. Thus, the concept mainly serves for the processes of the data analysis. 

Constructing the map of ‘Racism in Korea’ engendered the relations between the data 

sets characterizing discriminatory practices in Korea as they pertain to the ‘retro-

orientalism’ embedded in Korean society through the daily practices of not only ordinary 

citizens but also human rights activists toward migrant workers in Korea. As some of  
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Graph 2. The list of conceptual maps 

 

 

these examples signify, the list of the conceptual maps has generated a useful analytical 

frame for understanding the conditions, powers, and processes of the social change.  

However, not all of the maps have the same analytical utility. While the 

fundamental purpose of this particular way of data processing/analysis is to identify 

meaningful ‘themes’ and ‘links,’ some maps are simply constructed to summarize vast 

data sets of similar information, i.e., data reduction and filing. For example, ‘Media 

communication’ and ‘Policy changes’ are intended to recapitulate the production 

processes of the media programs of MWTV and the historical changes of the policies and 
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laws related to migrant workers respectively. ‘Conditions’ is also formulated to illustrate 

the economic conditions affecting the activities of the movement participant actors. 

Accordingly, these conceptual maps enabled me not only to organize and categorize 

effectively the pools of data but also inductively develop the concepts and their relations 

for the data analysis.  

The general research questions provided earlier have been articulated throughout 

the data processing/analysis. The inductive process helps me contextualize the data in 

accordance with the research questions. Thus, the following analysis chapters will be 

predicated on these argumentations inductively drawn from the data processing/analysis 

with detailed supporting data and implications. 

VALIDITY  

Regarding data validity, qualitative research tends to be more concerned with the 

issues of validity that relate to the truth value of observations and interpretations than 

with generalizability. In order to ensure internal validity and reliability, the research 

attempted to collect data from different sources (observations, interviews, documents 

analysis, media texts analysis) and participants. Through checking by “taking findings 

back to the field and determining whether the participants recognize them as true or 

accurate” (Lindlif and Taylor, 2002, p. 242), triangulation of data collection has helped 

me cross-check the validity of the collected data. The daily practices of the dialogue with 

the research participants also ensured the findings from the data. In addition, a research 

software application called ‘Concept Map’ has helped the research ensure systematic 

management and analysis of the collected data as the collected data of diverse sources 

were mapped into the program.  

In order to ensure the external validity, the processes of analyzing the collected 

data have been cautiously organized to the extent that the detailed descriptions of how the 
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data were collected and analyzed to construct the research findings as well as to 

contextualize implications of the findings.  
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ANALYSIS 

Foreign Migrant Workers in Korea 

During the last two decades, Korea has seen a sharp increase in numbers of 

foreign migrant workers. This historically new phenomenon has induced new social and 

cultural nobilities as migrant social movement signifies. Who are the foreign migrant 

workers in Korea and where are they from? Why do they migrate to Korea? These are the 

fundamental questions that might arise among the Korean people whose relationships 

with foreign subjects have been mostly mediated through either the media or exotic tours. 

The mediated experiences with the foreign subjects, thus, have remained abstract forms 

without a concrete understanding of their histories and cultures. 

Before the inception of the foreign migrant workers, the social and cultural 

relations of Korea can be characterized as culturally homogeneous concerning the 

development of living conditions for Korean people. Power relations between different 

social actors were basically determined by the indigenous social, political, and economic 

structures. However, such mono-cultural relations have been changed mainly as the 

domestic social subjects are diversified ethnically and nationally. In particular, since the 

mass migration of foreign workers to Korea officially began in 19915, the foreign migrant 

workers have become indispensable for the production processes in Korea.  

The presence of diverse nationalities and ethnicities in the daily lives of people in 

Korea has become familiar with unprecedented speed. According to the Ministry of  

 

                                                 
5 According to Sul (1999), a Korean media first reported the existence of foreign migrant 
worker, who were female Philippines domestic worker, in 1987. So, we assume foreign 
migrant workers already resided in Korea at least before 1987. Because it was not until 
1991 that the government initiated a policy of importing foreign migrant workers; no 
official data on the migrant worker is available before 1991. 
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Graph 3. Foreign migrant workers  

Source: Ministry of Justice, 2008 

 

 

Justice, in 2007, the registered foreigners in Korea numbered 631, 219, having increased 

to 324% since 1996. Almost 46% of them are documented workers. The government 

office expects that the number will reach one million by 2010 due to the shortage of labor 

and the increase of international marriages. Graph three shows the consistent increase of 

the foreign migrant workers, except during 2005, when many of the Chinese-Korean 

migrant workers, the majority migrant ethnic group, voluntarily went back to their 

countries to acquire the legal working visas allowed by the new policy change for ethnic 

Koreans born in China and Russia. The graph also indicates a high proportion of 

undocumented migrant workers, so-called ‘illegal workers.’ The number of the 

undocumented workers exceeded that of those documented workers until 2003 when the 

government employed an Employment Permit System, partially substituting the Industrial 

Trainee System guest worker program. At the time, they either legalized or deported the 

‘illegal workers,’ sharply reducing the number of undocumented workers by up to 53%. 

However, due to the fundamental flaws of the EPS and the labor abuses practiced by the  
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Graph 4.Nationality of the Foreign Migrant Workers in Korea  

Source: Ministry of Justice (Dec, 2007) 

 

 

 

business owners, the number of undocumented workers has been increasing, to the point 

that almost 30% of the foreign migrant workers are now undocumented.  

Regarding the composition of nationalities of the migrant workers, more than 

50% of the laborers are from China, most of whom are ethnic Chinese-Korean. They are 

mostly the descendents of the Koreans who migrated during the Japanese imperial 

colonial era in the early 20th century. They are different from other non-Korean ethnic 

migrant workers in that they are considered Korean residents living outside of the 

country. However, they are required to get special EPS working visas to work legally in 
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Korea. Once they get the working visas, they are able to renew them easily, unlike the 

other non-ethnic Korean migrant workers.  

As the graph four demonstrates, after China, most of migrant workers are from 

Southeast Asia countries. Vietnamese and Philippine migrant workers are the largest 

nationality group behind Chinese. As we will discuss later, it is interesting to see that the 

active migrant participants in the migrant social movement in Korea are not those from 

the largest migrant communities, but are the workers whose communities are small. 

Those active communities include migrant members from Burma, Bangladesh, and 

Nepal. The Philippines is unique in that their communities are relatively well organized 

to the extent that they promote their collective interests independently without other 

movement participants with the strong supports from various immigrant worker 

organizations in Philippine. While it would be interesting to understand the reasons for 

the difference in the degree of the participation of the migrant communities in the 

movement, that is beyond the scope of this particular research.  
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Labor Market Structure of Korea 

As the transactions of the capital and products within the Asian regions have 

sharply increased during the last decades, the workers in the region have migrated into 

Korea to seek higher wages (Sul, 1999). Moreover, the increasing shortage of the laborers 

in the 3-D industries, such as service, agriculture, fisheries, construction, and 

manufacturing, also has pulled laborers out of less developed countries. However, it is the 

characteristic domestic labor market structure that is motivating the influx of migrant 

workers from the less economically developed countries. In particular, in order to sustain 

extreme labor flexibility and hierarchical industrial relations structuring the domestic 

labor market, increasing the migration of international labor becomes unavoidable. The 

national production processes are maintained by the dominant number of flexible laborers 

at the lower level of industries as migrant workers are increasingly assuming such roles in 

Korea. Kim, You-Sun (2005a, 2005b) indicates that the labor flexibility of Korea has 

rapidly increased to the extent that even the flexibility rate of the U.S. is the second to 

that of Korea. She argues that such high flexibility in the labor market in Korea is directly 

caused by the problems of the domestic labor market system. She found that the severe 

labor flexibility in Korea is not the function of changing external economic conditions, 

but of the internal changes in the domestic industrial structures, union organizing rates, 

and personnel management systems. She identified increased competition and uncertainty 

in the global market system, the characteristic factors of the neo-liberalism, as less 

significant in the changing of the domestic labor market. 

In addition, in her test for the factors determining the ratio of compensation of 

employees to national income, variables of economic globalization such as the rate of 

dependency on exports, the monetary exchange rate, and the economic growth index do 

not explain the rapid decline of wage compensation of the workers in Korea. Instead, the 
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surge of temporary workers and the steady decline of union organizing are strongly 

related to the rate. In other words, the factors of the radical labor flexibility and wage 

exploitation in Korea are more significantly related to the conditions of the domestic 

labor relations and labor market structure.  

Cho, Sung-Jae (2005) attempts to explain the factors such as the decrease of the 

actual wage, the increase of labor flexibility, and the worsening labor conditions in the 

exploitative contractor-subcontractor business relationship in Korea. The large 

corporation dominates medium businesses, as well as the medium businesses controlling 

small businesses, through the subcontracting in the hierarchical market structure. More 

than 80% of wage workers are employed in the small-medium businesses in Korea, with 

almost 50% of them in small businesses. Since the contractors choose subcontractors 

with the lowest production costs, the wage of the smaller businesses tends to be lower 

than those in large corporations. This hierarchical business structure forces the smaller 

business owners to hire irregular workers for cheap wages. Accordingly, the small or 

medium size subcontractors increase the numbers of the migrant workers, whose labor 

costs including wage and welfare costs, are much lower than the Korean workers.  

The official introduction of migrant workers in 1991 was the inevitable choice for 

the small and medium business owners to maintain their businesses. For the government, 

it was a convenient way to maintain the existing hierarchy of the domestic industrial 

structure without taking the risk of altering exploitative business practices by larger and 

more advanced industrial sectors that are centered on Chaebols. As illustrated by the table 

three, 97% of General EPS6 migrant workers are employed in the manufacturing 

industry. 83.5% of the General EPS workers are working in small businesses employing  

                                                 
6 Special EPS applies to the ethnic Koreans born in foreign countries including China and 
Russia. They should get issued working visas via EPS system. The general EPS applies to 
the other countries who signed MOU with Korea.  
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General Employment Permit System Special Employment Permit System 
04 05 06 07 Sub 04 05 06 07 Sub 

Industry 

Manufacture 98.2 98.1 97.0 99.9 97.0 - - 20.4 49.9 16.0 
Agri/ Fishery 1.8 1.7 2.7 6.6 2.9 - - 1.9 2.9 1.0 
Construction 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 47.4 32.8 18.1 1.5 22.0 
Service 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 52.6 67.2 60.0 52.3 61.0 

Size 

1 - 5 18.4 32.0 32.6 31.7 31.5 62.5 74.7 72.8 56.4 71.2 
5 – 9 22.9 25.8 22.2 20.2 23.3 14.5 11.2 9.8 12.1 10.6 
10 -29 42.7 31.0 31.2 31.6 31.8 17.2 11.2 11.9 18.0 12.6 
30 – 99 14.1 9.8 12.1 13.9 11.6 4.8 2.2 4.7 11.5 4.7 
100 – 299 1.9 1.3 1.8 2.4 1.7 0.7 0.5 0.8 1.8 0.8 
300 – 499 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 
500 -  - - - - - 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 

Region 

Seoul 2.6 2.7 2.2 1.1 2.2 59.9 55.5 42.0 29.0 45.2 
Metropolitan 64.5 75.4 66.2 53.5 67.7 27.7 32.1 40.2 43.8 37.6 
Choongchun 9.1 6.7 8.3 10.8 8.1 3.5 4.1 5.9 7.5 5.4 
Honam 11.4 6.5 8.1 11.8 8.2 3.9 4.0 5.0 8.2 5.0 
Youngnam 11.7 8.4 14.4 21.3 13.0 4.1 3.7 5.9 10.0 5.6 
The rest 0.7 0.4 0.7 1.5 0.7 0.9 1.1 1.1 1.6 1.1 

Table 3. The characteristics of the employers of foreign migrant workers under EPS (%) 

Source: Ministry of Labor (2007) 

 

 

 

 

less than 30 workers. The stats show that most of the General EPS workers are employed 

in small manufacturing factories. On the other hand, the Special EPS workers, ethnic 

Koreans born in China or Russia, most of whom speak Korean fluently, are employed in 

the Service sector where communication skills are required. Sixty one percent of the 

Special EPS workers are employed in service sector and 71.2% of them are employed in 

the very small family-owned service businesses that have less than five employers. The 

table three indicates that migrant workers are filling the jobs that are marginalized in the 

domestic industrial structure, whose profits are mostly dependent on the wage cost price. 
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Due to the exploitative hierarchical structure of domestic industrial relations, the pressure 

to cut the wage costs and hire cheap labor for the small business owners is increasing, so 

that the demands for migrant workers keep growing. 

On the other hand, neo-liberal labor relations in the current internationalizing 

labor market, characterized by increasing labor flexibility and decreasing bargaining 

power for workers, also influence Korea’s exploitative and unfair labor practices. In 

particular, 1997 IMF’s intervention program in the Asian financial crisis included 

providing ‘shock therapy’ to strengthen the power of capitalists and the government to 

easily fire regular workers, hire temporary workers, and increase sub-contractor workers. 

(Jang, 2002). The rhetoric of the market-oriented labor practices is still effective enough 

to persuade the Korean public into accepting a more flexible labor restructuring policy 

(Kim, 2005a). In fact, the enterprise owners had pushed the government to abandon 

protective labor laws in the early 1990s, which failed due to fierce opposition of the 

laborers. IMF’s intervention was the timely exit for the business owners to break through 

the stronghold of unions (Jang, 2002). While neo-liberal labor relations are realized 

through the direct intervention of an IMF program called as the ‘Structural 

Restructuration Program’ by International Monetary Fund (IMF), it was the demand from 

the capitalist and market-oriented Korean government to further liberalize the control of 

the laborers in the production processes that rationalized the need for increasingly 

flexible labor relations in Korea. The increasing numbers of foreign migrant workers in 

Korea ‘covered up’ the structural defects caused by the domestic labor relations and 

market structure as the neo-liberal global market system aggravates the problems. 
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Migrant Labor Law and Policy 

Before the introduction of the Industrial Trainee System (ITS) in 1991, there was 

no official policy for employing foreign migrant workers. In order to control the soaring 

numbers of undocumented workers, the government realized the need for an official 

migrant worker policy. The guest worker policy, ITS, was welcomed by the small and 

medium business owners while both the civil society and workers opposed the 

employment of the foreign migrant workers due to the fear of losing their jobs. Despite  

the opposition, the government had increased the quota of the guest workers up to 

130,000 by 2002. However, the government’s intention to regulate the undocumented 

workers has failed to employ more documented workers causing continuous problems of 

the excessive recruitment fees, low wages, discrimination, and labor abuses.  

The ITS also had problems, in that the policy never considered the workers as 

laborers but as ‘trainees,’ meaning they are not protected as laborers and are not 

compensated with appropriate wages. In 2002, the government changed its mandate on 

migrant workers to ‘Trainee Employment System’ (TES), allowing the trainees to 

become laborers once they fulfilled one-year training periods. However, TES was a slight 

modification of the ITS, and could not affect the number of the undocumented workers. 

There was no migrant worker who could endure one-year labor abuse without payment 

for their labors.  

Shortly after the introduction of the TES, in 2003, the National Assembly passed 

the Foreign Workers Employment Bill that dictates the adoption of the Employment 

Permit System (EPS). Based on the bilateral agreement between the sending country and 

the host country, the workers employed under the EPS are considered workers protected 

by the domestic labor laws. According to the EPS mandates, migrant workers are 

required to renew their labor contract annually for up to three years. After three years, 
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they should depart the country and stay out of the country for more than one year in order 

for them to reapply for their work visas. In addition, the workers under the EPS are not 

allowed to change their working location without reasonable cause. Even though the EPS 

is considered better than ITS and TES, the number of undocumented workers is not 

decreasing as much as the government expected. Moreover, the majority of the 

undocumented workers is still suffering from the illegal crackdowns, labor abuses, 

discriminations, and forced deportation without payments.  

However, conceiving migrant workers as merely a labor substitute for the 

domestic labor market only reifies the autonomous power of human agents capable of 

reconstructing their immediate realities. In fact, the advancement of the migrant worker 

policies and laws is the result of such collective efforts of the migrant workers. The 

economic ‘reasons’ to participate in ‘international labor market’ by migrant workers can 

hardly signify the ‘implications’ of the movement of the human subjects. The harsh labor 

conditions and legal limitations cannot define their ‘status’ as human agency nor confine 

their actions within the legal frames. If they do, it is either fragmenting or totalizing the 

processes to construct the alternative powers of migrant workers as a powerless work 

force. To avoid this, it is necessary to conceive of the actual processes of development of 

the migrant workers’ power, which is amply demonstrated in the social movement of the 

migrant workers. Thus, the following will discuss the historical development of the social 

movement for the rights of migrant workers in Korea, through which the following 

questions will be addressed: what is migrant social movement, how has the movement 

been developed, what are the concerned issues of the movement, who are the movement 

participants, and what are the structural conditions for migrant workers to mobilize the 

movement. 
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Migrant Social Movement in Korea 

This migrant social movement represents collective actions mobilized by diverse 

groups of ideological, national, and ethnic communities of action to change existing 

discriminatory socio-cultural relations in a host society. Sul (2005, p. 74) defines the 

migrant social movement as “the collective actions including both social movement 

supporting migrant workers and social movement organized by migrant workers.” Lee 

(2005) developed a similar conception of the movement with more detailed descriptions 

about the activities and diverse participant groups in the movement focusing on the 

migrant worker activists. While the conception of the migrant social movement informs 

us that migrant workers are the active agents capable of organizing collective actions, it 

provides limited and even contradictory interpretations of the movement participants.  

In particular, it failed to identify the diverse groups of cultural groups with diverse 

nationalities and ethnicities including not only the migrant communities but also Korean 

activists. The migrant social movement is unique in that they tend to be organized by 

diverse international communities of actions alongside the human and labor rights activist 

groups of a host society. The movement takes the form of transnational collective actions. 

Moreover, the movement also involves diverse groups of ideological orientations and 

religious groups. Thus, it is not rare to find in organizing the movement that non-

ideological voluntary charity organization members work together closely with 

sociologist activists when Christians and Buddhists are also participating in together. The 

unique cultural and ideological diversities in the movement subjects induces complex 

power relations around whom the subjects must construct the objects, forms, and methods 

of the movement. Thus, it is important to recognize the dynamic relationships between 

the distinctive activist groups within the movement to configure the characteristic forms 

of solidarity and resistance. 
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In addition, the above definition also might be contradictory in that it defines the 

movement as ‘supporting’ collective actions, which conceptualizes the solidarity relations 

of the movement actors as ‘carer-care taker.’ The paternalistic conception of the 

collaboration for the movement might negate the autonomous power of migrant workers 

to objectify migrant workers as the powerless recipients of the help from the more 

capable groups. Since migrant workers are at disadvantage in relations to the Korean 

movement actors in terms of the political power, resources, languages, legal protection, 

and characteristic movement culture, conceiving migrant workers as lower in the 

hierarchical order in the movement might exacerbate asymmetric power relations. 

In order to overcome these shortcomings in understanding the subject, it is 

necessary to narrate the historical development of the movement from the views of the 

migrant workers. By doing this, we can first understand the dynamic processes for 

migrant workers to develop the migrant social movement, inducing unidentified forms 

and ways of social coalition and struggles; second, this also helps us critically examine 

the power relations between the movement participants and the conditions structuring the 

relations; and third, it would help configure the significant implications of the 

development and roles of the Migrants Workers TV within the movement. Therefore, the 

following discussions on the migrant social movement in Korea will focus on the 

historical overview, the subjects, and the conditions of the movement. 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW  

The historical development of the migrant social movement in Korea 

demonstrates that migrant workers are able to confront, challenge, and reconstruct their 

oppressive realities. Owing to the development of the movement, the laws and policies 

concerning the workers have been improved even though they still have various 

problems.  
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Until the early 1990s, migrant workers tended to be treated as ‘the modern slave,’ 

being forced to work and live under conditions far inferior to those of the native people. 

The anger and frustration of migrant workers were mainly directed inward without being 

heard by the host society, due to the fear of forced deportation, discrimination, and 

ignorance of the native society, as the tragic case of Chandra well illustrates (Lee, 2003)7. 

It seemed that the fruit of political democratization during the late 80s and early 90s in 

Korea was not passed on to the migrant workers. The militant labor unions, radical 

political movement organizations, and students groups, which have traditionally led the 

advancement of political and social justice in Korea, seemed less concerned about the 

problems of migrant workers than about ‘politically democratizing’ the state during this 

early period of immigration. For example, the members of Korean Confederation of 

Trade Union (KCTU) even resisted having migrant workers under the official 

government programs mainly because they concerned about losing existing jobs for the 

native Korean workers (Hankyoureh, Mar 1, 1991). Then, considering the unfavorable 

‘political opportunities’ for migrant workers, questions are raised as to how the collective 

struggle for the rights of migrant workers evolved, and by whom?  

It was not until 1993, despite the rapidly increasing proportion of migrant workers 

in the domestic labor market in Korea, when the problems of the exploitative working 

conditions and racist gaze of the native people finally were aggravated to gain slow but 

visible social attention.  

 

                                                 
7 A Nepalese female migrant worker, Chandra Gurung, was forced to be detained in a 
mental hospital when police found her on the street. Some Nepalese have similar physical 
appearances to Koreans. Since she could not speak the Korean language, the police 
thought she had a mental disability. Even though she asked for a phone call to prove she 
was a Nepal migrant worker, no one even tried to listen to her. She had been 
institutionalized for six years and four months until Korean activists found her. She is 
now in her home village in Nepal.  
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Year Law and policy Year Collective actions 
1991 Industrial Investment Trainee System   

1993. 
11 

Industrial Trainee System 
 1993 

Chinese-Korean (Chosun tribe)’s suicide 
First demonstration against government’s policy 
(Korean churches) 

1994. 
3 

Protection of the undocumented 
workers from the Industrial accident  

1994
. 2 

- The first ‘Sit in’ demonstration by migrant 
communities at Citizens’ Coalition for Economic 
Justice (CCEJ) to demand protection from 
industrial accidents, delayed wages. 
- Solidarity committee to support the sit in 

1995. 
2 

Partial adoption of the labor standards 
laws for the quest workers 

1995
. 1 

- Sit in at Myoundong Sanctuary by Nepal 
community to stop labor abuses 
- The creation of JCMK 

1997 Paying unpaid retirement allowance to 
the undocumented workers   

1998 Partial adoption of the labor standards 
law for the undocumented workers 

  

1999 
Partial adoption of the labor standards 
law for the Industrial Investment 
Trainee workers 

  

 
Paying the retirement allowance to the 
guest workers 2000 

- Establishment of the HQ for the Migrant Labor 
Movement 
- The first strike by migrant workers(Philippine) 
at Se-Won electronics  

  2001 

- The establishment Equality Trade Union 
Migrant’s Branch (ETU-MB) 
- Strike at Dong-Ah Tire 
- Strike at Dong-Jin Chemical with the Korean 
workers 

2002 Plan to prevent illegal stay 2002 

- Strike at the Amor Furniture 
- Strike at the Su-Chang Furniture 
- Seventy seven days sit ins to achieve labor visa 
and to stop illegal crackdowns 
- Hunger strike at a immigration detention center 

2003  

2003
. 11 
~ 
2004
.11 

- The Myoundong Sanctuary sit in to demand the 
full legalization of undocumented workers and 
issuing labor visa 

2004.
8 

- Employment Permit System 
- Running with Industrial Trainee 
System 

  

2005   - Immigrant media including MWTV and IBMW 

2007 Unification into Employment Permit 
System 

2007 
~ 

- Labor Permit System and full legalization of the 
undocumented migrant workers 

Table 4. Changes of Migrant workers employment law and struggles: 1987~2003 

Sources: Sul (2004), Lee (2005), Migrant Trade Union (2006) 
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In 1993, a Korean media outlet reported that a Chinese-Korean committed suicide 

because of the intolerably inhumane experiences he had suffered in Korean society (Sul, 

1999)8. Committing suicide is often regarded as an extreme form of resistance to social 

violence that has been incurred sympathetic supports from the public throughout the 

history of democratization and labor liberation movement in Korea (Kim, 2002). The 

sympathy toward the self sacrificial resistance immediately incinerated frustration and 

feelings of shame among the Korean people for the harsh living conditions of the migrant 

workers. While the sensational news triggered concern about the inhumane living 

conditions of the migrant workers, no visible changes were made. However, for the 

migrant workers, the tragedy sparked anger triggering series of collective actions. In fact, 

since the 1993 incident, organized collective actions by migrant workers has emerged to 

form the migrant social movement in Korea (Table 4).  

In Jan 1994, the first sit in demonstration of Nepal migrant workers was organized 

at the Citizens’ Coalition for Economic Justice (CCEJ)9. The Nepalese workers organized 

the sit in with support from the CCEJ to demand the protection of the undocumented 

workers from industrial accidents. The first sit in signified the emergence of new forms 

of social coalition that Korean civil society and migrant communities would stand 

together against the dominant discriminatory labor policies and business practices. A 

                                                 
8 Im, Ho (38). He was an ethnic Korean born in China. Even though Chinese-Korean is 
considered Korean, in reality, they are treated as foreign migrant workers. Ironically, 
Chinese-Korean migrant workers are reluctant to consider themselves foreign migrant 
workers like other non-Korean ethnic migrant workers. 
 
9 Since 1987’s democratization of the political system, the citizen’s involvement in 
public issues has rapidly increased, developing ‘the expansion of space of the social 
participation’ (Cho et al, 2001). The Citizens’ Coalition for Economic Justice (CCEJ) is 
an example of the early development of the Korean civil society, which was the 
prominent NGO involved in the various social and economic justice in Korea. Thus, the 
rapid increase of the human rights NGOs and organizations during the late 90s and early 
2000s also can be seen in relation to the historical development of Korean civil society.  
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solidarity committee of concerned churches, human rights NGOs, and CCEJ was 

organized to support the Nepalese migrant workers’ demonstration. Following the series 

of migrant workers’ collective actions (See table four), unforeseen collective actions have 

finally emerged to form migrant social movement in Korea. The ‘new’ social movement 

in Korea signifies the emergence of new forms and of social coalition and power 

struggles for social change constructed by diverse groups of actions.  

For example, the first significant movement organization, the Joint Committee for 

the Migrants in Korea (JCMK), was born in 1995 as a result of the second Nepalese sit in 

demonstration at the Myoundong Sanctuary to urge to stop labor abuses. JCMK was 

established as a coalition body of concerned movement actors including the churches, 

NGOs, groups of activists and scholars, and labor unions. Since then, JCMK has assumed 

a central role in the movement to change the labor policies and laws regarding the 

migrant workers. In addition, as we will discuss further later, the churches have also 

shown great enthusiasm for participating in the movement, as the church affiliated 

‘Centers’ have increasingly influential power over the movement through providing 

material resources, political power and welfare services for the migrant communities. In 

the places where migrant workers live, the centers become literally the physical centers 

for the community and the movement as they provide the necessary resources and 

services to the migrant workers.  

As the migrant social movement gained ground in popular support from the public 

and the migrant communities, organized struggles at the work sites also have been 

increased. Between 2000 and 2005, the increased labor struggles at the work sites 

indicate the emergence of labor movement mobilized for and by the migrant labor 

workers. The development of the migrant labor movement might illustrate the ideological 

divergence of the migrant social movement. In accordance with their ideological 
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orientation, the participants’ short term and long term objectives have been differentiated. 

In 2000, the some of the active migrant worker activists, along with the Korean labor 

movement activists affiliated with labor party or unions, established the ‘Headquarter for 

the Migrant Labor Movement that later become the ‘Equality Trade Union Migrant’s 

Branch’ (ETU-MB) in 2001. The ETU-MB developed into the first non-Korean union, 

Migrant Trade Union in 2005.  

In the face of such expanding movement subjects and the increasing efforts for 

mobilization and organizing, the sit in demonstration at Myoundong Sanctuary in Seoul 

in November 200310 marked a new turning point for migrant social movement in Korea. 

Lasting almost one year until November 2004, the sit in clearly demonstrated the power 

of migrant workers to mobilize their communities, to raise a collective voice, to negotiate 

their needs with other power groups, and to develop their own visions for social change 

(Sul, 2003; Lee, 2005). In particular, Lee (2005) implied that migrant workers 

participating in the Myoundong sit in demonstration could garner network resources, 

including migrant communities of actions, through the intimate relationships of the 

participants. In addition, the participant migrant workers also could increase their 

consciousness of the structural problems of the society through education and collective 

actions.  

During the events, migrant workers also began questioning about the power 

relations with the influential Korean movement participants, and seeking a way to raise 

their voice on their own. The participant migrant workers had felt the need to establish a 

more organized migrants’ organization increasing their autonomous power to mobilize 

and negotiate for their interests without depending on the powerful Korean movement 
                                                 
10 The sit in was to protest against the government’s national campaign to arrest and 
deport undocumented workers before the enactment of a new migrant worker law in 
2004. The hostility of the immigrant office during the crackdown mission caused the 
death of eight migrant workers in 2003. 
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actors. In particular, the alienation of the migrant worker participants from the power 

struggles among the influential Korean participant groups motivated migrant workers to 

strengthen their own voice. Having involved in the processes to organize and mobilize 

movement events, migrant workers have felt that they tend to ‘convene’ rather than 

‘partake’ in the processes. It may not be coincident that the two most significant migrant 

workers’ own movement organizations, including Migrants Trade Union (MTU) and 

Migrants Workers TV (MWTV), were created in 2004 after the Myoundong 

demonstration. Migrant workers who participated in the Myoungdong demonstration 

assumed the leading roles in the creation of the migrants’ organizations. 

The union dedicates its mission to the legalization of all the undocumented 

workers and adoption of the migrant worker policy allowing same labor rights with 

Korean workers. However, MTU is not recognized as a legal union by the government. 

Instead, the Ministry of Labor considers it as illegitimate worker organization mainly due 

to the fact that the representatives of the union are mostly undocumented migrant workers 

who have lost legal status as legitimate workers. Therefore, the Ministry of Labor does 

not consider their collective bargaining as legitimate and does not allow them to 

intervene in any process to change policies and laws related to migrant workers.  

While MTU’s activities and visions are labor movement oriented, those of 

MWTV concern broader migrant audiences and communities, advancing not only basic 

labor rights but also addressing the cultural diversity of the migrant communities as well 

as the cultural rights for migrant workers to communicate with both fellow migrant 

workers and the native Koreans. The immigrant media denote the diversified interests 

and increasing power of migrant workers in the movement. Nevertheless, MTU is largely 

considered the movement most significant actor by both migrant workers and Korean 

activists, symbolically exhibiting the autonomous power of migrant workers in Korea. 
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Similarly, MWTV also is assumed to be one of the most significant migrant workers’ 

organizations established mainly through the collective efforts of the migrant workers. 

The creation of the union and media organizations for and by migrant workers clearly 

exhibits the autonomous powers of the interpretive subjects even under the circumstances 

in which the oppressive practices of the government and business sectors constrain the 

development of the powers of the oppressed. Thus, the history of the development of 

migrant social movement evidences the impaired power relations for the oppressed only 

provide new opportunities for them to confront, challenge, and renegotiate the dominant 

power structure.  

Having the new migrant movement organization in Korea signified the dialogic 

process of the development of praxis for social change. Dialogic praxis is the principle 

process for organizing and mobilizing collective action that is constructed through the 

reciprocal interactions of conscious and critical action-reflection by the human or 

institutional agents. Enabled by the implicit and explicit critical reflections on the 

dominant powers within the circles of the migrant social movement, constructing new 

forms of movement organizations can be evolved to mobilize latent movement resources, 

develop alternative visions of the movement, increase communicative practices between 

the migrant communities, and formulate alternative collective power sources for the 

migrant workers.  

Dialogic praxis tends to be conceptualized mainly in relations to the “oppressor” 

and “oppressed” i.e. the binary notion of power relations. However, in realities, the praxis 

of the oppressed is constructed not only in response to the oppressive practices of the 

power holders but also through the continuous interactions with the supportive movement 

actors called as coalition body, comrades, or fellow activists. In fact, the power relations 

between the movement participants might intervene in the actual processes to organize 
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and mobilize collective actions. The supporters and participants of the movement are the 

most frequent, intimate, and important nodes in the communication networks developing 

movement plan and actions. They assume most important roles in ‘mediating’ processes 

to construct collective actions in the actual practices for social change. The 

communication processes to develop dialogic praxis can be hardly described without 

configuring the relations between the movement actors. Understanding the complicated 

internal and external power relations of the movement actors, thus, is necessary to 

configure the vivid processes to develop the dialogic praxis.  

On the other hand, we also need to consider that the social, economic, and cultural 

relations affecting the mode, forms, and ways to develop the dialogic praxis. The 

development of the migrant social movement in Korea has not been occurred in the 

vacuum of powers. The structural power relations must be the fundamental factors 

shaping the power relations of the movement participants if not determining them. In 

particular, the capacity and inability of the movement actors might not be able to be 

configured without understanding the social, economic, and cultural relations in Korea. 

On the juncture of the macro power structure, alternative ways of organizing and 

mobilizing migrant social movements are developed reciprocally interacting with the 

dominant and alternative actors involved in the movement. Therefore, in order to 

articulate the process to construct dialogic praxis for the migrant social movement, we 

need to identify the involved subjects, their relations of power, and the structural 

conditions of the power. The following discussion will focus on the movement subjects 

who assume central roles in organizing and mobilizing the migrant social movement in 

Korea. 
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MOVEMENT ACTORS 

Heterogeneousness is one of the characteristics of the migrant social movement. It 

is organized by the communities with diverse nationalities, ethnicities, and ideologies. 

Participant groups and activists in the movement do not necessarily share similar cultures 

and ideologies but often distinguish themselves from each other based on their visions 

and belief. From socialist activists to devoted Christians, migrant communities from an 

African country to a South Eastern country, from local grassroots organization to 

transnational migrant workers’ networks, the migrant social movement participants are 

extremely varied.  

Accordingly, the diversity in the members of the movement enables them to 

mobilize divergent movement groups of natives of a host society. So-called ‘migrant 

supporting organizations’ have been built to provide the necessary resources and services 

for the migrant communities. Human rights NGOs began focusing attention to the rights 

of migrant workers. Several coalition bodies of human and labor rights organizations and 

groups have been set up to demand changes effectively in existing migrant labor policies 

and laws as well as discriminatory labor practices. Immigrant media and unions are also 

established to perpetuate their communal interests. Local governments also started to set 

up new office departments to deal with the various issues of migrant worker residents in 

neighborhoods. Of course, restaurants serving the ethnic communities provide a 

communal space for them to communicate. Public debates on the issue of human rights 

for migrant workers have been made in many forums, seminars, and symposiums. New 

TV shows and programs have been produced to discuss the issues.  

Park (2001) categorized migrant social movement participants into three groups in 

accordance with the orientations of their activities, including the religious missionary 

migrant worker support organization, non-missionary religious migrant worker support 
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organization, and the non-religious movement organization. Even though the 

categorization is intuitive and it does not identify the diverse spectrum of beliefs, 

ideologies, activities, and objectives of each participant actor, it helps us map the overall 

Korean activist groups within the movement.  

The missionary organizations supporting migrant workers in the movement were 

the first agents paying attention to the migrant communities. However, they tend to be 

considered less significant actors in mobilizing the movement (Sul, 2003). Instead, they 

tend to focus on relieving the immediate difficulties of migrant workers by providing 

public places of worship, shelter, consultation, and various welfare services. However, 

these missionary churches have taken significant roles in ‘helping’ migrant workers to get 

basic welfare from the beginning of the influx of migrant workers. The churches 

fundamentally aim to:  

Do biblical justice to migrant workers and restore them Imago Dei which was 
lost, Christians are to perform Christian welfare programs which alleviate their 
pain and break the causes of their pain. In the process Christians can play such 
roles as value-judge, issue initiator, service provider, case manager, program 
developer, social educator, fund raiser, volunteer-management, intervener in the 
process of welfare policy. (Kim, 2003, p. 47).  

According to the table five in next page, the religious-oriented institutions make 

up more than 60% of the supporting organizations, and 51.4 % of them are Protestant 

churches, 37.1% Catholic, and 11.5% Buddhist. Compared to the non-religious 

institutions (29.3%) and migrant communities (8.62%), the religious organizations have 

seemed to assume influential power over the movement. In fact, since the inception of the 

first regulatory policy, Industrial Investment Trainee System, to import mass migrant 

workers in 1991, religious institutions near the communities of migrant workers were the 

only place in which migrant workers were accounted for. The close ties between the 

migrant workers’ communities and the religious institutions during this early period  
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Year Organizations for Migrant Workers* Location Orientation 
1990 Missionary for foreigners in Korea Sungnam (Metro) Protestant 
1991 Joo-Min church 

Sung-Saeng-Won church 
Sungnam (Metro) 
Masuk (Metro) 

Protestant 
Protestant 

1992 Mass for the Philippine workers  
Assembly for the human rights for the migrant workers 
Center for migrant workersat the Seoul Archdiocese 
Sam-Pa-Gui-Ta Philippines Community 
Nepalese consulting committee 
Hue-Nyun Missionary 
Migrant center at the Galilee church  
Shelter for the migrant workers 

Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 

Catholic 
NGO 
Catholic 
Community 
Community 
Protestant 
Protestant 
NGO 

1993 Catholic welfare center Anyang (Metro) Catholic 
 Worker center 

Center for the migrant workers 
Si-Hwa worker’s house 
Bangladesh workers welfare association 

Daegu 
Inchon (Metro) 
Siheung (Metro) 
N/A 

Catholic 
Catholic 
Catholic 
Community 

1994 Labor consulting center 
House for the migrant workers 
Migrant workers center 
Buddhist committee for the human rights for the migrant workers 
Chinese migrant worker center 
Legal consulting for the migrant workers 

Busan 
Sungnam (Metro) 
Ansan (Metro) 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 

Catholic 
Protestant 
Protestant 
Buddhism 
NGO 
NGO 

1995 Migrant worker cure of soul, Emmaus 
Female migrant worker center 
Village of migrant workers 
House of migrant workers 
Joint Committee for the Migrants in Korea (JCMK) 

Suwon (Metro) 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Buchon (Metro) 
Seoul 

Catholic 
Protestant 
Buddhism 
NGO 
NGO 

1996 Worker center 
Seoul migrant workers center 
Seoul Chosun tribe church 
Helping our people each other Buddhist center 
Assembly for the migrant workers’ rights 

Goomi (Metro) 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Busan 

Catholic 
Protestant 
Protestant 
Buddhism 
NGO 

1997 Migrant worker center 
Slalom’s house 
Kyoungnam migrant worker center 
Kwangjoo migrant workers cener 
Gegbang church 
Lapael clinic 
Sri Lanka Independent Association 

Ansan (Metro) 
Namyangjoo (Metro) 
Changwon 
Kwangjoo 
Ilsan (Metro) 
Seoul 
N/A 

Catholic 
Protestant 
Protestant 
Protestant 
Protestant 
Catholic 
Community 

1998 Migrant workers missionary church 
Daegu Seogu church 
Green citizen association 
Ikatan Solidaritas Warga Indonesia-Korea: ISWARA 

Seoul 
Daegu 
Seoul 
? 

Protestant 
Protestant 
NGO 
Community 

1999 Medical service association for migrant workers Seoul NGO 
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2000 Migrant worker center in Social Education Hall 
Migrant worker center 
Worker center 
Migrant worker human rights and culture center 
Seoul migrants center 
Association for the full achievement of labor rights and the 
freedom of migration/ employment 
Friends of Asia 
Good neighbor clinic 
Korea Christian doctors society 
Network for the human rights for the female migrant workers 

Changwon (Metro) 
Oujongboo (Metro) 
Icksan 
Kimpo (Metro) 
Seoul 
Seoul 
 
Ilsan (Metro) 
Seoul 
Seoul 
Seoul 

Catholic 
Catholic 
Catholic 
Buddhism 
Buddhism 
Committee 
 
NGO 
Protestant 
Protestant 
NGO 

2001 Korea migrants human rights center 
Equality Trade Union Migrant’s Branch (ETU-MB) 

Inchon (Metro) 
Seoul / metro regions 

NGO 
Union 

2003 Migrants workers house Seoul NGO 
2004 Network for migrants rights (NMR) Seoul NGO 
2004 Migrant Trade Union (MTU): Former ETU-MB 

Migrant Workers Television (MWTV) 
Seoul/ metro regions 
Seoul 

Union 
Media 

Table 5. Migrant social movement actors 

Source: Sul, (2003) 

 

 

 

exposed them to the problems that migrant communities have suffered. With relatively 

more resources, the churches’ intimate relations with the communities might enable them 

to gain trust and authority from the related migrant communities.  

However, the centers of the missionary churches do not render migrant 

communities much critical room for social change. They mainly define their causes of 

action within the Christian Biblical justice movement to restore the image of God through 

actively engaging in welfare programs and public worship for migrant workers. Neither 

do they question any meaningful power shifts for migrant workers even in the face of the 

government’s oppression. In a press release during the struggle against forced deportation 

of undocumented workers, Rev. Seo, Kyoung-Suk of the Church of the Chosun Tribe had 

to persuade migrant workers to stop the collective actions after negotiation with the Seoul 

Immigrant Office. “…please go back and follow their decision…now you earn one more 
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year…wasn’t it great…go back …” (quoted from Kim, 2003, p. 83). The scene is 

indicative of how missionary churches view social change in terms of maintaining the 

status-quo social order. Moreover, the incidence indicates that the churches have taken 

‘delegate’ role in negotiating the worker’s rights with the government representatives. 

The trust and authority of the churches that have been gained through the religious 

practices seemed to be the source of the asymmetric power relations between the 

churches and the migrant communities. 

The second group is constituted of the institutions called ‘Centers,’ which are 

non-missionary oriented with a focus on social mobilization for social change. These 

centers are sponsored by either churches, human rights NGOs, or local governments, and 

have taken significant roles in mobilizing the movement. In addition, like the centers with 

religious orientation, they also provide basic welfare programs, counseling services, and 

language programs in support of migrant communities. Without such programs and 

services, the communities might not be ‘centered’ on the Korean institutions.  

However, there are also variations in the centers in this category in that some of 

those non-religious centers consider themselves to be more or less welfare institutions, 

supplementing the local government’s public services for the migrant communities. 

Therefore, they easily get financial and public administrative support from the local and 

central governments. These semi-legitimized centers often are reluctant to participate in 

the collective actions opposing the government’s policies. However, they are still 

considered useful by the local communities due to the scarcity of available public 

services for the local migrant communities. 

There are actually no communities in the centers. Look at this [a center’s web 
site]. [Pointing a picture of the members and visiting migrant workers] he is the 
pastor of the center. This is me, see behind of line. I was hiding because I did not 
want to be shown in the picture. My friends and I were called to join in to take the 
picture. This is what the name us later. A migrant community of our center! 
People go there because they need them or some are called to come to help the 
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center for translating or events. They help us but I think they have their own 
thoughts (Interview, #13, MB, Nov 23, 2006). 

While the services and activities in those centers are similar to each other, they 

are currently trying to develop their ‘specialty’ sectors and to organize particular migrant 

communities to manage their resources effectively as well as to differentiate between 

themselves and other centers. Non-labor rights issues, such as immigrant families, 

education, or interracial marriages also have become important matters to them. In 

addition, even though the missionary work is not their priority, some of them perform 

routine public worship in the centers too (Lee and Jung, 2006). Their close geographical 

proximity as well as their support for the local migrant communities enables them to 

establish strong leadership in formulating the movement agenda and strategy, and 

organizing migrant workers (Sul, 2005).  

Having participated in the Korean labor movement, some of the pastors of the 

centers are sympathetic to the collective actions for human rights for migrant workers in 

the context of liberation theology. Owing to their significant roles in the migrant social 

movement, they assume central political power in any coalition of movement actors such 

as the Joint Committee for Migrants in Korea (JCMK) and the Network for Migrants 

Rights (NMR). Often, government officials consider them to be partners to negotiate 

concerns about migrant law and policy because of their prominent roles and power in the 

migrant social movement. They are also invited to the major mass media outlets as 

special guests to discuss the problems and solutions for the migrant workers. Some of 

them regularly provide news articles on current issues of migrant workers to the mass 

media (For example, Pressian, a Korean online news). In other words, they are taking an 

important ‘mediating’ role between the migrant communities and Korean society. 

Understanding, therefore, the relations between these active centers and the migrant 
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communities are important in order to identify the characteristic communication 

processes for migrant workers to participate in the movement. 

The third group is made up of non-religious movement organizations, and they 

involve elite movement actors mostly dedicated to radical social change. They envision 

the migrant social movement as achieving broad social justice. Thus, they constitute an 

extremely broad range of organizations in terms of their ideological beliefs, objectives, 

activities, and the networks of organization. Progressive labor movement groups, 

organizations, and parties, including, among others, Korean Confederation of Trade 

Union (KCTU), Korea Democratic Labor Party (KDLP), and Altogether11. These groups 

tend to stand in strong solidarity with the migrant workers, especially with the members 

of the Migrant Trade Union (MTU). Some of these groups, such as Altogether, envision 

migrant social movement in relation to the internationalist labor movement for labor 

liberation. The international socialist ideologies and radical visions, thus, tend to be 

confined in transforming radically existing labor law and policy, which separate them 

from the liberal and religious actors. The ideological differences between the participant 

actors often incur internal fractions, as some of the liberal groups moved out from the 

Myoundong Sanctuary in 2003, only leaving the more radical groups at the site (Lee, 

2005).  

Besides the socialist groups, progressive intellectual groups such as Lawyers for 

Democratic Society, media activist groups such as Jinbonet and MediAct, and research 

group such as Su-yu plus Trans provide specialized support requiring particular 

knowledge and techniques. For example, Jinbonet and MediAct have been very active in 

providing media education, media technologies, and staff for the migrant social 

                                                 
11 Altogether is an ‘anti-war, anti-capitalist worker’s movement organization. The group 
is particularly involved in the internationalist labor movement from which the coalition 
with migrant workers is sought. For detailed information, http://www.alltogether.or.kr. 
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movement. In fact, the members of the MWTV learned about the use of the media for the 

social movement through the programs of the Korean media activists. In addition, the 

Lawyers for Democratic Society have actively engaged in providing legal discussions 

and services to change the oppressive legal frames.  

Human rights NGOs such as Friends of Asia, Amnesty Korea, and Sarangbang 

Group for Human Rights also provide constructive solidarity for the movement. Their 

concerns about the various human rights issues help construct broad solidarity networks 

for the movement in that their experiences and existing networks of actors provide useful 

sources for mobilizing the movement. In particular, Amnesty Korea, which has been 

involved in the liberation of political refugees in foreign countries, advocates for the 

Burmese political refugees in Korea as it also supports the advancements of human rights 

for migrant workers in general.  

These professional movement actors provide fertile ground for the movement. 

Together with the centers, the Korean activist groups constitute the Korean civil society 

for migrant workers (Lim, 2003; Sul, 2003). With the knowledge and experiences learned 

from the social and labor movement in Korea, the movement actors have been the central 

forces for the society to advance human rights for the foreign subjects. The material 

resources (financial, communications technologies, office spaces, etc) and networks of 

the activist groups are invaluable assets for the movement upon which migrant workers 

are dependent in order to participate in the collective actions.  

The uneven distribution of movement resources, however, might induce the 

asymmetric power relations between the Korean actors and migrant worker activists. The 

native activists are well aware of what they need and how they acquire the necessary 

resources and networks to organize and mobilize the movement. The knowledge, 

experiences and the materials they possess can be the source of ‘their’ power utilized to 
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mediate the processes to organize and mobilize the migrant social movement. Moreover, 

the unstable legal status, lack of language skills, and harsh labor conditions of migrant 

workers might aggravate the internal power differences. The concerns about the power 

relations between the movement actors should be directed to question the possibility of 

mediating the processes of organizing and mobilizing the movement, which might 

objectify and alienate migrant workers from the movement. These concerns about power 

will be examined in more detail in the following discussions on the conditions of the 

movement.  

On the other hand, it should also be discussed that while these Korean movement 

groups advocate for human rights of migrant workers, migrant workers themselves also 

hold initiative power to mobilize migrant social movement. However, according to the 

current scheme of categorizing the movement actors, migrant workers are viewed as less 

significant agents mostly unseen in the movement. In this regard, Sul (1999; 2003) and 

Lee (2005) acknowledged that migrant workers’ communities and individual participants 

in the movement have had tremendous impact on the emergence and development of 

migrant social movement in Korea. Networked through the personal networks based on 

intimate cultural proximities, migrant communities have stood out as the new and 

powerful subjects of the movement. Thus, it is necessary to discuss migrant workers who 

participated in the migrant social movement in Korea. 

M IGRANT AGENTS, TRANSNATIONAL AGENTS 

Migrant workers are increasingly gaining visibility in the processes for social 

change in the current globalization. The active engagement in the collective actions in a 

host society empowers them as active ‘migrant agents’ as well as ‘transnational agents’ 

crossing borders. New forms and ways of social change begin emerging as they initiate 

questioning and demanding their rights in the foreign country.  
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For example, it was the Chinese-Migrant worker’s suicide in 1993 that first 

exposed the inhumane conditions of life of migrant workers to the host society. The first 

organized collective action in 1994 at the CCEJ was initiated by the Nepalese community 

members. The first strike at Se-Won Electronics in 2000 was mobilized by the Philippine 

migrant workers. The first migrant media in Korea, MWTV, was organized by the 

Bangladeshi and Burmese migrant workers along with other nationality community 

members. The migrant workers’ leading roles in the development of the migrant social 

movement empowered the Korean activists to increase awareness of the problems, to 

organize networks of actions, and to mobilize available movement resources. In turn, 

migrant workers have taken advantage of the experiences, knowledge, and resources of 

the Korean activist group to overcome their ‘limit-situations’ and to develop their own 

forms and ways of social change. The dialogic relations between the Korean activists and 

migrant workers are the fundamental sources of praxis in the movement, as well as the 

logic of the collective actions, which is realized in establishing their own movement 

organizations such as MTU and MWTV.  

Migrant communities have assumed central roles in the processes to construct the 

dialogic praxis. Among others, the communities of Bangladesh, Burma12, Indonesia, 

Nepal, and the Philippines are most actively engaged in the movement. In particular, 

Bangladeshi and Nepalese communities have been highly visible in the migrant social 

movement in Korea from the beginning since 1994. These diverse communities also 

make up a majority of the members of the MTU and MWTV. Considering the fact that 

the majority of migrant workers are from China, Vietnam, and the Philippines, the 

tradition of participating in the collective actions by these minority migrant worker 

                                                 
12 Even though the official country name is Myanmar, the migrants activists refuse to use 
the name. The current military junta who has changed the name into Myanmar forbade 
the name Burma. 
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communities is an interesting tendency. However, it is not clear why these small migrant 

communities tend to gain more visibility in the movement than others.  

On the other hand, migrant workers are also ‘transnational agents’ engaging in 

changing the socio-cultural relations of both the host society and the originating society. 

The migrant social movement involving diverse concerns cannot be confined to the 

advancement of labor and human rights for the migrant workers. The movement implies 

much broader contextual changes, engendering new ways and forms of socio-cultural 

relations that are radically different from the culture of the existing homogeneous 

national state. The migrant social movement in Korea has already engendered new 

movement institutions, coalitions, and cultural events during public demonstrations. 

Media activists groups have developed new media education programs and media 

production projects for the migrant workers. The numbers of the migrant media are 

increasing to make the voice of migrant workers be heard. These migrant human agencies 

are restructuring the foreign landscape from below.  

Moreover, migrant workers also bring their political interests to the host society, 

in which they engage in power struggles for their mother countries. The multi-national 

communities actively organize the political movement for the democratization of their 

originating countries. Political groups, including the National League for Democracy in 

Korea and Burma Action, are mobilizing migrant communities to support the democratic 

movement in Burma. The Nepalese migrant workers are exerting pressure on Nepal’s 

government to adopt a democratic political system through organizing media activists in 

Korea. Tibetan independent movements are publicly supported by the diverse migrant 

communities while the Korea government tries to avoid intervening in the struggles. The 

‘remote-politics’ in the host society signifies the complicated processes of social 

development as migrant workers cross borders to become transnational social agents. To 
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confine the migrant workers, therefore, within the economic terms can never account for 

the actual and real processes of social change not only in a host society but also 

international societies. 

On the other hand, not all the migrant communities actively participate in the 

collective movement. In particular, while the Chinese-Korean migrant workers are the 

largest migrant community in Korea, they are reluctant to join the collective actions for 

labor rights for general migrant worker population. Sul (1999) and Lee (2005) assume 

that it might because they are ethnically Korean, so they differentiate themselves from the 

other migrant workers. Several interviews with migrant workers also confirmed this.  

They do not consider themselves as migrant workers but as Korean workers. They 
say like ‘we are different from you’. You do not see the Chinese-Korean migrant 
workers in the organizations like MTU because of this. It is funny, I do not think 
native Koreans consider them [Chinese-Korean migrant workers] as Korean, 
honestly, do you? So … actually, many of us believe that they are not one of us 
(migrant workers) anymore. (Interview, #9, DB, Nov 16, 2006). 

The Korean government applies a double standard to the ethnic Korean migrant 

workers so that the Chinese-Korean migrant workers are managed by Special 

Employment Permit System. The Special EPS treats the ethnic Koreans more favorably 

by allowing easy entry and longer stays. In addition, the ethnic Korean workers speak 

Korean fluently as much as native Korean does, enabling them to work in different 

industrial sectors from the rest of migrant groups such as service and domestic works. 

These different legal and work conditions might separate the ethnic Korean migrant 

workers from the rest of the non-ethnic Korean workers, which prohibit them from 

communicating with each other around collaborative movement organizing. This fraction 

in the participant communities might also limit the collective powers of migrant workers 

in general.  

Nevertheless, migrant workers have actively participated in creating their own 

social movement organizations whose membership is not bound to a particular 
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nationality. Most of all, Migrant Trade Union (MTU) and Migrant Workers Television 

(MWTV) are two of the most prominent achievements signifying the development of the 

collective power of migrant workers in Korea. These two movement agents symbolically 

demonstrate the power of human agents whose conditions of praxis can be reconstituted 

even under the impaired communication environments to organize and mobilize 

collective actions.   

While the agents’ foremost objectives as movement participants are strongly 

supporting the broadly defined movements objectives – ‘stop crack down’ , ‘legalize all 

the undocumented workers, and ‘adopt labor permit system allowing the right to work 

freely’,  their actual visions and prospects for social change might not be same as the 

claims made by the movement. In fact, the movement actors are diverse in terms of their 

long-term objectives, their vision of social change, and movement strategies. In addition, 

the existing asymmetric distribution of movement resources, experiences, and language 

skills not only augment the uneasiness of these differences but also produce 

disproportionate power relationships among the actors. Structured upon labor relations, 

movement culture, and discriminatory discourses, these factors mediate the processes of 

constructing dialogic praxis through which characteristic forms of collective actions in 

the movement are shaped.  
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Structural Conditions of Migrant Workers 

The migrant social movement has been constructed to transform the oppressive 

relations of the host society deeply embedded in the social, economic, and cultural 

structures. It can be viewed as the contentious relations between the collective critical 

subjectivities and objective worlds inducing new social and cultural tensions in Korea. In 

addition, the movement also signifies emerging processes of development of the society 

inducing new forms of social and cultural organizations. However, the confrontational 

relations between the movement actors and oppressive dominant powers are  

complicated, given existing structural conditions are more perceptible to one group than 

the others. Moreover, certain structural conditions aggravate more the difficulties to 

garner transformative praxis for one group than the others.     

For example, migrant workers are situated in unique structural settings different 

from those of the Korean agents, especially in terms of the labor. Unlike the Korean 

workers, they are regulated by the immigrant laws and policies, which are fundamentally 

exploitative in nature. Their residential status is highly unstable and threatened by 

constant brutal policing, which limits the mobility of the workers. The unfamiliar cultures 

of the host society and people often make migrant workers draw back from engaging in 

social relations. In particular, certain movement cultures embedded in the Korean 

activists that are foreign to migrant workers might be hard for them to adjust to and 

negotiate even within the solidarity of the movement.  

However, these differences do not need to be accentuated. Instead, both workers 

are under the same exploitative hierarchy of the production systems weakening 

bargaining power of the workers, especially those in small and medium sized businesses, 

increasing the temporal workers, reducing the labor welfare benefits, etc. Moreover, as 

the emergence of the migrant social movement signifies, the development of the 
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autonomous power of migrant workers to construct collective actions to challenge 

existing oppressive labor and human rights have been realized under these conditions. In 

a way, the obstructive structural conditions motivate migrant workers to pursue the 

transformation of the structural relations. The centers, unions, and NGOs of the Korean 

civil society have taken on important roles to advance human rights for migrant workers 

through organized collective actions. At the same time, they also provide the material 

basis for the solidarity for the migrant worker activists, enabling them to raise their own 

voice in struggle against the oppressive economic, social, and cultural conditions. Despite 

the difficulties for migrant workers in participating in the movement, many workers risk 

traveling to participate in organizing and mobilizing collective actions. 

Nevertheless, it is important to understand how migrant workers are conditioned 

by the structural conditions, because they are most vulnerable to structural oppression. 

Moreover, understanding the peculiar modes of oppression enables us to contextualize 

the development of alternative forms of praxis for the migrant workers. In particular, the 

labor relations, the movement cultures, and discriminatory practices of the host society 

constrain the development of the autonomous power of the migrant workers, inducing 

characteristic forms of oppression. The following discussion will examine, therefore, 

characteristic structural relations conditioning collective power of migrant workers in 

Korea including labor conditions, movement culture, and discriminatory practices of the 

host society. 

LABOR CONDITIONS  

The discriminatory and exploitative labor conditions of migrant workers motivate 

the collective actions in the migrant social movement. The solidarity support of the 

Korean unions also provides favorable condition for migrant workers to participate in the 

movement. Through participating in the movement, migrant workers also could achieve 
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collective power as autonomous social agents for social change. Thus, ironically, the 

oppressive labor relations generate the ‘enabling’ conditions for migrant workers to 

empower themselves to engage in the processes of social change in the host society. 

However, at the same time, the harsh labor conditions and the structure of Korean unions 

also limit the possibilities for migrant workers to construct their power to engage in and 

organize collective actions. In particular, the Employment Permit System, the current 

migrant worker policy for the majority of migrant workers, the hierarchy of the union 

structure, and recurring police crackdown and surveillance constrain the development of 

the migrant workers’ collective actions. 

The fundamental purpose of the national policy and law concerning foreign 

migrant workers is to control and maintain existing production processes for the national 

economy in general. In particular, the current migrant labor policy, Employment Permit 

System (EPS), utilizes migrant workers to ‘cover-up’ the structured problems of 

marginalized industrial sectors in Korea in order to maintain the country’s production 

systems. The EPS was first introduced in 2003 to replace the extremely exclusionary and 

exploitative Guest Worker Program adopted in 1993 owing to the decade-long collective 

struggle of the social movement demanding more transparent and protective systems for 

migrant workers. Most of all, EPS adopts the same labor protection laws for migrant 

workers who come in through the system as those for the Korean workers. It also dictates 

stricter procedures for receiving migrant workers from the authorized parties in order to 

regulate the number of undocumented workers and effective allocation of the workers to 

the demanding industries.  

The relevant government administrations include the Ministry of Labor, the 

Ministry of Justice, and the Committee on Foreign Labor Policy, each constituting twelve 

deputy secretaries of government administration offices. As the governing body, the 
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Process Participant party 

1. Decide the scope and originating country of 
migrant workers Committee on Foreign Labor Policy (Korea) 

  
2. Signing Memorandum Of Understanding   Ministries of Labor of Korea and sending country 
  
3. Recruiting applicants by sending country and 
reporting the list of applicants to Korea Ministry of Labor of sending country  

  
4. Korean employers request migrant workers to 
Korea Ministry of Labor (Applying for EPS) 

Korean employers and Ministry of Labor of Korea 

  

5. Selection of migrant workers Korean employers with EPS permit and Ministry of 
Labor of Korea 

  

6. Signing labor contract 
Human Resources Development Service of Korea on 
behalf of Korean employer and selected migrant 
workers 

  

7. Issuing certificate 
Human Resources Development Service of Korea on 
behalf of Korean employer and Ministry of Justice of 
Korea 

  
8. Entry of migrant workers and job education Korean employer and migrant worker 
  

9. Management 
Korean employer and Ministry of Labor and Ministry 
of Justice 

Table 6. Process of EPS 

Source: Summary of EPS process from Ministry of Labor web site: www.eps.go.kr  

 

 

Committee on Foreign Labor Policy takes responsibility for determining the quota of 

migrant workers, which business sectors will receive the migrant workers, and the 

sending country. Table six summarizes the procedure: once the numbers, the sectors, and 

the sending countries are determined by the committee, the MOU between the sending 

countries and the Korean government is signed to precede the procedures for the ‘export’ 

and ‘import’ of the labor force. Once the labor department of the sending country starts to 
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recruit workers in the country, the Korean counterpart gathers the EPS applications from 

the Korean employers needing the workers. With the EPS permit, the businesses sign up 

to employ the migrant workers. The Human Resources Development Service of Korea, 

which is a subsidiary of the Ministry of Labor, selects and makes contracts on behalf of 

the business owners with the EPS permit. Once they arrive in Korea, they are managed 

by the associations of the business owners on behalf of the Ministry of Labor in regards 

to their education, consultations, labor conflict management, etc. (Lee, 2005). 

To manage migrant workers through a more transparent policy does not mean that 

the system aims to protect the labor and human rights of migrant workers as much as 

native workers. Instead, the report on the EPS (NMR, 2005) shows that actual work 

conditions, labor rights, and human rights remain problematic; migrant workers are still 

forced to sign expensive contracts with an immigration agency to enter Korea for work; 

most workers under EPS are not informed of the details of the work contract before they 

arrive in Korea, including the terms of work, compensation, and work place; and there is 

no easy way for migrant workers to protest or change the work contract. It is not rare for 

the business owners to change arbitrarily the working conditions written in the contract to 

increase working hours and to decrease the rewards. Violating legal work hours is not 

rare: it is common for migrants to work 12 hours a day, more than 80 hours a week. 

Twenty two percent had a day off only three times a month, and 7.6% did not have any 

day off in a given month (NMR, 2005).  

In addition, due to the increased labor protection and regulations, during the 

public hearings, the initial action plan of EPS incurred immediate opposition from the 

small and medium business owners. The government responded by allowing the business 

owners to be involved in educating, consulting, and managing migrant workers, which 

was banned in the original plan (Lee, 2005). The set-back incurred frustrations from the  
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Monthly income (US Dollars) Daily work hours Keeping the ID 

Less than $700 44.2% Less than 8 hr 28.0% Company 30.2% 

Less than $1,000 44.3% Less than 11 hr 29.7% Self 50.4% 

Less than $1,200 11.5% More than 12 hr 42.4% Etc 19.4% 

Table 7. Migrant workers under EPS 

Source: Network of Migrants Rights, 2005. 

 

 

movement participants who have been demanding the withdrawal of the business owners’ 

influence over the EPS processes. Nevertheless, business associations, including Korea 

Federation of Small and Medium Businesses (Kbiz), Construction Association of Korea 

(CAK), and National Federation of Fisheries Cooperatives (Suhyup), still hold a strong 

influence over the administrative as well as legislative processes related to the 

management of the migrant workers. Some of the problems of EPS might indicate the 

influential powers of the capitalists over the workers as well as the close relationship 

between the government offices and the lobbying bodies. 

For example, the new system does not allow the migrant worker to change their 

workplace unless the contract is ‘severely’ violated by an employer or the business owner 

applied for bankruptcy (Cha, Hong, & Hwang, 2005; JCMK, 2006; Kwon, 2005; NMR, 

2005; SMWC, 2006). Prevailing labor and human rights abuses such as the extension of 

work hours, lower pay rates, and abusive language are hardly considered ‘severe’ 

violation of the EPS. In addition, migrant workers who want to apply for a change of 

workplace are required to get permission from the local labor office with clear and 

sufficient evidence to support the reason for the change. Accordingly, migrant workers 

tend to be forced to either endure longer work hours with lower rewards or to leave the 

work place violating EPS rule to become ‘illegal’ workers. Some of the companies and 
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98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 

99,357 135,338 205,205 272,626 308,165 154,342 209,841 204,254 211,988 

Table 8. The number of undocumented migrant workers 

Source: Ministry of Justice (2008) 

 

 

 private EPS management companies have seized the ID documents of migrant workers 

to prevent them from leaving the workplace without permission from the employers. 

Even though EPS and labor laws prohibit these discrimination practices, it is very rare for 

the business owners to be punished by the government authorities (Table 7). 

It is no wonder, as table eight shows, that since the adoption of Employer Permit 

System (EPS) in 2003, the number of undocumented migrant workers has increased as 

opposed to the government’s expectation of decrease. The sharp decrease of 

undocumented migrant workers in 2003 was due to the immigration office’s severe 

crackdowns in order to reduce the undocumented workers before the official introduction 

of EPS in 2004. The ratio of undocumented workers in Korea is outnumbering that in 

most countries that import international migrant workers. Table nine shows that except 

for the U.S., Korea has the largest proportion of undocumented migrant workers. This is 

indicative of the flaws in Korea’s legal system pushing migrant workers outside of legal 

protection. 

As far as the dominant domestic industrial structure and labor relations maintain 

the general growth of national economy, the inhumane practices of the migrant law and 

policy remain unaltered. Without correcting problems of immigrant law, migrant workers 

are pushed to become ‘illegal’ workers, excluded from legal protections. In addition, the 

routine hunting for undocumented workers keeps migrant workers under the fear of 
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 U.S Korea German Japan Australia Taiwan 

N (10,000) 800 19.8 150 25 6 1.6 

% 29 28.4 20 13 12 5 

Table 9. The ratio of undocumented to documented migrant workers 

Source: Seoul Migrant Workers Center (2006) 

 

 

 

 surveillance and arrest, which severely limit their travel mobility. Accordingly, in 

regards to the migrant social movement, the labor system of migrant workers structured 

by EPS makes it very challenging for migrant workers to participate in and organize the 

movement. 

The immigrant offices and policies are intensifying the crackdown nowadays, 
during the day and night. They even trespass the work sites and arrest anyone they 
think illegal. It’s getting worse and worse. During these days, they fear even go 
out to buy groceries because they worry about being caught on the street by the 
police. Who brings the passport and visa with them when they go shop? But if the 
workers are asked to show the documents and they did not have them, the 
immigrant guys just put them in the car. In this situation, how can we expect them 
to participate in the demonstration? Who do you think can dare to travel to here? 
(Interview, #30, MS, Jan 5, 2007) 

The MTU member resents that the current migrant policies prohibit the migrant 

union from recruiting new members and organizing collective actions. In fact, the union 

membership has remained at a very low level, as low as 1% of all migrant workers. 

Moreover, organized by undocumented workers, the MTU is never considered a 

legitimate collective bargaining partner by either the business owners or the government, 

which discourages the union’s representative power as well as capacity to recruit new 

members. 
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Then, what about the Korean unions in the companies where migrant workers are 

employed? What is the Korean unions’ response to the oppressive EPS? Since the EPS 

dictates that migrant workers under the EPS are protected by basic labor rights, migrant 

workers can join and be protected by Korean unions. However, the characteristic unions 

and the type of the industries where migrant workers are employed do not render 

opportunities for the migrant workers. Moreover, characteristic hierarchy of economy and 

union structures in Korea impair the solidarity between migrant workers and Korean 

workers.  

For example, the unions in Korea are organized mostly within large corporations, 

leaving the workers in the small and medium sized businesses unorganized. Small and 

medium unions are either relatively less organized or unorganized at all while in most 

large corporations, unions are well organized to have strong bargaining power.  Lee, B. H 

(2005) expresses concerns that the asymmetric labor power relations between the unions 

of the large and small corporations might undermine labor solidarity. In fact, the 

influential groups of the Korea Federation of Trade Union (KFTU) are primarily large 

corporations (Cho, 2007, Choi et al, 2007). It is not rare that the guideline of annual 

wages and welfare bargaining suggested by the KFTU tends to be determined by these 

powerful large unions in the large corporations. The small unions or non-union members, 

who are mostly temporary workers, tend to be highly dependent on the supports from 

those big unions as is the case of MTU. 

According to the Table ten in the next page, the workers employed in the small 

and medium businesses of less than 300 employees account for almost 90% of all the 

employment in Korea. The total union number, accordingly, is close to 90%. However, 

the actual membership rate is extremely lower in the smaller businesses than in the larger 

businesses. Only 22% of the workers in the small and medium companies are members of 
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Business size Union Union membership Wage 

More than 300 12.6% 10.7% 78% 100.0% 

Less than 300 87.5% 89.3% 22% 88.4% 

Table 10. Business size and union membership  

Source: Lee, B. H (2005) 

 

 

 the unions, while almost 80% of the workers in the large corporations join unions. This 

results in the concentration of union power to the larger unions in the big corporations 

such as Chaebols like Hyundai and LG13. The table only shows the unions organizing 

with ‘full-time workers,’ while membership of temporary workers is as low as 1%, 

severely hurting the collective power of the workers of both the Korean temporary 

workers and migrant workers (Lee, 2002; Kim, 2005; Cho, 2005, Lee, 2005).  

Therefore, the labor conditions of migrant workers in Korea are not favorable at 

all for them to participate in organizing and mobilizing collective actions. The EPS is 

fundamentally adopted for the business owners and governments to manage and control 

effectively the migrant workers, resulting in the increase of undocumented workers, who 

try to escape for better working conditions. The labor protection laws seem to be only 

applicable to those who are willing to endure the employers’ discriminatory labor 

practices. The persistent government crackdowns on the undocumented workers together 

with the harsh labor conditions hinder migrant workers from engaging in organizing and 

mobilizing collective actions for the rights of migrant workers. The hierarchical union 

structure and low rate of union membership in the industrial sectors, where most migrant 

                                                 
13 Samsung, the biggest Chaebol of the Chaebol companies in Korea does not allow 
union. Systematic preventions have been made by the company, which have been under 
severe public criticism. 
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workers are employed, make it more difficult for migrant workers to be involved in the 

collective actions. Furthermore, the labor conditions might structure the relations between 

migrant workers and the Korean workers in a way that the migrant labor movement 

becomes dependent on the more influential Korean unions.  

On the other hand, migrant social movement in Korea has developed close 

relationships with the Korean action groups. The solidarity of diverse action groups 

representing different ideologies and nationalities have engendered new forms of social 

coalitions and collective actions. Accordingly, the characteristic movement cultures in 

Korea constitute the social and political conditions for migrant workers to organize and 

mobilize the collective actions in the movement. 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS : WEAK DEMOCRACY  

The migrant social movement is organized and mobilized by the collaborative 

participation of diverse groups of social actors assuming collective power to challenge 

discriminatory labor and human rights practices. As I discussed, the solidarity is based 

upon the movement’s ‘transnationality’ and ‘heterogeneousness’ characterized through 

locally specific social and cultural relations. This means that mode of solidarity i.e. strong 

or weak or democratic or authoritative might be determined by the relations of the diverse 

participant movement actors, which are conditioned by the movement cultures of a host 

society.  

Korean social and labor movement have experienced a successful transformation 

of the dominant political system into a more democratic one. The popular participation of 

the workers, students, and citizens are mobilized by the highly organized movement 

organizations without which the militant government would not have been fallen. It 

might be the tradition of effectively and systematically organizing and mobilizing 

collective action that have enabled the migrant social movement to gain actual power to 
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challenge and transform the existing labor policy and law within the relatively short 

history of the movement in Korea. However, at the same time, the ‘systematic’ and 

‘effective’ organizing and mobilizing of the movement constrain the development of the 

migrant workers’ autonomous power.  

It has been two decades since the people’s resistance succeeded in pulling down 

the authoritative military dictatorship to recover a democratic political system in 1987. 

Twenty years later, in 2007 Korean voters elected a new president whose political party 

represents the conservative and pro-corporate class. The ruling party, One National Party, 

also succeeded to take majority seats in the congress and many of the members the are 

those who served or at least favored the past authoritative military government. While it 

is true that the people’s decision to choose the conservative party may be just reactionary 

to the disappointments of the progressive parties (Kim, 2006), others have warned that 

this historical backward in Korea is due to the ‘crisis of democracy’ (Choi, 2005) and 

‘weak democracy’ (Cho, 2007) to the extent that Choi et al (2007) argues for a ‘strong 

democracy’ through advancing social economic democracy that has not been realized 

since the 1987 political democratization.  

According to these authors, Korea’s weak democracy is the result of the rupture 

of the progressive circles, elitist political negotiations, and the exclusion of working 

classes from the democratic decision-making processes. During and after the 1987 

democratization processes, progressive movement groups have been subordinated into 

the legitimate political system. The core activists voluntarily either joined in mainstream 

political parties or have had cooperative relations with the existing political powers. 

Finding their vision for democracy in the hands of legitimized mainstream powers only 

resulted in the failure to develop political and social systems to incorporate working class 

people. The legitimate power gained by the progressive circle, thus, became an 
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oppressive force without furthering the restructuring existing economic and political 

systems. Thus, the progressive circle agreed to send the Korean military to Iraq, to accept 

a Free Trade Agreement with the U.S, to pass the labor law increasing the numbers and 

vulnerability of the temporary workers under their political leadership. 

The exclusion of the people in the process of democratization was rationalized as 

an ‘effective’ and ‘realistic’ route to ‘democratic’ social change. In other words, the 

majority of people were summoned and abandoned. Choi (2005) asserts that 1987’s 

successful popular resistance against the military dictatorship has not truly been realized 

because of the failure to abolish the ‘elite democratic system’ as well as to establish 

‘social citizen participation.’ He argues that Korea’s democracy was valid only in 

realizing a legitimate political process, but excluding the majority of the working class 

and social minorities. He also criticizes rigid forms and ways of collective action by labor 

movement activists. In particular, Korean unions are trapped in a ‘collective action 

problem’ that is caused by the failure to flexibly organize the diverse interests of labor 

groups such as temporary workers and unorganized workers in small businesses. With the 

absence of organization and support for the marginalized labor groups, any attempt to 

mobilize mass collective actions have only garnered severe criticism from both working 

class people and other citizens. 

Through a series of in-depth interviews of the movement activists, You and Lee 

(2006) argued that social movement activists and organizations need to raise concerns 

about “more democratic” communication processes susceptible to the voices of diverse 

groups of people, locals, and powerless. Even an organization of radical ideology, which 

is assumed to have a democratic system of decision-making, suffers “the collapse of 

necessary communication” to the extent that the organization often turns to physical force 

in order to perpetuate an agenda for a certain political group, called Pa, in the 



 126 

organization. As the authors noted, it is ironic for the progressive movement actors to act 

similarly as the authoritative regime that they had fiercely fought for democratic systems.  

You and Lee (2006) also found that top-down decision-making process in many 

NGOs and social movement organizations is typical. A hierarchical organizational 

structure is common to most Korean social movement. Internal democracy within a 

movement organization has not been realized as much as their progressive movement 

visions dictate. The strategies of a movement organization tend to be determined in 

accordance with the degree of ideological insights, attitude, and dedication of a particular 

leader(s) in the organization. The organizational power to influence decision making 

processes tends to be concentrated in a few “renowned” or “popular” leaders of the 

organization. The “symbolic capital” of the leaders is the substitute for “communicational 

capital” to perpetuate their social and political visions on behalf of the movement 

organization. More often than not, the younger activists and female activists had to 

endure paternalistic organizational culture demanding “self-sacrifice” for the sake of the 

leaders’ visions (Woo and Park, 2007). 

In addition, the hierarchical relations of a few ‘leaders’ and many ‘followers’ is 

similar in the relationships between locals and centrals. Among the movement circles, 

‘locals’ refers to the non-metro Seoul area, implying that these regions belong to less 

significant regions. Thus, ‘central’ means Seoul and its nearby areas. Most influential 

organizations and activists groups are located in the central as they wield power over the 

locals. The central offices and activists are located close to the necessary resources for 

organizing and mobilizing collective actions, while the locals are not. Thus, it is common 

among the movement actors to prefer to participate in the central office where they can 

have a chance to exercise power over the organization at the national level. Locals are 

perceived as less important, marginalized, and insignificant, subordinated to the central 
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stage. It is the space that is ‘colonized’ by the central (You and Lee, p. 289). The local 

communities are only valued in accordance with their usability for the core groups in the 

central to perpetuate their ideological and political visions. Disregarding the local 

communities and practices of the local offices as peripheral and subordinate to the 

centrals undermine the constructive processes for social change to such a degree that the 

concerns, problems, and the subjects of the locals become invisible. Organizing local 

communities, therefore, is not a familiar way to mobilize collective action in Korea.  

In terms of the mobilization strategy, centralized movement organizing might be 

‘effective’ to mobilize urgent and immediate political and social issues. However, ‘the 

grassrootless’ organizing that does not concern the local communities’ participation 

might undermine the empowerment of the local subjects. Not only the problems and 

interests of local people and communities are dismissed, but also the possibilities to 

strengthen communication processes between the constituencies at the regional level be 

negated.  

Moreover, Lee (2007) noted that the “movement circles” tend to distinguish 

themselves from the citizens through impalpable use of languages. The elusiveness of the 

movement circles has hurt the process of open communication with the public, and it fails 

to generate constructive social discourses on the concerned issues. Korean civil society 

has been successful in the advancement of public discussions about, as well as actual 

changes in, human rights for migrant workers in Korea. However, characterized as ‘the 

weak democracy,’ ‘ progressive elitism’, ‘ grassrootless organizing,’ and ‘elusive 

communication,’ the movements culture and communication processes of movement 

actors in Korea mediates the communication processes to organize and mobilize 

collective actions weakening the possibility to strengthen popular resistance based on 

local communities. Moreover, the movement organizational culture also might function 
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as significant factor mediating the processes to develop dialogic praxis for social change 

for the migrant workers. Thus, they might induce a migrant social movement without 

migrant communities, excluding the migrant worker activists from participatory decision-

making processes.  

CULTURAL CONDITIONS : THE RETRO-ORIENTALISM  

Son and Kim (2003) argue that ‘statism’ is the most influential discourse 

characterizing the post-colonial socio-political landscape in Korea. Throughout the 

modern history of Korea, the statism as the ideological motor for state development has 

been effectively mobilized to propel anti-communism, state-led capitalism, and 

controlled democracy. One of the persistent dominant discourses to rationalize the state’s 

developmentism is the ‘one-nationalism.’ Its intention to mold the people into a single 

entity of ethnic Koreans is an unquestionable condition for the state’s development. 

Manufactured mainly through propaganda apparatuses of the state government and 

capitalist institutions of education, media, and public administrations, ‘one-nationalism’ 

is utilized as the ideological basis for oppressing any opposing ideology and the public’s 

demands.  

We are born in this state to revive the nationality, which is our historical 
duty…we should realize that the state’s development is the basis for my 
development…(from National People’s Education Charter) 

The National People’s Education Charter, which was made and announced by the 

military government, first appeared in school textbooks in 1969, and students were forced 

to memorize it. Until 1994, the text of the charter was not removed, dictating our 

conception of the state and nationality. Remained in the memory of the Korean people, 

the charter signifies how the society conceived the relationship between the state’s 

development, the nationality, and the people. It was powerful discourse with ‘penetrative 

capacity’ being executed in the ‘daily practices of ordinary life’ of the people in Korea 
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(Son and Kim, 2003, p. 265). The one-nationalism geared toward state development 

recently has evolved into the ‘economic nationalism’. It is most current form of 

modernization ideology in Korea. It is believed that in the current globalization era, 

advancing the state’s economic competitiveness is the only way for ‘the Korean nation’ 

to survive powerful foreign economies (Cho, 2003, p. 87).  

Park, No-Ja, a naturalized Korean scholar of Russian origin, called Korean 

nationalism a ‘peudo-nationalism’(2001), different from the Western racial/ethnic-

centered nationalism. It is a fundamentally ‘capitalist development statism’; the state’s 

development is the ultimate basis constructing the ways of how the Korean people 

perceive other nationalities or ethnicities as well as treat them. According to him, it is not 

odd for the society to discriminate against ethnic Koreans born in a less developed 

country from the ones born in an advanced Western country. The ethnic Koreans from 

the less developed country such as China are considered on par with the non-ethnic 

Korean migrant workers.  Ethnic discrimination in the post-colonial era in the Asian 

region seems to reproduce internalized negative images of underdevelopment that have 

been constructed by Western developed society.  

The nationalism in Korea aims for national capitalist economic development. The 

capitalist development statism is manifested in not only the dominant mode of national 

development but also in the imaginary hierarchy of nationalities in the Asian region. The 

societies and peoples in the Southeast Asia are viewed as socially and culturally inferior 

to those of Northeast Asia simply because they are behind Korea in terms of economic 

power. Lee, D. H (2006) identified through the analysis of Korean TV documentaries 

about Asian cultures and societies that Asia has been increasingly the subject of social 

discourse in Korea, placing a traditionally peripheral region into a central area of 

consideration. However, the discourse of representations about Asia is problematic in that 
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they reproduce the images of Asia as ‘the other’ through the gaze of embedded 

orientatlism and voyeuristic distance. The discourse tend to be structured without 

questioning existing structural inequality and oppression so that the altered representation 

of Asia creates the hierarchy of cultures mainly based on the degree of capitalist 

economic development.  

In particular, the Southeast Asian regions are characterized around the discourse 

of chaos suffered from internal conflicts and laggard economic development. On the 

other hand, the rapid transformation of certain aspects of society into capitalist 

modernized versions is being praised, while few questions are asked about the modes and 

consequences of such development. In addition, unrealistic abstract knowledge of the 

region reinforces the otherness of Asia as well as rationalizes the internalized orientalist 

view of the region. At the same time, the mystified Asian belief that Confucian traditions 

uniquely provides moral ethics of work, family, and social relations are reinforced as if 

they are universal and legitimate across the region. It seems that themes of the traditional 

belief system are selectively chosen to justify the government-centered rapid 

development strategies and their effectiveness.  

The revival of orientalism has been embedded unconsciously in the ways a 

country’s development is perceived. It renders new forms of discrimination and ethnic 

hierarchy. Thus, an English-speaking black African pretends to be an African-American 

to get social respect; otherwise the only response from Koreans could be haughty 

contemptuous remarks. However, even with fluent English-speaking ability, racial 

minorities should be ready to accept lower wages than whites in the English-speaking 

education institutions.  

This ‘retro-orientalism’ is being reinforced and reproduced when the media 

engenders negative images of foreign migrant workers who are mostly from neighboring 
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Asian regions. Han (2003) found that Korean news media tend to project the 

representation of migrant workers in Korea as “illegal residents,” “refugees or slave 

escaping from famine,” and “source of pollution or impure being.” Possibly even worse, 

some of the media programs sympathetically victimize migrant workers as the 

unfortunate people needing the native citizens’ special care and concern. The parental 

rhetoric is also found among the migrant movement actors, including migrant supporting 

centers and human rights advocate groups. The cases of human rights violations are 

frequently used to appeal for social attention and for change in public policies (e.g. 

HRFNA, 2000).  

However, Han (2003) argues that human rights violations for migrant workers in 

the work place may be the result of an inhumane history of development in Korean 

society. The negation of the human rights for migrant workers might be the result of 

internalized work ethic instilled by state-developmentism and practiced by the Korean 

employers, which are being reproduced in the labor relations of migrant workers. The 

below story of a small business owner is indicative that his personal experiences of 

demoralized development history still lives in the relationship between employer and 

employee.  

I moved from a country village to Seoul to begin my career as assistant mechanic 
as soon as I finished my elementary school. At that time, no one could dream a 
day off. There was no day off. During the Park, Jung-Hee era [60-70s], there was 
one day off per month, during the Chun, Doo-Hawn era [early 80s to mid 80s], we 
could have two days off per month, it was not until Roh, Tae-Woo [late 80s] that 
on every Sunday, we could take a rest at home. In all this times, I used to sleep in 
the factory without a bed. However, see these kids! [migrant workers in his 
factory that he now owns]. We give them everything like a dormitory, gas, 
electricity, water, toilet paper, soap everything! The only thing they need to spend 
money is for their own food! Moreover, every month, I even buy chickens with 
alcohol for them. I just started my own business after such hard working. 
Comparing with my past, it [all the things the workers get from the employer] is 
too much!.... (Requoted from Han (2003) p. 174).  
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‘Comparing with my past…’, is used to justify exploitative labor practices. The abusive 

language uses among the Korean fellow workers also may be based in their experiences 

of obedience and humiliation being forced upon them from the increasing labor flexibility 

and exploitative labor contracts. Reinforced with retro-orientalism, discrimination of 

migrant workers in Korea may be the result of the fundamental problems of historical 

development of Korean society, which is also related to the historical development of 

global capitalist development. Retro-orientaism is deeply rooted in the minds of the 

generation who experienced the past rapid development to the extent that the social 

movement actors for migrant workers share similar discriminatory attitude. 

We have a program we really like to do. That is to teach English as well as 
Computers to foreign migrant workers from Southeast Asia. Once they learn these 
two things, their attitude toward their country will change…We want them to 
know that the reason that Korea could achieve huge development like today is 
because of our Korean immigrants in the past, who made money from U.S. and 
other Western countries as well as those who participated in the Vietnam War. 
We want them to learn that migrant workers in Korea now should assume leading 
role for the future of their countries (Requoted from Sul (2003, p. 57)). 

The interview with the representative of a migrant supporting organization is 

indicative of how the history of the society’s development is deeply rooted in 

constructing not only the image of the underdeveloped societies but also their processes 

of development. The historically developed retro-orientalism in Korea seems to 

reproduce images of the underdevelopment and the oppressed processes of social change. 

By doing so, the Western capitalist modernization processes are also reinforced and 

reproduced in the processes of social change by the movement actors.  

In this chapter, we have discussed the structural conditions in Korea that might 

affect the forms and ways to organize and mobilize migrant social movements. The 

considered circumstances involve economic, social and cultural relationships in Korea 

that might mediate the communication processes to develop dialogic praxis for the 

migrant social movement. In particular, the labor conditions for migrant workers to 
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construct a collective power are strictly limited by the harsh labor conditions mandated 

by the EPS. The hierarchical union structure, excluding the most vulnerable laborers such 

as temporary workers and migrant workers, makes it much more difficult for them to 

organize collective actions. Characterized as a weak democracy, the progressive circles 

have failed to strengthen the democratic processes for the social peripherals -- including 

local communities, working class people, and rank and file activists. Thus, their social 

and political influences have become marginalized in constructing a viable alternative 

social change. Following the internal hierarchical order, the characteristic movement 

culture might exclude migrant workers from constructing the movement together. The 

discriminatory practices of Korean society also contribute to the worsening conditions for 

migrant workers to participate in and construct the movement.  

Having been shaped by irrational state developentalism, the pseudo-nationalistic 

attitudes symbolized in the myth of ‘one-nationality’ creates the social hierarchy of 

nationalities, ethnicities, and regions to the extent that the movement actors often display 

similar discriminatory orientations toward the migrant workers. Thus, how do the 

characteristics of the structural relations condition the ways the movement can be 

organized and mobilized, and what are the implications of the conditions for migrant 

workers with regard to the movement? The following discussion will address these 

questions. The central premise of the discussion is to argue for the dialogic processes of 

the praxis of migrant workers to construct alternative ways and forms of resistance in 

order to realize their visions of social change in Korea. The structural conditions are 

viewed as not only the constraints but also as the opportunity to initiate the collective 

power struggles. 
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Mediated Praxis 

How do the dominant structures shape the power relations of the movement 

participants in Korea? What are the implications of the structural conditions of labor, 

social and cultural relations of migrant workers in Korea in regards to the migrant social 

movement? How are those structures related to the ways collective actions are organized 

and mobilized in the movement? The migrant social movement has challenged the 

discriminatory and abusive labor policies and practices. The movement has generated 

significant sources of alternative power, mediating the dominant processes of social 

control and management for the migrant workers.  

However, the power relations across the processes of social struggle is intertwined 

with diverse power groups that often blur the binary notion of dominant and alternative 

social change. The collective actions for alternative social change also induce another 

alternative to the existing ‘dominant’ forms and relations for social change. Conditioned 

by the structural relations, the power relations among the parties of collective action are 

complicated in the various ways and forms of collective actions. Existing objective 

powers of participant parties mediate the processes of social change, altering, reshaping, 

and creating praxis. A particular mode of social struggle, then, might be formed, denoting 

characteristic power relations between and among the participant actors. It would ratify 

the process to develop praxis unless we articulate the dialogic processes and embedded 

power relations in the collective actions. No praxis would exist in an objectified form of 

action. Instead, praxis is always under the processes constantly being challenged and 

transformed to counter against prevailing knowledge and practices of social change.  

Within the context of the collective action for alternative social change, ‘mediated 

praxis’ can be defined as ‘the practices of critical reflections and actions for social 

change constructed through the intervening processes of the hierarchically structured 
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power relations of participant social agencies in social movements. The internal power 

structure within a social movement is ordered in accordance with the differences in the 

capacity to organize and mobilize collective actions, which is also fabricated by external 

structure. In particular, unequal power structures of the migrant social movement induce 

the ‘asymmetric solidarity’, ‘ objectification of the migrant agents’, and ‘assimilation of 

the movement culture’.  

ASYMMETRIC SOLIDARITY  

The various public forums in Korea prepared by social movement activist groups 

provide alternative public sphere to share, discuss, and suggest urgent social problems. 

They function as useful and effective sources for communicative actions, ultimately 

leading to network concerned actors. In fact, symposia, forums, and seminars are 

important communication processes for the movement participants to share, discuss, and 

develop various ways to cooperate and struggle together. Through a series of formal 

discussions of problems and solutions, action plans are often suggested and networks of 

coalitions are developed.  

On the other hand, intellectuals or concerned activists exchange their points of 

view in their own languages in familiar places at a convenient time. Organizations 

responsible for the public forums invite those experts, most of whom are usually well 

known to each other from their network of collective actions. Thus, the various forms of 

the public sphere are conceived as an effective way to formulate the solidarity of the 

diverse participant groups. The typical process for the public discussions in Korea, thus, 

is routine to the extent that most Korean movement actors easily engage in participating 

in various forms of public events.  

However, the open forums are not really accessible to all participants in the 

migrant social movement. Particularly, migrant workers tend to be excluded from 
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organizing and participating in the public events. Engagement in the public events is 

often discouraged mainly due to the labor, social, and cultural conditions, such as 

language differences, oppressive labor policies and practices, centralized movement 

organizing, unequal distribution of movement resources, and the lack of organized power 

among migrant workers. Inducing the asymmetric power relations between the Korean 

activists and migrant workers, these structural conditions inhibit the development of a 

participatory communication for the migrant workers. Consequently, the public events 

organized for the movement might be open only to the agents who consider themselves to 

be representatives of the communities of the migrant agents. Even though the public 

supports and dedications of native Korean activists might endow them with the role of 

‘delegate’ to the foreign subjects, they can hardly deliver genuine voices of the foreign 

subjects ‘delegating’ from the communities of the subjects. Limiting the participatory 

communication processes for the migrant agents would only render mediated forms of 

solidarity that might accentuate the agendas, alternative solutions, and action programs 

for the participant actors in the public events. 

My friend talked about the seminar and if I have an interest, I can come and see 
the seminar. It was about the problems of EPS and government’s crackdown 
operations. There were all those famous [renowned in the movement] people. You 
know, my Korean is not bad, not that good though but I can understand most 
Korean language. But, even for me, their talks were hard to follow…because of 
the quick back and forth….and they used so many new words that I never heard. 
Because I’ve learned my Korean not from a formal school but through the 
conversations, those words that are not used in the conversation were difficult to 
understand (Interview #9 with DB Nov 17, 2006).  

The Nepalese migrant worker who has been actively involved in both Nepal’s 

community and this migrant social movement feels comfortable in communicating in 

Korean with other Koreans during ordinary conversations. In fact, fluent his Korean skills 

gives him an advantage to be involved more actively in the movement activities than 

other migrant workers who are less confident in the language. However, he has felt that 
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seminars are not the types of the events he can freely participate in, and most migrant 

workers might share similar attitudes about such events. In fact, it was well known in 

Korea that the languages of the so called ‘movement circles’ are not only different from 

those used in ordinary conversation but also difficult to understand to the native citizens 

(Lee, 2007). Lee, S. O. (2005) found that most migrant worker activists have remained 

passive in the group discussions with fellow Korean activists during the sit in struggle at 

Myoundong Sanctuary because of the language barriers. 

On the other hand, the Nepalese informant resented the tendency that few migrant 

workers appeared in the seminar, even thought the seminar was about the issues of the 

migrant workers. According to him, the absence of migrant workers in the public events 

is ‘typical’ because many consider such events as ‘their’ (Korean activists) seminar. 

Moreover, even though migrant workers attend at the events, few would follow and 

engage in the discussions because of the language used by the native Korean activists. 

Thus, it was ‘their seminar’ organized by a migrant social movement association and the 

centers renowned ‘in the field’ of the migrant social movement. In fact, no official 

invitation was given to the migrant worker communities for this particular event.  

However, even if an invitation had been sent to migrant workers, most of them 

would not be able to participate in the event because their only day free from paid work is 

usually on Sunday, and such events, including the symposia, forums, and seminars, are 

usually held during the weekdays during the daytime. Moreover, few would feel free to 

travel from local areas, where most migrant workers reside to work (see Table 4 for 

example), to Seoul, where most of the public forums are held, because they are fearful of 

an immigrant officer’s checks and arrests. In addition, among the 155 centers and migrant 

supporting organizations nationally, almost 70 percent of them are located in Seoul and 

nearby provinces (Lee and Jang, 2006), which makes most public events for migrant 
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workers concentrated in the ‘central regions.’ Such ‘colonization of locals’ by the ‘central 

region’ may reflect the culture of social movement in the ‘native public sphere’ of Korea. 

The mobility of migrant workers is another reason that inhibits them from 

participating in the public events. Between November 2003 and April 2004, just before 

the official introduction of EPS system, in order to reduce the number of undocumented 

workers, joint operation of immigrant offices and the police had exercised intensified 

crackdown operations. During the six months, ten migrant workers committed suicide 

due to the fear of forced deportation. This tragedy signifies the unimaginable 

psychological suffering that migrant workers have to endure from the oppressive 

government’s immigration control. Migrant workers had to stay indoors to avoid the 

crackdowns and deportations (Lee, 2005). Both physical and psychological imprisonment 

severely constrains the freedom to travel. It had a direct impact on limiting the mobility 

of migrant workers and their chances to communicate with other migrant social 

movement actors. In particular, since the police and immigrant offices have targeted 

migrant workers involved in migrant social movement, the policing activities severely 

constrain migrant workers from organizing and mobilizing themselves.  

We have tried to strengthen immigrant communities and we have tried to raise 
awareness of the issues of their socio-cultural and political rights through media 
education. But it has been a challenging job to do because of the communication 
difficulties involved -- not just language differences but the low participation of 
immigrants due to unstable work conditions and fear of the persistent 
government’s crackdowns. We have noticed that they try to keep away from the 
street as much as possible (Quoted from the Forum memo14documents, Nov 11, 
2006) 

                                                 
14 The forum, “Not Easy Migrant Workers Media Education,” was held by MediAct at 
MediAct Seoul’s central office on Nov 11, 2006. Participants include media education 
institutions, social minority culture groups, and MWTV. MediAct is one of the most 
active and renowned media activist organizations concerned with various social, political, 
and cultural issues from the social movement perspective. They have taken important 
roles in media education for migrant workers. See for details: www.mediact.org 
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During the media education forum to discuss possible solutions to overcome the 

difficulties involved in media education programs for migrant workers, media activists 

expressed those barriers of mobility of the migrant workers, which eventually prohibit the 

media activists from organizing and maintaining the media education programs. 

Accordingly, at a media education program held in the MediAct office located in Jongro, 

Seoul, only less than 10 percent of the participants in the forum were migrant workers, all 

of whom are involved in migrant Workers Television (MWTV). 

On the other hand, the typical movement organizing in Korea also inhibits 

migrant workers from participating in the movement only inducing a mediated form of 

praxis. For example, a migrant movement association, Joint Commission with Migrants 

in Korea (JCMK), which is one of the influential migrant social movement organizations 

in Korea, has a typical hierarchical organizational structure, primarily valuing an 

effective process to mobilize particular agendas and policy changes. It has a three-tier 

organizational structure, placing the committee of representatives of member 

organizations, mostly centers, at the top as they govern the movement’s strategies and 

activities. At the lower level, a few full-time officers, called ‘Gan-Sa,’ process their daily 

routines with help from the regular or irregular volunteers. These Gan-Sas actually 

assume central roles in maintaining the organization. The president of JCMK is usually 

the head of the renowned member center. Sometimes migrant workers who can speak 

Korean fluently are called to help assist the Gan-Sa with translations. This type of 

organization might allow both the flexibility of ‘member’ organizations in practicing 

their own projects while at the same time it might concentrate on effectively perpetuating 

the suggested tactics and strategies of influential native Korean member organizations or 

leaders.  
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This is a typical organizational structure aimed at effective collective mobilization 

in Korea. However, ‘the effective’ movement organization structure may not always be 

effective in warranting migrant workers’ engagement in the communication processes 

necessary to develop, initiate, and deploy their own movement agenda. With the absence 

of the participation of the migrant communities and migrant workers’ own organization 

in the JCMK, the conditions for the dialogic processes of praxis may be altered. The 

delegated form of movement organization inevitably induces asymmetric power relations 

between the participant Korean movement actors and migrant workers. The Gan-sa’s 

main communication channels are those Korean activists who belong to the member 

organizations and centers; specifically, the Korean representatives of a handful of leading 

movement actors. Considering the fact that the member organizations are mediating the 

communication process for the migrant communities, JCMK’s voice might more 

represent the member organizations than the migrant communities. The mediated praxis 

might negate the potential powers of the migrant subjects to establish their own collective 

voice. Structured upon the ‘supportive’ collaboration with Korean activists, organizing 

migrant workers can increase their dependency on the native actors.  

For example, JCMK and supporting organizations tried to help the migrant 

communities establish an umbrella migrant community organization called the 

‘International Migrant Workers’ Organization in Korea (IMOK) in 1998. It was 

suggested based on the increasing need for more effective and organized migrant 

communities with different ethnicities and nationalities. However, this trial failed mainly 

due to the ‘grassrootless’ and ‘dependency’ of the migrant communities (Lee, 2005).  

First, there were not many organized migrant communities sufficiently strong for 

the leaders of the communities to network with each other. The migrant communities 

tend to be organized through the centers without necessarily communicating with other 
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migrant communities in other and same regions. The communities mostly represent loose 

forms of networks of individual migrant workers, which are maintained mostly through 

the support of the centers.  

Also, the local centers were not supportive enough to help ‘their’ communities 

organize themselves to create the IMOK. The centers tend to be suspicious of the abilities 

of migrant workers to establish their own organizations mainly due to the belief that 

migrant workers are not dedicated enough to collective actions. Therefore, the centers 

were negative about the success of the vision of the IMOK, and they remained very 

passive in creating the organization. The centers’ strong power over the migrant 

communities tends to induce dependency in migrant workers on the supporting 

organizations, as well as to undermine the potential for migrant workers to organize 

themselves. Reinforced by the harsh labor and living conditions of the migrant workers, a 

‘grassrootless’ migrant social movement might destroy the opportunity to empower the 

migrant communities to establish their political power in the movement.  

Asymmetric solidarity shaped by the mediated processes is also found among the 

labor movement organizations, primarily with leftist ideological orientations. The Korean 

Confederation of Trade Union (KCTU) is an influential umbrella organization of trade 

unions in Korea. It holds the strongest collective workers’ bargaining power in Korea. 

Along with the Democratic Labor Party (DLP), KCTU strongly supports the Migrant 

Trade Union, which has been affiliated with KCTU. The leftist groups of DLP and 

KCTU tend to consider the migrant social movement as a labor movement so that their 

interests are centered specifically on the labor rights of the migrant workers. Often others 

in the organizations such as ‘Altogether’ closely work with MTU for the strong 

ideological purpose of international socialism. Because of the strong ideological 

orientations of the DLP and KCTU, MTU leaders are also influenced by those leftist 
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ideologues as well as by the visions and strategies of the Korean union movement. 

Moreover, KCTU often questions the capacity of MTU to organize itself – it only has 1 

percent members of the all migrant workers in Korea. They believe migrant workers still 

need more support and control by the Korean labor movement organizations. The 

dependency of the MTU on the Korean labor unions and organizations renders the 

mediated praxis that often inhibits the MTU leaders from consistent management of their 

union.  

Whenever the leadership of KCTU changes every three or four years, the contact 
point with us also changes. Next year, there will be another change…by now 
there have been three changes. Then, it makes us hard to be consistent…if people 
change, their idea also changes…with little experiences related to migrant worker 
issues, it makes us difficult. Due to the changes, some difficulties arose…but after 
all, we have to do well for ourselves (Interview, #10, AW, Nov 17, 2006).  

AW, a former MTU president envisions more horizontal organizational 

relationships with KCTU once MTU extends its union powers to increasing its union 

membership. The problem of the very low membership rate might increase the 

dependency of the MTU on the Korean labor organization. However, the deeper issue is 

not the size of the membership but the problem as to how to organize the union members. 

And organizing the migrant union is typically constrained by the structural hierarchy of 

the union in Korea. As I have already discussed, Korean trade unions are based on the 

Enterprise Union Shop model, which is organized based on their workplace. Large unions 

are organized for the workers employed in the large companies, such as Chaebol 

companies like Hyundai and LG. The strong union is organized in the big company. In 

fact, those big unions are holding most of KCTU’s power.  

On the contrary, migrant workers are employed mostly by small or family 

operated businesses, where organized union activities are very rare. Unless the unions are 

organized based on the industrial type such as construction industry, service industry, or 

steel industry, it seems to be extremely difficult to organize migrant workers under 
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current union shop model, who are scattered in a very small group in the small businesses 

across the country, under a single union, MTU. The difficulty of developing an 

autonomous organizing power of MTU, thus, seems to be rooted in the structured 

practices of union organizing in Korea. Moreover, the Ministry of Labor already 

illegalized the MTU with the contradictory logic that the members of the union are 

‘illegal,’ even though EPS already endowed migrant workers the collective bargaining 

rights. By illegalizing the union, the union leaders are always the main targets of 

government’s crackdown operations.  

In addition to the hierarchy of the union power segregating the collective powers 

of migrant workers, the asymmetric coalition between the centers and migrant 

communities also induces a mediated form of solidarity. In particular, the centers provide 

diverse welfare services, counseling, and education programs including language and 

media education. The resources and programs they provide to migrant communities are 

fundamental sources of power over the migrant communities. In fact, without their 

support, organizing migrant workers for collective actions often face difficulties. 

Planning a new program for migrant workers at locals almost always needs to get official 

support from the centers. For example, a media activist group in a local city in Kyounggi 

province near Seoul had to contact the local center first to plan a media education project. 

While communicating with communities through the center might be convenient, the 

decision to contact the centers seemed to be made due to the subtle ‘feelings’ of 

‘ownership’ by the centers toward the communities. They often concern that direct 

communication with the communities might hurt the centers’ authority in the local 

organization (field note, MediAct forum, Nov 20, 2006). Networking migrant 

communities with native Korean actors is essential source of power to perpetuate the 
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collective movement objectives. However, existing power hierarchy within the network 

seems to exacerbate the asymmetric solidarity. 

Hegemonic power for migrant social movement seems to be in the hands of 

powerful Korean movement actors, including centers and associations of the Korean 

movement actors, so that migrant workers’ own communities and movement 

organizations like Migrant Trade Union are struggling. In the preparation meetings 

organized by MTU for 2006 International Migrants’ Day on December 18th, which is the 

annual observational day declared by the United Nations, migrant communities were 

invited to discuss how to prepare for the event. The event is supposed to be prepared for 

and by the migrant communities since they consider the ceremony as an opportunity to 

share and claim their rights with the public.  

However, when the invited communities and related organizations attended at the 

meeting, they were disappointed to see that small number of migrant workers appeared. 

Moreover, the participant groups were frustrated by the plan that was already outlined by 

the members of the ‘Council of Representatives of Civil Society for Migrant Human 

Rights and the Culture of Migrant Workers,’ which is coalition body of networks of 

migrant social movement actors with extensive diversity. However, the council is mostly 

representing the voices of the influential Korean movement actors rather than those of 

migrant workers and their communities. For example, while MTU also participates in the 

council, their role and power are limited. In addition, none of the migrant communities 

are actually involved in the council. Thus, at the planning meeting for the international 

migrant day, the participant migrant agents questioned about the legitimacy of the 

decision-making process and their subordinate role to finalize the plan. They felt that they 

are just ‘invited’ to detail the ‘suggested’ plan that has already been outlined by the 

native activist groups. Moreover, centers already made their own plans for International 
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Migrants’ Day by organizing ‘their’ migrant communities, which makes them unable to 

participate in the event organized by the migrant workers. 

MS: For the migrant day, you have to understand that the centers already have 
made plans three or five months ago and most communities are already in the 
plan, which makes it difficult for them to join in this event as well as today’s 
meeting.  

BH: If this year has to go like this, that’s fine. But I hope next year be different 
from this year when all the events were scattered here and there…well that’s fine 
but…it would be nice to have them all together. 

MS: I know…in fact, I also told them…to be frank with you, while our power 
[migrant’s organization] is not weak, NMR (Network for Migrants Rights and 
JCMK have their own characteristics that make things difficult…Next 
year…anyway, let’s talk about the big picture for the programs of this event! 
(raises voice).  

JW: I also strongly suggested [to have local communities participate in the Seoul 
event]…if MTU directly first contacted and organized local communities, they 
could join us. But they [centers and JCMK, NMHR] said they could not afford it 
because they have to respect local centers at the first hand. Such situations 
actually discouraged me at first and it limits our vicinity of participation in the 
event. 

……. 

TR: I hoped that we have chance to discuss these things with those centers during 
which we can talk and suggest our ideas. If we had networks of migrant workers, 
we [migrant workers] could make our voice be heard from the beginning. 
[Without] looking at the rally, every year is same. You have to understand why 
we oppose to the ordinary rally type event. 

MS: Let me tell you something. What MB just told us is also in our minds. But 
MTU alone cannot do this by itself. Here we have KASAMACO, Burma action, 
MWTV, ICC, and NCC that are some of the oldest organizations here working for 
the migrant communities. But if you had something in your mind about the event, 
why did you not suggest it like three months ago [like the centers did]? I guess 
you did not have it. Personally, I believe MTU can be successful when the other 
migrant organizations are actively engaged, anyway, we just have two weeks left 
before the event, so…(Field note, Meeting for the International Migrants Day 
planning,  Dec 1, 2006). 

MS, a Bangladeshi migrant worker, is a member of the MTU and the secretary 

general of the union. He is in charge of managing and organizing the activities of the 
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union. JW, a Korean labor movement activist as well as a member of Altogether, is in 

charge of propaganda and cooperation in MTU. As the initiative organization of the 

event, they tried to explain the situation to the other participants in the meeting. In 

particular, the MWTV members BH and TR, seemed to be uncomfortable with the 

decisions made by the Korean movement actors. MS, a Bangladeshi migrant worker as 

well as an MTU leader, tried to express the migrant communities’ concerns at the 

meeting with the Korean organizations before the meeting. However, as he said, due to 

the center’s own plan, the organizing of local community members was constrained. In 

the end, the group decided to invite as many migrant communities and associations like 

MWTV, CASAMAKO (a Philippine community organization), Burma Action (a political 

action group of Burma communities), ICC (an Indonesian community), NCC (a Nepalese 

community) to prepare for the detailed programs.  

An existing power hierarchy of networks of the movement seems to structure the 

internal power relations within the movement coalition inducing asymmetric solidarity 

with migrant communities and their organizations. Seemingly extensive and strong 

networks of movement actors are constructed based upon the layers of power that might 

constrain the subjects from making their own voices heard through their own 

organizational channels. The asymmetric solidarity structure might force the migrant 

agents to assume merely subordinate roles in the movement. In fact, the asymmetric 

structure of movement participants might reflect the ‘weak democracy’ of Korean civil 

society characterized as the disempowered workers in small and medium businesses, 

grassrootless, and central organizing etc. The characteristic movement culture in Korea 

might detach the migrant communities from organizing and mobilizing the movement 

that shape the tendency of the asymmetric solidarity in the movement. The unbalanced 

power relations between migrant workers and influential Korean actors might prohibit a 
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radicalization of the movement by conforming the agendas and objectives raised by more 

influential participant organizations. It would be proclaimed voice without actual voice, 

claims with form but content, and solidarity without participation. Asymmetric solidarity, 

therefore, might detriment the processes for the genuine transformation of the dominant 

power relations of a society. For example, the centers are focusing more and more on 

securing more resources for the welfare services for the migrant communities instead 

focusing on organizing and mobilizing the resources for the collective actions for the 

movement. Considering their significant roles in the movement, this change might reify 

the concerned structural issues of migrant workers into their individual wellbeing. 

Moreover, the paternalistic relations of the care-giver (the center) and the care-taker (the 

migrant worker) would immutably fix the asymmetric power relations among the 

movements participants. 

Sul (2003) found from surveys of the centers that they tend to pay less attention to 

support migrant workers in organizing communities, enhancing the MTU, and 

establishing networks with international migrant worker organizations. Instead, they are 

inclined to garner resources for revising, developing, and providing welfare programs for 

the individual migrant workers to adjust to life in Korea. Thus, they spend much of their 

resources to maintain or develop more welfare programs like Korean language classes, 

computer classes, clinical services, consulting, and shelter. Interestingly, according to the 

survey, the centers wish to implement missionary activities and religious services more 

than other services, including Korean language classes and consulting. In the near future, 

it is likely that the centers might lose their influential power in organizing and mobilizing 

the movement to become semi-public service providers. The former MTU president AW 

resents that the programs of the centers need to shift their focus toward more structural 

issues. 
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Once centers change, that [change for multicultural society] is possible. They are 
all connected. Did you see they brought hundreds of migrant workers to ‘the 
Arirang Festival’15? That is organized by those centers but the festival is not 
really for migrant workers. The centers did not say anything about the problems 
of the society but the harmony of different cultures when they organize the 
festival. They should have told about it, they should not just call them in for just 
having fun time…now we have around 200 centers and supporting centers. Once 
we are determined to work together, we can change things! (Interview, #10, AW, 
Nov 17, 2006) 

Planning the Arirang Festival was indicative of how the relationship between the 

movement participant and the government agencies can be collaborative, legitimizing the 

activities of the centers. This also signifies that the government agencies consider the 

centers as counter partners in dealing with the issues of the migrant workers, including 

the undocumented workers. Under the banner of ‘multiculturalism,’ the centers are 

regarded as of the effective as well as accessible communication channels for the 

government to perpetuate the national policy on the migrant workers. Undoubtedly, it 

would be the centers that benefit most from the close relationship with the government, 

rather than the migrant workers. 

The graph in the next page (Graph 5) describes the unevenly distributed power 

relations of the movement participants inducing the asymmetric solidarity. The concerned 

groups of subjects in the movement can be configured in terms of the spheres of power 

including the ‘dominant power’, ‘ mediating power’, and ‘peripheral power’. While the 

migrant social movement participants struggle against the practices and values of the 

dominant power, the structure are divided into mediating and peripheral powers in 

relations with the degree of capacity to organize and mobilize the movement resources. 

The peripheral migrant workers and their communities hold relatively less power in terms  

                                                 
15 It is the annual multicultural event sponsored by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism 
of Korea and organized by the centers. Migrant worker activists are critical about the 
cause and objectives of the public event, as it is just a matter of government propaganda 
concealing the problems of migrant worker systems in Korea. 
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Graph 5. Spheres of power in the Migrant social movement in Korea 
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compared with those of the centers. The central concern in the diagram is to discuss the 

implication of the asymmetric coalition structure and the mediated processes to organize 

and mobilize the movement.  

The asymmetric solidarity between the Korean actors and the migrant agents has 

been shaped through differing degrees of powers among the participants. Structured by 

the conditions of the labor, social and cultural relations, the asymmetric power relations 

tend to mediate the processes to construct a migrant social movement susceptible to 

migrant agents’ visions and needs. Furthermore, the power hierarchy creates unrealistic 

images about the migrant workers, objectifying the autonomous subjectivity of migrant 

workers as incapable human agents. It is believed to be the practice of the dominant 

actors, including the mass media, government agencies, employers, and racists who 

depict migrant workers as victims, powerless, and criminals rather than migrant agents 

capable of engaging in alternative development processes. However, as I discuss in the 

following section, mediating power also can contribute to the oppressive practices 

‘objectifying the migrant agents’. 

OBJECTIFICATION OF M IGRANT AGENTS 

Objectification of the participant subjects in the movement refers to the processes 

of reifying the human agencies as a powerless and abstract entity incapable of 

transforming the dominant social and cultural orders. Objectification of migrant workers 

tends to reinforce negative images and discourses of the powerless. It is true that social 

movement actors are conceived as the alternative source of power to transform the 

negatively manufactured views of oppressed people. Social movement of the powerless 

engenders alternative discourses about the subjects through the participation, organizing, 

and mobilizing collective actions. The processes of participatory engagement of the 

concerned subjects in the collective struggles enable them to deny and reconstitute the 



 151 

accusations about them. It is a remediating process to recover the essential nature of 

human agency. However, if the premise of the movement mainly emphasizes effective 

collaboration but the movement strategy neglects participatory engagement, the 

fundamental socio-cultural relations for migrant workers might remain unchanged. If the 

remediating process itself is mediated by power groups in the movement, actual changes 

to empower migrant workers might not be realized.  

Unfortunately, the remediating processes through the migrant social movement in 

Korea seem to be constrained by the mediated praxis of the powerful movement actors. 

For example, as I have discussed above, various forms of the public discussions, 

including the forum, seminar, and symposium, tend to exclude migrant workers. By 

excluding the subjects, the collective communicative actions objectify the subjectivity of 

migrant workers. In the symposium hosted by the Human Rights Forum of National 

Assembly in 2000 in Seoul, two migrant workers were invited to present cases of human 

rights violations that they had experienced in Korea (HRFNA, 2000). After migrant 

workers briefly told their stories to the forum participants including representatives of 

centers, movement associations, and law makers, the key Korean participants discussed 

the problems and solutions of migrant laws and policies. It seems apparent that the role of 

the participant worker is reduced to ‘evidence’ the human rights crime scene. Their voice 

is told to provide the necessary causes for the influential Korean actors to ‘help’ them. 

Their voice is mere outcry without power. Therefore, in the absence of the true voice of 

the participant migrant workers during the discussion, the presence of migrant workers 

only reinforces the ‘victimized images’ of the migrant workers.  

Victimization of migrant workers may be an effective way to persuade the 

participant law makers to replace the unjust laws and policies. However, it is the same 

frame that powerful mass media provide to appeal for the public’s attention to human 
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rights for migrant workers. It reinforces the image of a powerlessness and frustration that 

the parental care of the dominant society can remedy. Lee (2003) noted that the 

approaches to the problems of migrant workers, which are raised by Korean migrant 

movement participant organizations, tend to embody such images of victimization. At the 

same time, it is conceivable that those who stand for migrant workers may gain social 

respect and authority in dealing with issues about migrant workers through the process of 

law making. When the power of particular actors is recognized by legitimate agencies 

such as the government, mass media, and business owners, the powerful movement 

actors might guise themselves as the delegates from the migrant communities to 

perpetuate their own interests. The objectification of the migrant workers, therefore, 

might be not only the consequence of the mediated praxis but also the political intention 

for the sake of the mediated praxis.  

For example, in the opening ceremony of Ansan Foreign Workers Center 

(AFWC), chaired by Pastor Park, the representative of Ansan Immigrant Center, two 

migrant workers presented an Appreciation Plate to the secretary of the Ministry of Labor 

on behalf of the migrant communities in the Ansan city area. Whether or not the center 

benefits migrant workers through the improved welfare services the center provides, 

migrant workers who were called to express appreciation to the secretary of the Ministry 

of Labor may not only be unsuitable but also be submissive because the government is 

responsible for the ongoing crackdown on the undocumented workers and denies the 

migrants’ union. The pastor Park, one of the renowned progressive pastors in the area of 

migrant social movement, has garnered his reputation as ‘a father’ of migrant workers in 

Ansan city. His calling migrant workers for the ceremony, however, signifies that the 

mediating power reproduces the images of powerless and incompetence as is the 

dominant power. Moreover, the incident is indicative of how the asymmetric power 
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relations between the center and migrant workers in local communities create objectified 

images of subordination to the oppressor.  

The objectification of migrant workers helps the center ‘legitimize’ their 

activities, which do not concern the collective actions in the movement. Built through the 

support of politicians and Ministry of Labor, the new center gained ‘legitimate’ status to 

participate in processing EPS programs. In other words, they are now part of the 

government’s operational process in managing and controlling the migrant workers. The 

legitimization of the AFWC and the government’s financial and political supports would 

not have been possible without Pastor Park’s personal powers over the movement circles 

and the local migrant communities. His dedicated efforts to advance the living conditions 

for migrant workers during the last decade has established his power, which now is used 

to objectify migrant workers as well as to legitimize them.  

The centers’ services and welfare programs also have increased to serve broader 

migrant communities in the region. In fact, the demand to ‘legitimize’ the centers by 

increasing substantial relations with government offices such as local governments, the 

Ministry of Labor, and lawmakers has been increased (Sul, 2003; Lee and Jung, 2006). In 

a project sponsored by the ‘the Seondong Migrant Workers’ Center,’ Lee and Jung 

(2006) interviewed the volunteers and activists in the various centers to develop 

‘alternative service model’ for them. They concluded that to meet the needs of the centers 

they need to:  

1. create a legitimized support system based on the law, defining specific objects 
and subjects for the services for migrant workers 

2. integrate existing government programs and form special institutions for 
effective service management 

3. allow existing supporting NGOs and organizations to take a central roles in 
managing, developing, and providing services for migrant workers 
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4. develop more defined services aimed for more diverse groups of migrant 
communities and their families (Source: Lee and Jung, 2006). 

The legitimization processes are rationalized by the centers with the claim that 

they can provide more quality services to migrant workers with systematic supports from 

the government. Without mentioning that such a proposition objectifies the migrant 

workers, the legitimization of the movement actors might disturb the processes of power 

shifts for the migrant workers. Thus, the objectification process might not be just a matter 

of the ‘representation’ of identity of the migrant workers, but is a central issue about how 

to establish their autonomous power.  

Alienation from the decision-making process also induces the objectification of 

subjectivity of the migrant workers. The case of the planning meeting for the 2006 

International Migrants’ Day shows that the details of the program planning are ‘left’ to 

the migrant communities after the influential movement actors, mostly Korean NGOs, 

centers, and unions, drew the outline of the program. The command style of the decision-

making process incurred contented feelings among the participant migrant workers. In 

fact, the ways of organizing events for collective actions in Korea tend to be formalized, 

so that such process of planning movement events may be viewed as normal or effective 

because that is the way things have always been done. The process to organize a 

movement event is almost routinely fixed that is unconsciously accepted by most Korean 

movement actors. The formalization of movement organizing might be the consequence 

of the experiences of the collective struggles learned and embodied throughout the 

history of social movement in Korea. However, it should be considered that the routine 

processes for decision-making is not familiar to the new subjects, as well as not inclusive 

in providing a collective decision-making process.  

On the other hand, some of Korean movement actors actually tried to resolve the 

problem of exclusion and objectification of the migrant workers, which was not 
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successful though. During the sit in protest at Myoundong Sanctuary in 2003~2004, 

selected migrant worker leaders were titled to represent the sit in demonstration along 

with the Korean co-representatives from each participant organization. Below the 

representative committee, there were ‘teams’ assigned to particular tasks. Each team 

consisted of one Korean and one migrant worker. The same ratio of migrant workers and 

Korean activists was intended to allow migrant workers to express and share their 

concerned interest and opinions during the decision-making process (Lee, 2005). 

Nevertheless, in reality, the actual decisions were made through discussions among the 

Korean activists, and most decisions related to the routine practices were made without 

any discussion. Even though the movement headquarters tried to implement 

communication channels for the migrant workers, the Korean movement activists often 

found it time-consuming and ineffective. Under the pressure of time and changing 

political situations, decisions were made more and more by the Korean activists, leaving 

migrant workers excluded. The failure to create a participatory communication structure 

made the Korean movement actors question the feasibility and effectiveness to perpetuate 

their movement goals, especially under the severe and urgent political difficulties.  

On the other hand, ‘being conscious’ of the realities and the actions is believed to 

be the fundamental source of power to change unjust social relations. In fact, taking 

responsibility and action for social change has been proven an influential basis for 

transforming the minds of subjects throughout the modern history of democratization in 

Korea. ‘Movement circles’ in Korea organized study groups to develop ‘consciousness’ 

geared toward critical ideologies. Armed with the learned critical knowledge and ability 

to critically reflect, the students of the study groups often joined ‘the site’ – factory, 

where they practiced the ideological knowledge. It is a common experience among the 

social movement actors who are actively involved in the contemporary social movement 
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in Korea. This culture of ‘educating consciousness’ to develop ‘critical thinking’ is also 

practiced for the migrant workers.  

For example, Korean labor movement actors tried to utilize the sit in 

demonstration at Myoundong Sanctuary for raising the ‘class consciousnesses of the 

migrant workers. Throughout the sit ins, participant migrant workers got political 

education, neo-liberalism, class identity lessons, unionism, etc from the progressive 

socialist group. They could learn about the global and social conditions of migrant 

workers and neo-liberal labor relations, temporary workers and anti-globalization 

movement (Lee, 2005). Their ultimate goal of the education series was to develop the 

social historical meaning of being a ‘migrant worker’ and part of the ‘labor class’ in the 

current neo-liberal globalization era. The education program proceeded in relation to the 

actual collective actions at the site, which, in fact, yielded impressive success. However, 

many of them later had to confess that that they might assume the process to be 

‘conscious’ as too mechanically without understanding the complexities of the culture 

and history of the migrant workers. Thus, the expectation of Korean movement actors for 

migrant workers to be ‘the historical subject’ for social change might have negated the 

possibility to objectify the migrant agents whose identities might not easily be 

‘manufactured’ within the ‘class’ identification.  

One of the mistakes that media educators often make is that they tend to 
generalize things based on one’s own experiences. I did same mistake too before. 
I first met migrant workers at the Myoundong struggle. I had thought that all the 
migrant worker activists have class consciousness and they had the ability to 
speak Korean well since all migrant workers at the struggle site seemed to have 
them. But it was not long before I realized that it was not true. …what I’m trying 
to say is that the only common thing migrant workers share is the fact of 
migration. (Forum recording, #12, NM, Nov 20, 2006) 

NM, who runs media education programs in Namyangjoo city near Seoul, 

expressed a feeling of frustration because of the ‘lower’ level of consciousness of the 

participant migrant workers in the program. They had to readjust the program curriculum 
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for migrant workers to participate in the program more comfortably as they wanted to 

produce media for their friends and families residing in their home villages. 

In the last year, the media education was conducted to the participants in 
Myoung-Dong demonstration that was successful. This year, the education 
participants were the students, so called, not consciousnized ordinary migrants. Of 
course, media is very important to the migrant workers. However, under the 
circumstances in which they do not have consciousness as labor class, their 
participation in the education makes them become just mass participants and we 
are destined to lose our program objectives (MediAct, 2005, p. 63). 

Korean labor movement activists tend to expect the migrant worker activists to 

sacrifice their personal concerns for the collective cause. It is often used to determine the 

‘laborness’ of the workers. If one does not ‘sufficiently’ dedicate himself to activities for 

the movement, he is considered to be not yet being conscious of the labor class. “They 

are not laborer yet. Their consciousness as a labor is not yet fully developed. It may take 

time” (Field note, conversation with HG, a Korean media activist for labor movement, 

Dec 1, 2006). This movement elitism might objectify the migrant agents of migrant 

workers in a specific way: that the subject should be able to turn himself into a movement 

activist dedicated to the collective actions. The movement elites with more experiences 

and available resources can be the source of power as well as the source of the oppression 

unless they objectively configure the realities of the migrant agents that shape the 

conditions of organizing and mobilizing migrant social movement. 

The graph six on the next page is from educational materials designed for media 

activists. The graph is indicative of how Korean migrant social movement actors 

understand the development of the subjects’ consciousness. The model exemplifies the 

ideal processes of dialogical praxis that the continuous processes of critical reflection and 

practice shape the consciousness of the participants, providing collective power to 

challenge the existing oppressive structural relations. However, the mediated praxis by 

influential Korean activists can be detrimental for the migrant agents to synthesize their  
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Graph 6. Stages of Change (Process) 

Source: MediAct, 2005, p. 75 
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failure, insulated by his own belief system. The experiences of the stigmatized might 

enable him to ‘reassess’ the limitations of the un-stigmatized. The kin awareness of the 

in-group activists also might help them identify their blind spots to the extent that they 

sense what they should fight within the multicultural sphere. Cultural assimilation is 

another site where confessed dedication is faultily realized by the migrant movement 

actors. 

ASSIMILATION OF MOVEMENT CULTURE  

Cultural assimilation is the socialization process of incorporating alien subjects 

into the dominant power groups in order to maintain existing socio-cultural relations of a 

host society. It is fundamentally the process for control and management in order to 

maintain the values and relations of a dominant society. It is often in the guise of 

multiculturalism, transforming selectively chosen subjects and values into systems of the 

absorbing society. Most of the powerful assimilation processes are constructed by the 

dominant powers – mass media, government, and business owners. However, alternative 

social agents mediating the communication processes for social change also assume such 

roles to incorporate the migrant agents into the dominant forms and ways of social 

movements.  

For example, some centers are running ‘community support’ programs, giving the 

migrant communities the opportunity to ‘experience’ the Korean culture. In fact, they are 

increasing their multicultural programs such as We Love Buchon city (a program of One 

Global Village) by Buchon Migrant Workers’ House, Village Without Border (Ansan 

Migrant Workers’ Center), Understanding Other Religions with Itaewon Islam Temple 

(Yongsan House of Sharing), and Cultural Education (Group for the Human Rights for 

Migrant Workers) (Lee and Jung, 2006). These programs aim to encourage 

communication between different cultures in the local communities. It is a recent trend 
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among centers to initiate cultural exchanges between not only migrant communities and 

Korean communities but also between different migrant communities. 

We want to run cultural programs that introduce Korean culture, teach Korean 
language or computer skills. The desire for culture seems to be increasing among 
migrant workers. The more stabilized their life, the more the desire for culture 
will be increased that they may want to go to health clubs, swimming pools, etc. 
So, we would like to consult on these issues to the extent of going on trips to 
Korean historical sites or to organize soccer clubs of nationalities for regular 
matches (quoted from Sul, 2003, p. 73).  

The goodwill of the centers is to increase cultural experiences for migrant workers 

to ‘stabilize’ their lives and to increase ‘the desire’ for better cultural lives in Korea. 

However, since ‘culture’ is not an artifact materialized in a single form of life, it might 

not be able to be delivered through a planned ‘culture program’. Moreover, as migrant 

agents living in the cultures of Korea, they are already a part of Korean culture, which 

does not stabilize but alienates, incur any desire but the resistance, objectifies them as 

well as stigmatizes them. Without indicating the cruel aspects of the dominant society’s 

culture, the underlying ‘goodwill’ of the centers might be directed toward the dominant 

society.  

Considering the future of our economy and the era of globalization, it will be 
essential to overcome the tendency in our international relations focusing on U.S. 
and Japan. Instead, we should have close relationships and economic cooperation 
with South East countries. We can make these migrant workers become Chin-
Han-Pa, [Pro-Korea group]. If we make them turn their back against us, because 
of our immoral behavior, in the end, it will hurt ourselves (HRFNA, 2000, p. 12). 

It shows that some centers consider migrant workers as useful agents assisting the 

national development of Korea society. They run the cultural programs to assimilate the 

migrant communities into Korean culture. It seems that the centers aim to provide 

‘multicultural experiences’ to the migrant communities and Korean communities to 

render ‘nationalist’ multiculturalism. The state developmentalism seem to be so powerful 

to the extent that the mediating powers conceive that the diverse cultures and histories of 
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migrant agents are viewed as something to be resolved in the processes of Korean 

multiculturalization.  

Cultural assimilation presumes the hierarchy of cultures in accordance with the 

degree of political, economic, and social development, usually geared toward Western 

capitalist modernization. While most mediating power groups and activists in Korea 

oppose to such a linear development model and envision a popular resistance as an 

alternative development strategy, the hierarchy of ‘civic cultures’ within the Asian 

regions is implicitly rooted in the minds of some the movement actors. 

Even though it was not successful, we helped a Bangladeshi community organize 
a Bangladesh NGO and have their central office called Bangladesh Migrant 
Center in Bangladesh. We also provided computers and fax machines but they 
stopped managing the NGO and it was shut up because, I think, they were not 
systematically trained and well prepared (quoted from Sul, 2003, p. 47). 

What we do is eventually to nurture the people [the migrant workers] for the 
future through organizing communities and educating them. So, we teach them 
the labor law and policies too. Just making money for themselves…[rather than] 
we value that they learn something about what is democratic consciousness and 
[hope they] return to their country with that experience for their country (quoted 
from Sul, 2003, p. 60). 

The cultures of organizing and mobilizing people of different societies are not 

identical to each other but differently constructed with distinctive histories of 

development. It is the Korean movement culture that exceedingly emphasizes systematic 

and effective organizing and mobilization with strong solidification of diverse movement 

actors (You and Lee, 2006). Centralized forms and ways of organizing collective actions 

may be ‘effective’ and ‘systematic’ for a popular resistance but may not be a feasible 

model for other societies. In particular, conditions of asymmetric power relations 

between movement actors - language skills, exploitative labor relations, oppressive laws 

and policies, retro-orientalist discrimination, organizing structures of native societies, etc 

– constrain the migrant worker activists from systematic and effective organizing. 
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Without considering the structural conditions and differences in the cultures to organize 

collective actions, the efforts to ‘teach’ and ‘help’ them achieve ‘the development of their 

movement culture’ might only induce assimilating the migrant agents into the collective 

action culture of the dominant society. Moreover, the assimilating tendency of Korean 

movement actors may also reproduce a hierarchy in movement culture of global civic 

societies. 

This kind of attitude to understand the dynamic development of a society based 
on the linear processes will only render a sense of superiority that Korea has 
history of strong progressive popular movement and we can teach and lead your 
movement less developed countries of Asia. To be more frankly speaking, 
“We’ve already gone through the situations and the ways of actions of you in the 
past. So, let us give you a lesson of our experiences and ways of struggles which 
are more advanced ones than yours” (Park, 2006, p. N/A) 

As a feminist movement actor seeking solidarity through networking Asian 

feminist groups, Park resents that the attitude of some Korean social movement actors 

often replicate that of the Western ‘imperialists.’ Often, those seeking international 

solidarity with Southeast Asian movement actors tend to try to transplant the forms and 

ways of organizing and mobilizing social movement of Korea at the ‘less developed civic 

societies.’ The imagined order of civic cultures in Asia induces the pseudo-solidarity 

through the assimilation of the Korean social movement culture. It also might be a 

reproduced form of ‘retro-orientalism’ in Asia practiced by the social movement actors.  

On the other hand, being composed of multiple ethnicities and nationalities, the 

forms and ways of collective actions in the migrant social movement can be different 

from those of social movement that have been practiced in the native sphere. Unlike the 

events of Korean social movement, the migrant social movement exhibits uniquely 

transnational and heterogeneous forms such as including participants from diverse 

national communities; using multiple languages, usually Korean, English, or other 

foreign languages; and using exotic traditional performances. In the public  
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Part One: The Rally at a public park 

1. Opening speech 
2. Solidarity speeches (representatives from DLP, KCTU, JCMK etc) 
3. Migrants speech (representatives from MTU, Burma action, and communities) 
4. Cultural performance (Movement songs by migrant workers music group ‘Strop Crackdown’) 
5. International solidarity speech 
6. Reading public statements demanding ratification of international treaty on migrants 

Part two: Cultural programs at an indoor hall 
1. Solidarity speech 
2. MWTV opening videos 
3. Migrant communities’ music performances 

Table 11. Programs for 2006 International Migrants Day  

Source: Field note, Dec 18, 2006 

 

 

 

demonstration, the scene of the multicultural collective action surprises most Korean 

citizens who are used to ethnically homogenous movement culture (see Table 11). 

However, it is also surprising that programs during the public demonstration on the 

International Migrants’ Day followed very similar formats, contents, and processes with 

those having been demonstrated in other movement. There are few changes found in the 

event. In almost every aspect, the event programs are seemingly replicas of those of 

Korean movement events. 

For example, public speeches were delivered by those leaders of the movement 

organizations, followed by movement songs during the first part of the ceremony event 

for 2006 International Migrants’ Day. Few differences were found from the traditional 

Korean movement event programs except that participants were of different nationalities. 

The settings of the event are also not different from the traditional Korean movement 

events: a mobile stage built into a truck is located up in front of participants looking over 
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the stage, and guest speakers and leaders sitting in the front line and chanting 

catchphrases together, followed by speeches, and a movement song, often followed by a 

ceremony moderator or guest speaker. The assimilated forms of the events might intend 

to enhance the solidarity of the diverse communities uniting them into one strong 

collective power. However, even though that is the case, already the typical movement 

events have failed to attract popular support and have been criticized by the public for 

their rigid formality. It is also doubted that the formal Korean guest speeches can enhance 

the solidarity since a Korean speaker’s speech and slogans might be hard to fully 

understand without understanding the historical context of the Korean movement.  

The assimilated movement culture might signify ‘the absence of resistant 

language’ of migrant workers (Lee, 2005). However, the assimilated forms of the migrant 

social movement culture may be the consequence of the asymmetric power relations of 

movement actors between Korean supporting organizations and migrant movement 

actors. It is the form of the mediated praxis constructed by the influential mediating 

power groups. As we have discussed above, the migrant communities ‘were called’ to 

detail the already established event outline by the association of Korean movement 

organizations. Hence the migrant workers participated in the planning meeting while they 

failed to change the overall program for the ceremony. 

MB: I have a question for you…not a question but a suggestion. An important 
thing on the migrants’ day is to have as many migrant workers as possible and to 
prepare for it. But things I see and hear here are not likely to have it. [Regarding 
the program] This outline of the event is not so different from the public rally that 
we have done. It’s almost the same. Different programs for the migrants’ day 
should be prepared, I think. 

BH: In fact, looking at this outline of programs, the format and programs are not 
different from other rallies. So, I suggest planning of a festival with 
messages…adding cultural events in the rally…like a street parade… (Field note, 
Meeting for the International Migrants Day planning, MB, Dec 1, 2006) 
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In fact, some Korean movement actors also are concerned with the difficulty in 

establishing the self-reliant movement culture for migrant workers as they concede that 

the relationship between the Korean activists and migrant workers are asymmetric in that 

migrant workers tend to remain the recipients of ‘help’ from Korean organizations. In 

particular, migrant workers are often viewed as heavily dependent on the rich resources 

and services that Korean groups provide (Jung, 2005). However, even though the 

material conditions of migrant workers induce the movement dependency on Korean 

movement organizations, the centrally organized hierarchical communication processes 

may aggravate the movements cultural assimilation processes. Thus, it would be a false 

accusation that migrant workers tend to be dependent on the Korean movement actors 

and that they lack the ‘proper’ resistance languages. Instead, shaped through the mediated 

praxis, the practices of the asymmetric solidarity, objectification, and assimilation in the 

movement are detrimental to construct the proper communication processes enabling the 

development of autonomous power to de-assimilate the multicultural movement culture.  

Then, questions arise as to how migrant workers actually respond to the 

asymmetric power relations in the movement as well as the mediated forms and ways to 

organize the movement. If human agents are capable of establishing autonomous power 

for social change – and they should - there must be a counter process to resolve the 

problems of the mediated praxis. Without discussing the ‘remediating’ processes to 

construct collective power of the migrant agents, we would never be able to envision the 

dialogic praxis as the central source of power for the oppressed people as well as 

understanding actual processes for social change. In fact, the migrant agents have been 

conscious about the unequal power relations leaving them at the marginal power holders 

in the processes of social change. The critical understanding of the power structure has 

been furthered to reconstruct mediated praxis by native movement actors as well as by 
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dominant power holders. The essential power of the collective actions of the movement 

has been developed through the engagement of migrant agents.  

In particular, the migrant agents interpret what constitutes the power structure, 

how they construct the collective actions, what the consequences are, and how to develop 

alternative practices to transform the dominant processes of social change. As they 

participate in the migrant social movement, they engage in constructing ‘diasporic public 

spheres’ based on their collective power struggles. The process is dialogically 

constructed through the participation in the collective practices by migrant workers in the 

form of critical reflection and action. The dialogic processes to develop alternative praxis 

enable the powerless people to deny and transform the dominant forms and ways of 

social change. The movement actors have attempted to establish an autonomous space in 

which migrant agents struggle to transform not only the oppressive but also mediated 

praxis of the dominant and central power holders in the movement. The objectives of the 

collective actions encompass both achieving immediate material needs and labor rights 

and aiming to generate improved cultural relations within the society. Individual migrants 

are not to be set apart but are to be networked beyond geographical and cultural 

boundaries. The critical reflections of the migrant activists become no longer detached 

from their actions but rather become unified praxis.  

New forms and ways of collective actions are constructed based on their views 

and visions about their own realities. It is the process through which migrant workers 

regain the power for social change as human agents. The processes, finally, become the 

origin of autonomous power of migrant workers to alter the asymmetric solidarity, 

objectification, and assimilation in the movement. The social development of a society 

mobilized by social movement can be imagined by the realization of the dialogic praxis 

by the concerned subjects. Therefore, the dialogic praxis is the motor to realize not only 
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the autonomous power of migrant workers but also the development of the social 

movement. 

The following analysis will focus on the dialogic processes to develop alternative 

praxis for social change by exemplifying the case of Migrants Workers Television 

(MWTV). This analysis will yield discussions about how migrant workers conceive the 

existing power relations in the movement, the objectives and strategies of the movement, 

and how they remediate the mediated praxis of dominant and mediating powers. These 

questions will allow us to contextualize the relations between MWTV and other 

influential movement actors, which will help clarify the contexts of the media 

development as well as the media communication of MWTV. I also try to analyze the 

communication processes of MWTV in the decision making processes as to how the 

members of MWTV participate in which conditions, how they express their feelings and 

opinions, and how they are valued among the members. In addition, considering the fact 

that MWTV is a form of social movement media, I also attempt to understand the roles of 

the media and its programs for the dialogic praxis in the movement. In particular, 

regarding the analysis of the programs, I will conduct a content analysis of the news 

program on MWTV. Based on the case study of MWTV, I anticipate providing a helpful 

context to understand and envision the conditions and processes of the dialogic praxis in 

constructing the migrant social movement in Korea.  
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Migrants Workers Television: MWTV 

Who are the members of MWTV and why do they join together to establish this 

particular form of media? How do their visions of the movement different from the other 

movement actors? These questions have evolved to understand the dialogic processes to 

develop alternative praxis of the migrant agents whose experiences in the migrant social 

movement tend to be shaped by the subtle but significant asymmetric powers of some 

influential Korean actors.  

MWTV was established on Apr 18, 2005 through the joint efforts of both Korean 

and migrant worker activists with support from the RTV, a Korean national public access 

channel. It aims to:  

give a voice to migrant workers living in Korea. Together with migrant workers 
from countries including Bangladesh, Nepal, Burma, Mongolia, China, Germany, 
the US, Indonesia, the Philippines, Russia, Koreans and migrant workers have 
teamed up to represent the voices of migrant workers (MWTV, Nov 27, 2007).  

The need to present a migrant community their own voice is their primary 

objective. Thus, the two regular programs, ‘Multilingual Migrant Worker News’ (the 

MW news) and ‘The World of Migrant Workers’ (the WMW) are produced to fulfill that 

purpose. The MW news is the news program produced in eight different languages 

including Bangladeshi, Burmese, Nepalese, Mongolian, Indonesian, Chinese, Russian 

and English, which reflects the diversity of nationalities in the migrant audiences in 

Korea. The WMW is a host-guest discussion talk show dealing with various issues 

related to migrant communities. This program is produced in Korean, and the host and 

guests of various nationalities discuss the issues in Korean. It was not surprising that the 

inception of the multicultural media first broadcast the programs made by migrant 

workers over the national satellite networks.  

Unlike other “mainstream” versions of multicultural broadcasting, MWTV is 
made both for and by the members of the migrant worker communities…this is 
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the first event of its kind in the history of Korea broadcasting. The program [the 
World of Migrant Worker] is made by the migrant worker themselves under the 
difficult conditions to make their own voice…(Hankook Ilbo, Aug 11, 2005) 

The primary outlets of these programs are Skylife, a Korean commercial satellite 

network, and cable TV networks through RTV16, a citizen’s public access channel (ch. 

531). RTV has an ample interest in providing media accesses to diverse political, 

economic, and social minority groups. RTV’s interest led to having MWTV’s programs 

in their network, and in fact one of the RTV program producers first suggested having the 

programs through the RTV networks. Since then, MWTV’s programs have become one 

of the flagship programs for RTV. The public access TV network provides MWTV 

additional support for the program production such as technology, a studio, and staff. The 

material resources provided by RTV helps MWTV maintain relatively high quality 

program production. In general, the relations between RTV and MWTV can be viewed as 

the network provider and a program provider, as the former provides the necessary 

infrastructure to the producer and broadcasts the programs produced by MWTV.    

                                                 
16 Located in Seoul, RTV is a public access channel broadcasting over a commercial 
Korean Satellite service (SkyLife) as well as cable TV. Established in Sep 2002, the first 
public access TV in Korea tries to help citizens to produce and air the programs for 
public interest issues. Its five programming principles dictate ‘participation/ access’, 
‘diversity’, ‘self expression/ communication’, ‘independence’, and ‘democratic/ 
autonomous’ that aim to realize ‘values of civil society through public access TV’. 
Providing access time and necessary facility (CNC), education, and technician supports, 
RTV concerns most the voices of social minorities alienated by dominant media because 
of gender, nationality, age, culture, region, reliegion, ideology, social economic status. 
The birth of RTV signified the development of Korean civil societies’ engagement in 
various areas of social issues. During the rapid development of citizen’s movement 
during the early 90’s, People’s Broadcasting Movement led the birth of RTV. It follows 
the tradition of collective movement of civil society. Thus, many broadcasting programs 
are produced in cooperation with civil organizations including MediAct, Docu IN, Labor 
News Production (LNP), Cham Sesang, Media Movement Network etc. Currently, 60% 
of the programs are produced by ordinary citizens as RTV-citizen (30%) and RTV (10%) 
produce the rest. While it is a public access channel, the produced programs are chosen 
by RTV in order to maintain program quality and purpose of the content. 
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In addition, while the two primary programs are broadcasted through RTV 

networks, they also can be viewed on the MWTV website through the web casting, which 

are archived on the site. The online casting site is also linked to other web sites 

concerning migrant communities including centers, MTU, migrants’ online communities, 

and individual blogs. In particular, MTU often uses video clips from the programs to 

disseminate information to their members, as opposed to the centers adding only the 

hyperlink to their website. The no-copyright policy of MWTV enables the duplication of 

the media texts as well as the expansion of the distribution channels. Advanced new 

media technologies such as the Internet and cable networks of Korea also provide the 

infrastructure for the media to effectively circulate the media content. 

Production costs for MWTV’s programs are partly covered by the broadcasting 

commission fee paid by RTV. The amount of the commission fee is determined by the 

annual contract made between MWTV and RTV, which identifies MWTV as a program 

provider for the network. Additional funds for MWTV come from public grants and 

private donations. As most small-scale social movement media (Atton, 2002), MWTV 

also heavily depends on subsidiaries from public institutions, including the government’s 

media related institutions, foundations, and NGOs. In order to resolve the problem of 

dependency on the public subsidiaries, they are now trying to enhance their capacity to 

produce more media products specializing in various issues of migrants in order to 

provide them to other media institutions. 

The members’ central concern to ‘represent’ the voices of migrant workers 

distinguishes MWTV from the other Korean centers and migrants movement actors in 

terms of organizing and management. It is organized and managed by collaboration with 

diverse cultural groups, including Korean and migrant activists. They have five full time 

members, including three foreign migrants and two Koreans. Among them, one Korean 
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and two migrants represent MWTV officially. But their official position as 

representatives does not impart actual significant responsibilities for the organization, as 

all the full time members tend to work collectively. The annual ‘general meeting’ of all 

the members including full-time, part-time, and volunteers is held at the beginning of 

each year to discuss and approve the annual plans and projects as well as discuss long-

term visions. The formal organization structure built for and by the migrant agent is the 

first effort and has garnered extensive interests from both dominant and mediating power 

groups. 

Part-time members and volunteers also are considered equal to the full-time 

members in terms of participation in the decision-making processes. There is a pool of 

migrant agents, who are paid for the semi-volunteer work to produce the news in each of 

their languages. These members are called ‘anchors,’ and are primarily responsible for 

translating the news into their languages and reporting it. However, their jobs are not just 

limited to presenting the news but also include gathering and composing the news of their 

communities. Important community issues and events are included in the news programs 

through their reporting. Moreover, as members of MWTV, they also voluntarily 

participate in regular meetings, producing extra media products, and organizing events. 

Korean volunteers also actively take responsibility for producing media programs and 

other related works. The volunteers assume important roles in composing media texts in 

Korean for the migrant anchors to translate into their languages.  

Having briefly described the overall objective, structure, and history of MWTV, I 

now discuss about how migrant workers envision the migrant social movement in Korea, 

how MWTV is related to other actors in the movement, how the structural conditions are 

related to the creation and management of MWTV, and how their media communications 

explicate the dialogic processes. Understanding the processes will help contextualize how 
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MWTV has come to ‘represent’ the ‘voice’ of the migrant workers, how the members 

view the participation of migrant workers in MWTV, and the significance of MWTV’s 

practices in the movement. To answer these questions, it is necessary to understand 

migrant media in the context of power relations between the migrant social movement 

actors. 
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Remediating Praxis: Dialogic Praxis of MWTV 

IMMIGRANT MEDIA AND DIALOGIC PRAXIS  

The dialogic praxis is the process to develop alternative actions by the concerned 

subjects, which is constructed to remediate the dominant forms and ways of social 

change. The praxis concerns, among others, the mode of social change enabling the 

development of autonomous power for the concerned subjects so that they become the 

actual source of power to remediate the dominant processes of social change. It is 

through the dialogic praxis that the development of MWTV can gain significant 

meanings and implications for advancing the migrant social movement in Korea.  

MWTV’s objective to represent the voice of migrant workers aims to remediate 

the mediating processes of social change. The processes of remediating social change 

ultimately involve power struggles in relation with both the dominant and the mediating 

powers when the migrant social movement provides catalytic opportunities for the 

migrant agents to develop their autonomous power to present their own visions for social 

change. This means that the objectives of social movement need to be conceived with the 

consideration of both the external and internal power relations of the participants in the 

migrant social movement. As the social movement actors try to transform the unjust 

socio-cultural relations of a society, they are also under the pressure of those same socio-

cultural relations.  

For example, while the migrant social movement attempts to change the 

oppressive and discriminatory labor policies, the movement actors are challenged by 

unique union structure and policies in organizing and mobilizing the migrant workers, 

inducing the asymmetric solidarity, objectification and assimilation. In addition, the 

concerned structural conditions do not render the same implications to all the 

participants; rather, the realities translated from the same conditions are idiosyncratic to 
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the extent that the conception of the power relations as well as the alternative visions can 

be different from each particular group or individual activist. For example, even though 

EPS is flawed policy to regulate migrant workers, it favors particular ethnic groups such 

as Chinese-Korean migrant workers over the rest of the migrant groups. Such differences 

can engender the variance in the rate of participation in the collective actions for the 

movement. Thus, when we discuss the MWTV’s objectives, we should take more 

attention to the both internal and external power relations surrounding the media 

organization. Interestingly, perceptions of power relations of MWTV have been 

developed in accordance with migrant social movement. Power structures upon which 

MWTV is established seemed to be redefined by those migrant workers of the media.  

The discussion about the objectives of MWTV can be understood at two different 

levels, accounting for the external and internal power relations of the movement actors. 

The discussions also concern the questions of how MWTV members perceive the 

movement, how the movement participants understand the power relations, and how they 

envision the movement’s capacity to construct their objectives. The answers to those 

questions lie in the historical development of the migrant social movement in which 

migrant workers participate to form a critical consciousness and alternative approaches of 

collective action. In other words, the emergence of MWTV is not a self-generated 

process to achieve the prefigured objective making a unique voice, but is induced by the 

collective consciousness developed through participation in the movement.  

In fact, they did not have professional experience in the media; rather they have 
been trained as the migrant activists through participating in the migrant social 
movement. I believe the sit in demonstration at the Myoundong Sanctuary was the 
catalyst [for the establishment of MWTV]…because they had stayed there as a 
community. More than three hundreds participants of diverse nationalities, 
Koreans, Nepalese, Bangladeshi…they slept and ate together. During the time, 
they [migrant activists] learned the methods and the importance of organizing and 
they developed their own logic of movement. From there, they could develop new 
visions and knew what needed to be done. During that period, we could meet by 
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chance to discuss a way to have this [MWTV]….so the movement was diffused 
into the creation of MWTV (Interview, #2, BH, Nov 5, 2006).  

As the Korean representative of MWTV acknowledged, the year-long sit in 

demonstration at the Myoundong Sanctuary between 2003 and 2004 was the ‘catalyst’ for 

the participant migrant activists to develop ‘their own logic of movement.’ The 

Myoundong sit in demonstration was a significant milestone for the development of the 

migrant social movement in Korea since migrant workers began realizing the possibility 

and necessity of bringing about new forms of collective actions. It would not be 

coincidental that all the current full-time migrant workers at MWTV were involved in the 

historical event. It is clear that the emergence of MWTV is the consequence of critical 

reflection and collective actions by the migrant agents who participated in the 

Myoundong sit in demonstration, i.e., through the dialogic process to develop praxis. It 

was confirmed by the migrant members of MWTV that the engagement in the collective 

action allowed them to realize the establishment of MWTV. 

It [the sit in] was great…I was responsible for the propaganda and public relations 
at the sit in [the Myoundong Sanctuary sit in], the reporters from the mass media 
came and interviewed me about what we were doing at the sit ins. But I was 
confused when I heard the news stories because they were not true and were 
different from what we said to them. They edited the pictures the way they liked. 
In the news, we were depicted as if we were hiding behind the Myoundong 
Sanctuary [the sit in place]. And we were also viewed in the news as miserable 
people. Their focuses were not true !...nowhere to go and nothing to eat…that was 
what they depicted us in the news. Since then, I tried avoiding any interview with 
the mainstream media as much as possible…it was not just me but other friends 
were same…I think this particular experience might have motivated me to learn 
the media stuff … and led me to do this work [works at MWTV]. With the help 
from my Korean friends and media activists, I have learned how to manage a 
video camera and how to watch a film. I guess all this started from there 
(Interview, #5, MB, Nov 7, 2006). 

As a migrant media outlet, MWTV members wanted to engage in the creation of 

MWTV to counter the media from the dominant power groups. The mass media as the 

powerful media agency of the dominant power mediated the information processes to 
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frame migrant workers and their actions in the way that created and embodied images of 

migrant workers as powerless victims. Having learned from the participation in the 

collective action, the future members established MWTV to realize the urgent need for 

counter-communicative action to remediate their practices. The experiences of the 

collective action enabled the participants to contextualize critically the roles of the 

mainstream media. While the news in the mainstream media might have intended to 

‘help’ the ‘miserable’ migrant workers, they create ‘untrue’ realities mainly evoking the 

native people’s temporary sympathy. Without questioning the actual power relations of 

the economic structure and discriminatory culture, the media actors in the dominant 

society function as communication barriers to reify capabilities and objectives of the 

migrant agents. Based on the critical views on the news media in the dominant 

multicultural sphere, MB wanted to seek a way to challenge such oppressive media 

practices.  

Embodied in the members’ critical consciousness, MWTV’s communicative 

actions attempt to reconstruct the power relations through remediating the information 

flow. The press conference organized by the groups of the migrant social movement 

organizations on Nov 21, 2006 suggests how MWTV engages in the movement through 

communicative actions. Held in front of the government office complex in Seoul 

surrounded by the police, the press conference was prepared to push the government to 

drop the proposal that allows the Korea Federation of the Small and Medium Businesses 

to intervene in the EPS procedures. Around twenty activists participated in the event with 

the banner denouncing the government’s intention to incorporate the Kbiz in the EPS. 

Even though the news media -- including not only the mainstream but also the alternative 

media -- were invited to participate in the press conference, no media showed up except 

for MWTV. The public event could not hold the press conference due to the indifference 
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from the media. Instead, they did a typical public demonstration. As the only 

participating media, MWTV filmed the event and interviewed the participant activists for 

their regular news. “I knew no one would show up,” an MWTV member disappointedly 

said. “Who else [but us] could have an interest in it, and, moreover, it is raining and cold 

out here” (Field note, MN, Nov 21, 2006). The public event would have gone out of sight 

from the public if MWTV did not revive it through their media programs. Maybe other 

media reported the event based on the press release provided by the event organizer. 

However, for MWTV, the event was not merely an issue for their news production; 

rather, participating in the public event was the object. It was to remediate the ‘no one 

else is interested’ with their own interest. It was the motive rather than effect that they 

tried to achieve; it was the communicative praxis rather than communicative activity that 

intended to appeal to the collective agents for social change.  

On the other hand, the immigrant media were also established in order to change 

the asymmetric power relations of the migrant agents with the influential Korean 

movement actors. In this regards, the power struggles of the migrant media are directed 

inwardly toward the movement circles i.e. mediating power groups. Conceiving the 

power relations as challenging ones, which motivated the establishment of MWTV, has 

been constructed throughout the experiences of collaborating with the Korean actors. 

They attempted to defy the dependent relations inducing the asymmetric solidarity, 

objectification, and assimilation process in the movement. In other words, the social 

movement reveals both the external and the internal power structure shaping the 

development of the movement.  

They did not have much interest [in establishing the migrants media, MWTV]. 
Those Korean activists and centers who have showed interest actually did not 
seem to take much consideration of migrant workers. We thought that that is not 
right …personally, now I can see things more clearly than before I engaged in 
things in Korea. I can see now what I have to do and what I want to do. So many 
works are left to be done (Interview, #1, TR, Nov 5, 2006). 
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We began standing on our own…but then the center in which my community was 
involved said something like ‘you are not a Korean laborer. Why you demonstrate 
[against government migrant worker policy]? You could be arrested and 
deported’. It sounded as if they put pressure on us to give up our collective 
actions…but I kept participating in the demonstration. My belief that regardless of 
how much I participate actively, community activities within those centers cannot 
solve the real problems of migrant workers became stronger. I even thought that 
they [center and supporting organizations] take advantage of us. So that was the 
time that I started engaging in making our own voice out for our own interests 
(Interview, #4, MB, Nov 7, 2006). 

MWTV members expressed the resentment that some of the movement actors, 

especially the influential centers, tend to be less enthusiastic about migrant workers 

extending their power in the movement. The reluctance might be due to the failed 

experiments that some concerned Korean activists tried to implement programs 

incorporating the migrant agents in the movement in the past. However, having been 

active participants in the migrant social movement in Korea, TR and MB are familiar 

with how some Korean migrant movement actors institutionalize, formalize, and 

assimilate their activities into ‘their’ organizing system excluding and objectifying the 

migrant agents, especially associated with the centers and movement organizations.  

In fact, they have felt the need to ‘stand on their own’ for the movement. The 

cause of action to establish MWTV is the result of the critical reflections on such 

movement cultures of the mediating sphere. They deny simplifying the structural power 

struggles as the only issue related to the dominant powers. Instead, refusing to understand 

power relations in the binary mode, they consider the power struggles as more complicate 

and subtle. The dialogic praxis could be realized when the migrant activists were 

determined to participate in changing the mode of the collective actions. It is the 

autonomous space of practices that characterizes the mode of participation rendering the 

migrant subjects visible, imparts communications with, and challenges the internal power 

relations of the movement actors. 
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It is obvious that providing the catalytic space for participation in the power 

struggle against the dominant agencies, the social movement can be the source of 

alternative social change. However, it can be also the source of problems mediating the 

processes to develop praxis for the migrant agents that requires ‘remediating’ processes 

to suggest new forms and ways of social change. It is the fundamental power of the 

dialogic praxis that the relatively powerless subjects configure the external and internal 

power structures to develop alternative forms and ways of collective action. Questioning 

the internal power relations, they critically reflect on mediating praxis.  

In addition, migrant workers also have different views on the realities and, thus, 

formulate their own vision of social change. They view social change as the process of 

power struggles between the actors of diverse ideologies and cultures. They understand 

that the realities of migrant workers in Korea are multiple, not limited to a particular 

community and culture. Such ‘non-prefigurative’ political orientations of the members 

were the necessary condition to envision the participatory communication as one of their 

indispensable movement objectives. 

I myself did not have experience in labor movement and I might not have 
knowledge on the matter. But I believe it is also problematic to mix us with 
Nodong Net or Jinbo Net17, turning our activities into another version of media 
for labor movement. It is because social change for migrant workers is different. 
It can risk only serving for their ideology. We rather prefer to establish 
partnerships or collaborative relations with them…I think it is not right for those 
who consider themselves as activists for justice and democracy to block 
democratic communication (Interview #22, BH, Nov 29, 2006).  

For me, you know, I am also a musician18. I’m singing and doing this to fight 
against things like injustice and for freedom. I don’t know much about this and I 

                                                 
17 The radical media outlets are labor movement media institutions extensively 
networked with labor movement organizations including Korea Confederation of Trade 
Union, Korea Democratic Labor Party, Migrants Trade Union, and Joint Committee for 
Migrants in Korea.  
18 He is the lead singer of the multinational rock group “Stop Crack Down,” which is one 
of the most well-known migrant musician group in Korea. They have produced several 
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don’t think something in terms of like anti-capitalism or something. Even though 
I want to concern the matters….I just want to change unjustice…I think it’s not 
just about some kinds of ideology. That’s what we [MWTV members] try to do. I 
learn some problems of capitalism from the others and things we do. (Interview, 
#21, MN, Nov 29, 2006).  

I was involved in the student’s democratic movement in Burma. I have lived my 
youth in Korea during which I’ve seen and learned [about social movement in 
Korea]…the media activities are also part of them, which I could not have learned 
if I were in Burma. The works in MWTV has developed my capacity to do the 
democratic movement for Burma in Korea. (Interview, #1, TR, Nov 5, 2006). 

The interviews are indicative of how MWTV envisions social change based on 

their multiple realities. BH believes the multicultural social change for migrant workers 

may be different from those socialist visions. The causes for the actions of MN, a 

Nepalese full-time member, are oriented by moral values rather than by ideological 

beliefs. TR, a Burmese full-time member, conceives the practices of MWTV for social 

change in relation to the reality of the oppressive political system of his mother country, 

Burma. Considering that MN and TR have been actively involved in the migrant social 

movement since almost the beginning in Korea, their multiple views on the migrant 

social movement provide necessary rationales to construct more flexible and participatory 

communication processes. The various approaches to the social change by the members 

might be constitutive of the structural power struggles for social change in the movement. 

We believe that to achieve true social change, socio-cultural things come before 
policy changes. Policy changes can be followed by general social change. Policy 
is important and other groups are dealing with the issues of policy and we 
ourselves are treating policy issues a lot. However, we try to do more than that 
(Interview, #1, TR, Nov 5, 2006) 

I think we should be different from the others, who are mainly interested in a big 
successful case…like focusing on the ordinary migrants. For example, Koreans 
tend to sing when they are drunk, but migrants sing a song cheerfully without 
drinking, that can be an interesting short documentary….this is not like ‘they are 

                                                                                                                                                 
titles dedicated to the migrant workers in Korea. They are one of the popular guest 
musicians invited to various concerts for the migrants workers.  
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cheerful even though they are under harsh work conditions’ but like ‘the music is 
part of their life…that looks great (Meeting memo, MN, Jan 27, 2007).  

The members of MWTV try to distinguish themselves from other movement 

actors in that they do not intend to confine the objective of social change narrowly within 

the domain of policy change, but envision totalistic transformation of cultural relations. 

MN’s intention to produce a media program of ‘ordinary’ migrant workers can also be 

translated into cultural practices reconstructing the image of migrant workers in Korea 

based on what they see themselves. In the above interviews, the seemingly ephemeral 

cultural difference in the music between the Nepalese and Koreans can gain significant 

meaning through the media communication of MWTV, without which the cultural 

difference would have been gone unnoticed. The different views on the realities and 

social change might enable MWTV to develop as adaptive to the beliefs and ideas of the 

migrant subjects, which would give the media a distinctive power in being involved in 

structural participatory communications.  

The dialogic praxis of MWTV can be viewed as ‘the remediating praxis to 

engage in power struggles to compete for alternative visions of social change to the 

dominant powers as well as mediating powers.’ However, being conscious about the 

alternative social change is not same as actually realizing it. Being critical about the 

external and internal power structures do not necessarily render meaningful practices, 

inducing alternative forms and ways of action. Establishing MWTV would not and 

should not be the end of representing their voice in order to realize the transformation of 

the dominant socio-cultural relations of the host society. Rather, the members would need 

to construct an alternative communication structure that enables the participants to 

disassemble the asymmetric power relations, inducing the mediated praxis. The 

communication structure should be based on processes capable of allowing the 

participants to engage in realizing their alternative visions of social change. However, 
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understanding the communication processes should also account for the given structural 

conditions shaping the processes. Since the members and the media institutions are 

constrained by the existent labor, social, and cultural relations, the characteristic 

communication processes of MWTV need to be contextualized in relation to the 

structural conditions. Therefore, given the considerations of the structural conditions, I 

will discuss the decision-making communication processes in regards to the management 

and operation of MWTV.  

REMEDIATING COMMUNICATION PROCESSES OF MWTV 

Critical development communication considers participatory communication as 

an ideal communication process for radical social change. However, as I have discussed, 

the particular communication should be contextualized as ‘a form of dialogic praxis’ that 

is consciously created through reflective communicative actions. Remediating processes 

of dialogic praxis of MWTV are constructed based upon that participatory 

communication processes. Its characteristic organizational structure and the 

communicational relations between the members are the basis for the migrant agents to 

intervene in the mediating praxis of both dominant and mediating powers. 

MWTV has a decentralized, self-managed structure, encouraging consensual 

decision-making processes and valuing collective coordination rather than managerial 

control. It is a ‘semi-decentralized’ organization because while it allows all of the 

members to participate in the decision-making processes, part-time members and 

volunteers tend to assume supportive roles, if not subordinate roles. However, since there 

is no structured hierarchy of the members, the organizational structure of MWTV is 

horizontally managed by the all the participant members. Scheduled and non-scheduled 

meetings are the primary form of decision-making. If an operational issue that requires an 

organizational decision arises, any member is supposed to call for a group meeting for 
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collective decision-making. The ‘team board,’ which is the online discussion board on the 

MWTV website accessible to the members and volunteers, is an effective communication 

tool for the participants, supplementing the process.   

The absence of an explicit hierarchy between the ‘core’ and ‘non-core’ members 

is indicative of the horizontal communication processes within the organization. The core 

members include three representatives and two full-time members responsible for 

overseeing the media organization, producing media, and networking with other 

organizations. The ‘non-core’ members assume the important roles in every dimension of 

operations and producing media products. In the group, there are ten paid part-time 

members and three unpaid volunteers who are also involved in the process of decision-

making and producing media products. Routine meetings are also open to all the 

members as core members encourage both members and interested non-members to join 

them. Thus, in fact, the two-tier membership structure is flexibly informal.  

The openness of the organizational structure of MWTV is also evident in the way 

they recruit new members. They try to minimize the criteria to accept new members to 

the extent that they prefer to avoid prefigurative politics. 

At Migrant Worker Television, our door is always open to anyone interested in 
getting involved. Whether you are a migrant worker, or are Korean interested in 
helping Korea to become a more multicultural country along with migrant 
workers, we welcome you. We are looking for anyone interested in helping with 
organizing, filming, documenting, compositing, translation, editing, design, or 
administrative work (MWTV, Nov 27, 2007). 

The statement from the MWTV website -- “always open to anyone interested in 

getting involved” -- denotes the characteristic organizational culture of MWTV. Enabling 

participatory communication within the institution, the open structure of a movement 

media is believed to be the ‘empowering engine’ for the participants to sustain self-

awareness, critical reflections, and actions (Atton, 2002, p. 101).  
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However, while the decentralized horizontal relations of the members may be the 

typical organizational culture of a movements media (Downing 2001; Atton, 2002), they 

are considered non-typical features among the social movement organizations in Korea. 

As we discussed, ‘weak democracy,’ dependent on the professional elite activists of the 

social movement organizations, has been the dominant organizational culture, which is 

detrimental to the development of participatory communications processes (Cho et al, 

2007; Choi, 2005; You and Lee, 2006). The inclusive method of organizing may be 

neither inherent nor implicit in the culture of organizing movement media. Rather it is the 

reflective practice adopted explicitly to develop an alternative way of organizing social 

movement. The decision to employ the open structure was made based on the collective 

consensus to differentiate MWTV from the mediating powers of the influential Korean 

movement agencies. The participatory mode of organizing MWTV may need to be 

contextualized in relation to the processes of the dialogic praxis. BH, the Korean 

representative of MWTV, considers the openness of MWTV a distinguished value of the 

institution compared with the other Korean migrant movement organizations.  

I think not all of them but many organizations have closed structures. They tend 
to be cautious about accepting new members because they think new members 
need to be verified before they accept one as a working member. I am not sure 
how they can verify and why they do and for whom. We are different from them 
at least in having new members. If one has multicultural attitudes at least, anyone 
can come to us…in fact, we need more people (smile). (Field note, conversation 
with BH, Nov 9, 2006).  

The practice of ‘verifying’ potential members by some migrant social movement 

organizations was not valued as a necessary process to invite new members. Having the 

‘multicultural mind’ is the only criteria for new members. Due to the open organizing 

culture of MWTV, when HK, a Korean college student majoring in social work who had 

few previous experiences in media and migrant social movement, asked for admittance in 
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the organization, she was welcomed without questions about her previous experiences 

and her ideological beliefs (Field note, Nov 17, 2006).  

The significance of the open organizing culture of MWTV can be understood 

within the context of the movement culture in Korea. Radical movement organizations in 

Korea tend to have ‘closed organizing cultures,’ trying to protect ‘the ideological purity’ 

and to keep ‘strong unified one’ (You and Lee, 2007). It is true that the characteristic 

strong ideological solidarity was constitutive of the effective collective actions, leading to 

the successful overthrow of Korea’s authoritative political regime during the 80s. The 

violent political culture at the time induced ideological unity, without which the popular 

resistance against the military dictatorship might be undermined. However, since the 

democratization of the formal political system, the empathetic strong unity of the diverse 

movement actors might not necessarily be an effective way to organize a collective 

action. Moreover, the history and culture of the domestic public sphere may not be 

accessible to peoples from different cultures with different histories. In particular, since 

the political culture of the movement organization is being questioned in Korea (Choi, 

2005), organizing a migrant social movement in a strict way can be another way to 

alienate migrant workers, only promoting movement elitism.  

With the noble goal of supporting human rights for the migrant workers, the 

ideological elitism of some of the labor movement organizations defines the subjectivities 

of migrant workers through class identity. It was not rare for the researcher to observe 

that migrant activists expect migrant workers to ‘advance’ their labor consciousness in 

order for them to become more independent subjects for the labor movement.  

Philippine’s community is very well organized as NGOs but it is not class 
oriented though. Burma is similar. Their activities are not class oriented either. It 
is political movement. They often too much focus on Aung San Suu Kyi. I don’t 
know how much Aung San Suu Kyi has class consciousness but…it is almost like 



 186 

Dae-Jung Kim19 in the past…I believe that migrant workers have class 
consciousness…but I think Aung San Suu Kyi is a bourgeois politician…I don’t 
mean we have to stop their [Burmese political actions in Korea]…I think that it 
[the success of organizing migrant workers] depends on how much they make an 
effort. It is not likely happening if migrant workers just keep asking for help….in 
the end, like we sang the International, laborers do not have boarders (Field note, 
HG, Dec 1, 2006).  

HG, a labor party member as well as a media activist, has been dedicated in the 

labor movement in Korea and has been actively involved in the migrant social movement. 

His documentaries on the struggles of migrant workers have been received favorable 

reputation among the movement participants. While his dedication to the labor movement 

for migrant workers should neither be questioned nor underestimated, the totalizing 

tendency to conceptualize migrant workers and their collective actions within class 

conflicts might reify the various forms and ways of collective actions mobilized by the 

migrant activists. For the leftists, the Burmese people’s democratic political movement 

and the strong ethnic Pilipino communities become the objects that need to be 

transformed to the popular resistance based on the cutting-edge class conflicts. The rigid 

ideological orientation might undermine the diverse social and political interests of the 

migrant communities rooted in their history and culture.  

On the other hand, some of the liberal migrant movement organizations make 

opposite arguments to the socialist activists as to they believe that migrant workers are 

mere opportunity seekers who do not really concern for social change but for the 

advancement of their immediate living conditions and material needs. Their argument is 

surprisingly similar to that of dominant powers.  

Human rights NGOs and centers say why migrant workersare laborers? When 
they go back to their country, they become a capitalist. No one would be laborers 

                                                 
19 Dae-Jung Kim, a Nobel peace laureate, was a former president of Korea as well as one 
of the influential political leaders who has led the political democratic movement 
throughout his political career. He is also well known for his so called “Sunshine policy” 
for North Korea. 
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working in a factory in their countries once they come back to Pakistan or 
Vietnam, for example. Instead they would open a store or run a small 
business…they become small business owners…Those who are involved in the 
labor movement in Korea would not devote themselves to labor movement in 
their countries…most of them dream of a more comfortable life…(Interview, #27, 
SY, Dec 2, 2006).  

It is striking to see that SY, who is the Gan-sa (an executive officer) of JCMK, 

one of the most influential migrant social movement organizations in Korea, degrades the 

migrant actors as individuals who are mainly seeking economic opportunities and a ‘more 

comfortable life’ in the host society. At the same time, a migrant activist is viewed as a 

temporary individual agent who will expend energy for the collective interests of their 

communities. The strong statement made by the Korean activist informs us that the non-

ideologically oriented migrant social movement organizations in Korea also can reify the 

subjectivities of migrant workers as well as their collective actions to the objectified 

‘temporary’ ‘economic’ agent. It may not be surprising though to observe that the 

movement organizations, along with other liberal organizations, are now trying to 

implement new educational programs for migrant workers to prepare them for starting 

new businesses in their country.  

The implication of the project is that once they become successful entrepreneurs 

in their societies, they may not migrate into other countries anymore. In addition, the new 

capitalists are also believed to advance the economic development of their countries 

(JCMK, 2006). The new projects ‘for’ migrant workers only legitimize the capitalist 

development, transforming the workers into capitalists as well as undermining the 

possibilities of social change. It is interesting to see that while the leftist and liberalist 

migrant social movement actors represent a wide range of the political spectrums, their 

views on the migrant agents seem to be narrowly monolithic, reifying the subjectivity of 

migrant workers as simple economic agents. They also share similarities in conceiving 

social change in that they fail to recognize social change as the process of transformations 
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of power relations through popular resistance constructed by participatory 

communicative actions.  

Therefore, MWTV’s open and horizontal organizing culture should be conceived 

as the result of conscious contemplation of the ‘closed’ and ‘hierarchical’ tendencies of 

the movement actors in Korea. Understanding the communication structure of MWTV 

without contextualizing the dominant movement culture might tend to overlook the 

dialogic nature of developing alternative praxis by the migrant agent. The open and 

horizontal communication structure should not be viewed as an inherent characteristic of 

the small scale alternative media. Rather, the effort to have a particular communication 

structure is the consequence of the critical reflection on the dominant actors of a society 

and thus, needs to be understood as a form of critical communicative action. It is the 

critical space of reflection and action that characterizes the participatory communication 

rather than a particular form of communication structure. In other words, the horizontal 

and open communication structures are not to be viewed as ‘the’ communication model 

but ‘one’ model alternatively constructed to perpetuate the collective interests of the 

participants. Then, the participatory communication can be conceived as the 

communicative relationship, allowing the participant members to engage in individual 

critical thinking for collective decision making and action.  

I have been feeling that ‘yes, this is it. We even had a meeting on Saturday. I 
remember we began the meeting at two until we are exhausted around 7 pm, it 
was very slow. So, I thought, ‘because of the slow flow, migrant workers in 
MWTV can have their own voice’….and I tried just to do a supporting role side 
by side. I think HS’s advice has something of a resonating point. She, you know, 
who has helped us from the beginning, told me that Koreans should be cautious. 
We may need to sometimes just sit down and just do supporting roles. Korean 
intellectuals can be sometimes show-offs, being elitists…we should be cautious. It 
is like the taste of pork, subtle and long lasting unlike that of beef. That kind of 
attitude is important. Being the minority in the group, Koreans need to step back a 
little bit like hold your breath and close your mouth one more time to feel the taste 
of the pork. I think that is the way we should and that is the way we do (Interview, 
#17, HJ, Nov 28, 2006).  
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The interview with a Korean full time member of MWTV indicates that the 

characteristic organizational culture allowing communicational space for the members is 

what makes MWTV makes different. The member’s intentional ‘stepping back’ and 

‘slowing down’ the decision-making process is used as a communication strategy to 

coordinate the communication between the multicultural agents. The concerned 

communication signifies that cautiously collaborated communication culture can help 

secure an internal space for migrant workers to participate.  

However, it should be also discussed that the ideal space for participatory 

communication allows continuous tensions and conflicts among the members. It is the 

processes of negotiating the dialogical relationship between flexibility and rigidity, 

individuality and collectivity, participation and control. Accordingly, MWTV also always 

faces the ‘participatory dilemma’ induced by the conflicting values and ideas of the 

members. In an office meeting, it is not rare to observe the tension among the participants 

caused by managerial issues.  

HJ: I understand that we are not professional but at least keeping the time and 
schedule need to be kept. Don’t you think?  

BH: We are not just a club or some friendship organization…even such groups try 
to keep the schedule and do the jobs on time if they really want to. 

TR: I know but it’s not that I don’t like to keep the schedule but you know we are 
not like a business cooperation that forces to keep the time schedule. What if 
something comes up? We have other things to take care of. Other things can make 
it difficult to keep the time. We are different from those who have to be cautious 
of the others’ thinking in a big organization.  

MN: Yes, we need to develop our work. 

BH: I do not mean we have to do like business organization where a boss decides 
everything, but we are communicating with each other to make things better, I 
think… 

HJ: We do not mean to ignore individuals’ autonomy but just to keep the bottom 
line. You can talk us in advance if things come up and there will be no one who 
blames you for being late.  
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TR: Yeah, I know… I’m just saying we can be more flexible than others and just 
do not want to make a rule that seems not to be realistic. I agree that we need to 
keep the schedule though (Field note, MWTV meeting, Jan 3, 2007). 

Before this meeting, in order to make the organization more productive in 

producing media programs, the members agreed to a rule that forces the members to keep 

the given schedule. In fact, the time management issue has been discussed for awhile 

(Filed note, MWTV). Because the members have other things to take care of, it seemed to 

be hard for all the members to keep their schedules. The constant tension was inevitable 

and the process of change seemed to be slow in progress.  

In addition, while MWTV tries to maintain the participatory mode of 

communication between the members, individuals’ differences in the degree of 

engagement might render an invisible power structure within the organization. In 

particular, the differences in the responsibilities between the full-time members and part-

time members can obscure the ideal processes of the critical reflections and collective 

decision-making processes in participatory communication. The structural conditions of 

the migrant workers, including the work conditions and language differences, reinforce 

the constraints of developing participatory communication.   

(Mr. WY came to the meeting late, while the meeting was already going on, 
everyone says hi.) 

MB: What we’ve discussed is the contract with RTV. They suggested making 
news programs with more items from the countries of migrant workers…they in 
fact want us to consider that. That is the main thing we are talking about right 
now. Mr. WY, what do you think about this? We are doing this together not 
separately so, let us know what you think?  

HJ: It is a little bit awkward thing that we all have to use Korean mainly because 
the issues are not simple… 

MN: yes…(Briefly summarized the background story of the issues that are being 
discussed). Mr. WY, have you seen the stuff that was posted on the ‘team board’? 

WY: (posing bashful smile) no… 
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MN: That’s OK, we all know you are busy at work…this document is the 
summary of the response from RTV that we questioned in regards to new 
contract. Why don’t you have time to look through at home and let us know when 
you have anything to say later (Field note, MWTV meeting, Nov 9, 2006). 

WY, a Burmese migrant worker, is a part-timer Burma news reporter for MWTV. 

He works at factory producing electronic products during the day. After work, he came to 

the office to attend the regular meeting. Some of the part-time members whose work 

places are not close to Seoul, where MWTV office is located, could not attend the 

meeting. Moreover, it is also risky for an undocumented worker to travel at night because 

of the government’s frequent checks and crackdown on the streets. For example, SD, a 

former MWTV member, had been arrested and was deported on the way to MWTV in 

2005. Even though they attended the meeting, certain issues such as the contract with 

RTV may not be easily understandable to some of the members in Korean, while they 

would have not been difficult in their native languages. The structural conditions of the 

members induce the ineffective and slow meeting processes consuming their time.  

In addition, since the full-time members are responsible for the details of the 

operations of MWTV, they have a better sense of the various matters of MWTV 

compared to the part-time members. As the above conversation indicates, the part-time 

members were asked to get to know the issue and to suggest their ideas by the full-time 

members. The differences in the degree of responsibility and engagement may induce 

asymmetric power relations that might form a hierarchy of internal power relations.  

In the organizational setting, the ideal communication process of participation can 

hardly be formed without challenges. The work conditions, language differences, and the 

government policies are detrimental to the effective operation and management under the 

participatory organizational structure. The individual differences in the degrees of 

participation and responsibility also undermine the processes for realizing ideal 

participatory communication. The tensions that compromise the flexibility, collectivity, 
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and participation with rigidity, individuality, and control are constantly evolving 

throughout the processes of MWTV’s production, management, and operation. There 

seem to be no clear answer to these problems yet. Maybe there are no solutions at all.  

However, despite the structural and individual difficulties, it is conceivable that 

the dialogic praxis of MWTV has meaningful implications for reconstructing the power 

relations between the social agents in the movement. The participatory communication as 

the ideal communicative relationship is constitutive of the basis for the dialogic praxis, 

enabling the individual migrant actors to engage in constructing critical reflections and 

collective actions. In addition, in the context of the asymmetric power relations mediating 

the collective actions for the movement, the open and horizontal communicational 

structure of MWTV has evolved as the alternative organizing processes. These 

participatory communication processes of MWTV constructed by the open and horizontal 

communicative relations are the characteristic dialogic response to the dominant 

movement cultures of Korea.  

On the other hand, the complicated communication processes of dialogic social 

change are related to the media communications of MWTV. Corresponding to the 

processes of the production, circulation, and consumption of media texts, individual, 

communal, and social ‘effects’ of the media communication culminate in the dialogic 

development of the multicultural society. However, each level of media communication 

is closely related to each other as to the communication processes of the media, and are 

constituted of the communicative actions of the autonomous individual agents’ networks, 

creating alternative discourses of social change and power. The characteristic media 

communication processes remediating the multicultural social change are constructed to 

develop alternative networks of migrant agents and discourse on multicultural social 

change.  
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PRODUCTION PROCESSES OF IMMIGRANT MEDIA  

The characteristic dialogic processes to develop alternative praxis are also 

embedded in the media communications of MWTV. In particular, the processes of the 

production and circulation of media texts acknowledge us about how the members 

perceive and try to realize social change through the reflective communicative actions. In 

particular, we will focus on the communications processes that produce the media texts of 

MWTV news. Since the news programs represent the diverse nationalities of migrant 

workers, the media communications related to the news program are helpful in 

understanding the communication processes of the multicultural dialogic praxis. The 

regular news program is designed to follow the routine processes of 1) news gathering 2) 

news selection 3) script writing 4) translating 5) pre-recording 6) final-recording 7) 

broadcasting (Table 12). Table twelve in next page is constructed based on the field notes 

about the production processes. It shows that all the tasks except final-recording and 

broadcasting are collectively processed. The full-time members in charge of the news 

program mainly manage the schedule and organize the meetings. The World of Migrant 

Workers, the monthly talk-show program, also similar in terms of collective productions. 

The collectivity is characteristic communication processes to produce media programs at 

MWTV, enabling the individual participant to engage in operating and managing each of 

the tasks. The collectivity in producing the media texts is related to the participatory 

communication structure of MWTV. Thus, the media communication processes also can 

be understood in terms of the dialogic praxis developing alternative socio-cultural space 

for the migrant agents to remediate the communicative actions for social change. Seeing 

the media texts produced, circulated, and used, the participant individual migrant agents 

elevate the feelings of the individual achievement into to collective confidence for social 

change. Whenever the researcher asked the members about the difference between  
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Task Process Division of labor 
News gathering ·Internet: News portals, websites of centers, 

NGOs, governments, communities, and other 
related organizations, mailing list, and emails. 
·Press releases 
·Reporting 

·Full-time: main news, community 
news items 
·Part-time: community news items 

News selection ·Regular news meeting: group discussion ·All the members 
Script writing ·Writing main news in Korean  

·Writing community news in the language of the 
communities 

·Korean full-timer and volunteers: 
main news items  
·Part-time: community news items 

Translating ·Translating Korean news into English versions to 
retranslate them into other languages of the 
communities 
·Using MWTV ‘Team board’ to post the translated 
news scripts 

·Part-time and volunteers 

Pre-recording ·Recording at the RTV studio  ·All the members and RTV 
Final-recording ·Finalizing recorded programs ·Full-time and RTV 
Broadcasting ·Satellite 

·Cable 
·Webcasting (MWTV and RTV) 

·RTV 
·MWTV 

Table 12: MWTV news production process flow 

 

 

 

MWTV and other migrant social movement actors, the ways they framed the difference 

are almost identical: “we together produce (TR), we are the majority making the 

decisions (MB), we are doing this by ourselves (NR), these changes [having the media 

channel and producing the programs] are made by us (MN).” The identical responds to 

the question was consistent throughout the interviews. The conception of the individual 

migrant agent signifies the possibility of the mode of ‘collectivity’ in the communication 

processes of the media production to empower migrant workers to garner the collective 

as well as individual confidence to engage in the communicative actions requiring 

relatively high skills and knowledge.  
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 The collectivity in the media communication processes of MWTV is evident in 

‘the open and voluntary collaborative’ work management. The full-time members, part-

time members as well as volunteers expect each other to participate in the most of the 

tasks necessary to produce the media program. While the responsibilities and degree of 

participation among the members vary, the meetings and individual input for MWTV 

from all the members are anticipated. A visitor who considers joining in MWTV is 

welcomed to participate in the meeting and to make contributions such as gathering news 

and news script translation regardless of professional experience. Each individual is 

allowed to express his or her ideas on the relevant issues at the open meetings. The 

different cultural backgrounds of the migrant communities are transcended to form a 

collective objective of human rights for the immigrants. Concerns about particular 

communities and migrants groups are not easily dismissed without group discussion. 

Cultural sensitivity and tolerance toward others are evident in their meetings.  

MB: let me first introduce myself because it seems we have new faces here today. 
Can I just speak Korean? (people nodding and saying yes) 

JH: We (Philippine members) can understand the Korean but can we speak 
English when we speak? (people nodding and saying yes) 

MB: Sure. Can you translate [from Korean to Philippine] what we say to your 
friends [new Philippine members] there? (they say yes) 

MB: Welcome! Let’s introduce each other. I’m MB. I’m working here..doing this 
and that…also reporting news in Bangladesh.   

HJ: I’m HJ, a college senior. I’m here today because I’m interested in MWTV. 

MK: My name is MK. I’m in KASAMAKO. I cannot speak Korean. 

JH: My name is JH and I’m also in KASAMAKO. Sorry I cannot speak Korean 
fluently, if I speak Korean, the meaning will not be the same. (Everyone laughs) 
I’ll speak English but I can understand Korean. Nice to meet you all.  

JM: Hi, my name is JM from the Philippines. I’m an EPS employee. Thank you.  
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TN: Hi, my name is TN from Russia. I’m teaching English in Korea, 
unfortunately my Korean is not fluent either, so I prefer to speak English, so thank 
you.  

NR: Hi, I’m NR from Mongol. Reporting Mongol news 

MY: Hi, I’m NR’s friend. Just came with NR for fun. 

SD: Hi, I’m SD. I had lived ten years here and went back to Bangladesh and I’ve 
organized a media activist group called Breakthrough. We are making films and 
the film ‘21century’ that was screened at the MWFF is also our film. We are 
thinking of making a close solidarity with MWTV.  

TT: I’m TT from Burma. I have interest in MWTV and I’ll see what I can do. 

MN: Hi, I’m MN. I’m working in MWTV full time and also doing Nepalese 
reporting. [suddenly speaks English for the members who are not fluent in 
Korean]. Full time working for MWTV, so it is great to meet you all of you, I 
think we can make MWTV better than others because you are here and love so 
much. 

HJ: Hi, This is MWTV HJ.  

TN: He is a shadow because nobody sees you in the TV, but you work hard here 
[everyone laughs]  

MB: One of the objectives of today’s meeting is for MWTV news…we are now 
doing the news in nine different languages and I hope we can talk about the news 
and other stuff too. We have been doing this for a while during which we have 
had some difficulties and misunderstandings…so I hope we talk about those 
things for the development of MWTV during the dinner after the meeting. Oh, 
also we’ve just finished the first MWFF so let’s give a big clap to those who 
worked hard for the event. (Clap together). I hope we do better and cheer up each 
other. Let’s talk about the news then (Meeting recoding, #16, MWTV news 
meeting, Nov 23, 2006).  

The new members in the meeting came by the office out of their curiosity about 

MWTV and to check if there was anything they could do. The relaxing moderation by 

MB, the Bangladeshi full-time member in charge of the news program, is indicative of 

the flexible communication culture of the planning meeting. The ‘open voluntary 

collaboration’ in producing the news program enables the migrant agents with diverse 

socio-cultural backgrounds with little experience in the movement to willingly participate 
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in MWTV. We have discussed that such inclusive and flexible communication culture is 

implemented to rectify the institutionalizing, objectifying, and assimilating organizational 

practices of mediating powers. Accordingly, the characteristic production processes of 

MWTV – collectivity, open, and collaborative – can also be conceived as such. It can 

allow Koreans without activist experiences and ‘ordinary’ migrant agents to participant in 

the media production. As I will discuss further later, the participation of the new 

Philippino migrant workers from their community ‘KASAMAKO’ signifies the 

importance of the flexible communication culture in strengthening the networks of the 

migrant communities and for the collective movement.  

In addition, MWTV’s flexible and collaborative production processes also help 

the migrant agents overcome some of the communication barriers structured by the 

differences in the nationalities, ethnicities, languages, and legal status. During the 

production planning meeting, MN from Nepal prepared a video clip of a traditional 

Mongol play to discuss as a World of Migrant Workers program. Members from various 

countries watched the play with much interest, during which they talked about their own 

traditional plays similar to the Mongol play. In particular, a Korean member thought the 

play resembled the ways Korean children play with their friends. The planning meeting 

was suddenly turned into a cultural exhibition in which the migrant agents with diverse 

cultural backgrounds share, acknowledge, and exchange their experiences and traditions. 

As they were communicating mainly in Korean, partially English, their stumbling 

language skills seemed not to discourage them from expressing their feelings and 

knowledge but to encourage the feelings of community of actions.  

The differences in the nationalities are not important…through a good solidarity 
we are making good relations as one of migrant workers. Media programs also try 
to negate differences. More important things are rather what we, migrant workers 
need and want, what Korean society needs and wants (Interview, #1, TR, Nov 5, 
2006). 
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It was not rare for the researcher to observe that the differences and similarities in 

the cultures of the members of MWTV were equally shared to form a unique communal 

sympathy. It might not be exaggerating to say that the characteristic media 

communication of MWTV blurs the ‘differences’ dividing the members along cultural 

borders to construct new forms of multicultural community. It was not insulting to 

compare and uphold their ‘own’ cultures and traditions. Media texts are prepared and 

produced to celebrate the differences within a same program. The ethnic boundary to 

preserve cultural difference, however, seems to be blurred to the extent that they share the 

feelings of belonging to the community of action, the MWTV and the migrant social 

movement.  

The collectivity, flexibility, and voluntary collaboration of the media 

communication seem to be the determinant values accounting for the dialogic praxis in 

Korea. Then, what are the particular implications of the characteristic media 

communications of MWTV in regards to developing alternative praxis for social change? 

What are the consequences of the media communication with regard to the forms and 

ways of the collective communicative actions of MWTV? The following discussion is 

intended to explicate the forms and ways of the dialogic praxis performed by MWTV 

members.  

TRANSNATIONAL CULTURAL PRODUCERS 

The dialogic praxis of MWTV is constructed through the participatory 

communication processes in managing MWTV and producing the media practices. The 

reflective contemplation on the asymmetric external and internal power structure 

motivated to construct the communication processes empowering the migrant workers. 

As the migrant agents engage in developing the alternative communication processes, the 

empowerment of the migrant media practitioners gained discursive as well as practical 
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space to produce media texts expressing their visions and concerns in the migrant social 

movement in Korea. 

On the other hand, as the members argued, they believe that the media 

communication of MWTV should account for ‘cultural’ transformations. Even though 

they define it vaguely without clear approach to change it, their communicative actions 

aim to do more than ‘social movement’. They have tried to engage in the movement as 

cultural producers, rather than political propaganda, envisioning ‘total’ transformation of 

the oppressive cultural relations of the host society. Thus, their visions and actions of 

social change are not limited to the narrowly defined movement objectives such as policy 

changes, improving welfare services and labor conditions, and saving more money. 

Instead, MWTV members envision social change as the heuristic transformation of the 

dominant socio-cultural relations defining their identities.   

Composed of diverse nationalities and ethnicities, MWTV members have been 

akin to communicate with diverse members of ethnic and nationality groups since their 

media communications involve multi-cultural communities of action. Moreover, the 

scope of engagement of migrant agents in the movement agent also tends to go beyond 

the territory of the host society. The issues and concerns of migrant workers from other 

countries are ‘migrating’ to challenge the oppressive practices of the powers in foreign 

countries. Such ‘transnationality’ in the migrant social movement is entailed by the 

inherent nature of ‘migrant agents’ who are crossing borders with their own culture, 

histories and visions for social change. Thus, it would not be exaggerating to say that 

migrant social movement is generically ‘transnational social movement’ to involve 

diverse groups of cultures with the concerns of international issues and problems. The 

transnational movement is born out of the processes of migrant workers engaging in 

collective actions in the host society. The geographical and cultural boundaries of the 
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participant migrant workers in the movement are expanded to engender the transnational 

forms of collective action. Then, how the media communication entails the praxis for 

‘heuristic cultural transformation’ and ‘transnational social movement’? What are the 

various forms and ways to engage in developing the alternative praxis?  

In fact, migrant agents participating in the migrant social movement can be 

conceived as ‘transnational agents’ actively engaging in the dialogic processes to develop 

alternative praxis for social change. The transnational agents characteristically concern 

not only the domestic but also ‘transnational’ transformation of dominant social and 

cultural relations. In addition to their mobility crossing borders, they facilitate networking 

communities of actions across the world. In the media communications of MWTV, the 

‘transnationality’ and ‘heuristic cultural changes’ are closely related implications of 

dialogic praxis of the media organization.  

For example, the case of Migrant Workers Film Festival (MWFF) organized by 

MWTV provides useful discussions on these matters. MWFF exemplifies that the media 

communication entail ‘cultural turn’ in regards to the migrant social movement, which 

signifies that the MWTV motivates the development of alternative praxis for social 

change. During the events, thirty invited films from Korea, Canada, Taiwan, and 

Malaysia, and Bangladesh were screened at various public places across the country. TR, 

one of the full-time MWTV members, directed the event as the program executive of the 

festival.  

Borderless film, moving imagination…Migrant workers in Korea can become 
producers of culture. The flowers, which we hoped to put forth, of the tree called 
migrant workers began blossoming. Now, the large park we call Korea seems the 
most beautiful place as we see the blossoming of the flowers of the migrant 
worker tree…Korean society has viewed migrant workers as the oppressed, 
discriminated ones who are working in 3D industry…! …Now things have 
changed. The past, present and future are destined to change. Here is the ‘Migrant 
Workers’ Film Festival MWFF’ that will clear the mist preventing both Koreans 
and migrant workers from seeing clearly each other. Dear fellow workers! As the 
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mist is fading away, it is our job to look for each other. It is the time for you to tell 
your own story to the others. Please come to MWFF (TR, 1st Migrant Workers 
Film Festival pamphlet, 2006).   

The film festival signifies how MWTV envisions the migrant social movement 

and social change in general. First, it denies the way the dominant powers name the 

migrant agents, “the oppressed, discriminated ones who are working in ‘3D industry’” in 

order to restore their subjective powers. Through the event, they announce themselves as 

‘the storytellers’ of their own histories. They can be reborn as the ‘producers of culture’ 

rather than merely the audience of the culture of the dominant spheres. This particular 

cultural event allows the migrant agents to claim their identity as cultural producers , 

rather than ‘workers’, capable of ‘fading’ the mist and of ‘growing’ new socio-cultural 

relations in the host society. It validates them as constitutive members of the society, 

which is the subject for the development of multicultural social change. The media event, 

thus, can be viewed as a form of dialogic praxis perpetuating the heuristic objective of 

social change with migrants’ own voices. It defies the narrowly defined movement 

objectives, including the temporary stability of their residency in Korea, the increasing 

supports for the welfare services, and the pity that the mass media tries to incur among 

the native audience. 

On the other hand, the media event also signifies alternative ways of organizing 

the migrant communities, which have been considered ‘unorganizable’ due to the given 

structural conditions. MWTV has clear intentions of revitalizing the loose networks of 

migrant communities, which enhances the potential collective power of the migrant 

workers. MWTV is concerned with how to establish the networks with the local 

communities and related organizations such as local centers. They understand that the 

only way for migrant workers to empower themselves is to enhance the communication 

networks through the local migrant worker communities. One of the important objectives 
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of the media event is to identify and network with the dispersed and unorganized migrant 

communities. In addition, having been held in nine local cities across the state, it was 

necessary for MWTV to have the support of the local communities. Moreover, since the 

events aimed to ‘clear the mist’ between the different cultures, it was part of a necessary 

process to rebuild the weakened networks of the communities.  

The researcher could observe that the diverse migrant communities of different 

nationalities participated in organizing the event by providing cultural performances, 

staff, and advertising (Field note, Nov 5, 2006). The audiences were also consisted of a 

diverse population of nationalities and communities with different traditional outfits and 

languages.  

It is not perfect and easy to have them, especially when the communities are not 
strongly organized. There are some well managed ones but they are not typical. It 
is maybe because of their work and the migrant policy...and moreover our event is 
scheduled on the weekend when most of the workers need to do their own stuff 
that they cannot care for during the weekdays. However, one thing we believe 
meaningful is the fact that we now know more about the local migrant 
communities and they know us. The event also might help them feel the need of 
doing something together. It is the beginning right? I believe we can do better 
next year with more organized support from the communities (Interview, #8, TR, 
Nov 9, 2006). 

I think a cultural event like this is meaningful. One of the greatest difficulties of 
migrant workers who came to Korea is that it is hard to communicate among the 
communities and the Korean society. Languages and cultures are different and the 
resident status is unstable…even the communication between and within the 
communities is not good. Some say why should I participate in [the communities] 
while I am here to make money. That I can understand…but I believe the 
communities are important because making their own voice is really important. 
Without the communities, how can we communicate with each other? We need 
more organized communities. We need more cultural events like this that we can 
help with each other to do that (Interview, # 5, MB, Nov 5, 2006).  

The annual media event has helped both MWTV and the communities increase 

awareness of the need to strengthen the local community networks. Understanding the 

difficulty for the local communities to organize, the increasing communication with the 
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communities is being expected to improve organization of the event in the coming years. 

The experiences of the communities in participating in the media event also might help 

them develop better ways to organize as well. The internal communication structure of 

MWTV facilitated the participation of excluded migrant communities in the ‘their’ 

migrant social movement. The characteristic ‘grassrootless’ movement culture seems to 

be challenged by the dialogic praxis of MWTV. The reviving ‘grassrootness’, thus, can 

be a new form of dialogic praxis.  

On the other hand, the dialogic praxis of MWTV is constitutive of developing a 

new transnational sphere for social change in a host society. The communicative actions 

of MWTV are able to unearth the potential of individual migrants as global social agents. 

It helps the individual migrant workers network with other migrant workers of different 

cultures and geographies, increases the solidarity that transform the individual migrant 

worker to active ‘transnational agent’ for social change. For example, MWTV had to 

establish a network of individuals and organizations involved in the social movement for 

the rights of immigrant communities across the world to invite film makers and films for 

the MWFF. In addition, with the migrant communities, films were selected and invited 

from Bangladesh, Canada, Korea., Malaysia, Portugal, Taiwan, and the U.S. The 

similarities and differences in the lives of the international immigrants across the world 

were experienced at the event in front of the multi-national communities of migrant 

workers in Korea. The labor exploitation of the Mexican farm workers in Canada, 

Burma’s military dictatorship, Indonesian female domestic workers’ lives in Taiwan, the 

international marriage between a Cambodian woman and a Taiwanese man, Bangladeshi 

female workers’ harsh labor conditions, daily discrimination experiences of migrant 

workers in Korea, and the lives of the second generations of the immigrants families are 
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no longer confined to a particular region, but crossed borders to share the feelings of 

community of the ‘floating lives.’  

In addition, MWTV functions as an incubator, nurturing the migrant actors’ 

capacity to intervene in the problems of their countries in the foreign territory. TR, the 

representative of Burma Action, a political activist group for the democratization of 

Burma, is a full-time member of MWTV. MN, another full-time member of MWTV 

became an official member of the Nepalese journalist association. SD, the representative 

of the media activist group called ‘Breakthrough’ in Bangladesh, was a former MWTV 

member who was forced to leave Korea because of his undocumented status. The 

members consider MWTV as leverage for them to pursue their political and social 

interests for their countries. It seems that MWTV has become the platform for the 

transnational agents to mediate the development of the local societies. The Breakthrough 

of SD now has close relations with MWTV, and their film on the Bangladeshi female 

workers screened at the MWFF was awarded the festival’s best film.  

Burma’s political turmoil and the people’s resistance become one of the 

prominent issues discussed on MWTV news. The Nepalese journalists group in Korea 

successfully campaigned to establish the Nepalese Embassy in Korea. Recently, Nepal’s 

democratic movement became the main international news on MWTV to support the 

people of Nepal. MWTV has become a global agent, internationalizing the regional 

issues to engage in collective action for social change. The context of regional social 

change is, thus, now becoming globalized as the international immigrants increasingly 

form collective powers through the multicultural praxis in the host society.  

TR: There are many migrant workers on the border area of Burma, Cambodia, 
and Thailand, maybe hundreds of thousands of people living in the area working 
at textile factories. Also there are migrant worker activists around the area 
including ILO officers. I was told that some of them are media activists and are 
producing media products. I contacted someone over there and asked them to 
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send something they filmed. So, what do you think about this, I mean I’m 
wondering how we can network and how we can use the media.  

MN: We can show what the issue is and why they are there, something like that. 

TR: They are living there because it is a hard decision to go back to their country 
and those activists have been there for a long time so it is possible we can get a 
stable source of media from them. Moreover, we can use this opportunity for 
international solidarity or networking. Later we may be able to get Asian 
networks combined with Nepal’s CDC and Breakthrough of Bangladesh….I think 
we have to talk with SD [the Bangladeshi media activist of Breakthrough]. 
(Recording, #24, MWTV meeting, #24, Dec 1, 2006).  

The emerging transnational sphere is induced through the interactions of the 

diverse communities of actions across the host society as well as the world. The media 

communications of MWTV enable the migrant agents to network with and thus empower 

both the local migrant communities and transnational communities of actions. The plan to 

produce media programs concerning countries in Asian regions signifies how the local 

struggles become a source for a global social change. The collaboration of the media 

activists is embodied through the exchange of cultural products through which social 

change are mediated, and new opportunities for social change might be constructed. It 

might not be feasible to confine the objectives of the local development through the 

dialogic praxis within a particular geo-historical context.  

On the other hand, the media practice of MWTV ensures the development of the 

power of the migrant agents, transforming the asymmetric power relations between the 

actors in the movement. The negative images in the mainstream media and the 

objectification of the migrant subjects are challenged by MWTV as it reconstructs the 

subjectivity of the migrant agents as well as it participates in the collective actions along 

with other migrant agents of diverse cultures. MWTV enables the migrant actors to 

regain their identity as storytellers and cultural producers. Thus, the participatory 

communication of MWTV is conceivable as the processes of alternative multicultural 
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social change geared toward flexible and heuristic socio-cultural relations transform and 

empower the migrant actors into global social agents. The media communication of 

producing and circulating the media products denotes such processes of empowerment 

for socio-cultural social change. I conducted content analysis of news media program of 

MWTV to discuss how dialogic praxis of MWTV is represented.  

 SYMBOLIC DIALOGIC PRAXIS : MEDIA TEXTS OF MWTV 

The media communication of MWTV is structured upon the process of producing 

and circulating media programs. As I have discussed, the collaborative, flexible, and 

participatory communication structure of MWTV are constructed by the conscious 

collective efforts of MWTV members in order to remediate communicational relations 

with native movement actors. Then, how does the media communication process 

contribute to dialogic praxis for the movement? If MWTV is built for the migrant 

workers to express their concerns to reclaim their voice, the media texts might deliver 

such interests. Moreover, the process to produce the media texts also allows them to 

embed their concerns. Specifically, I try to contextualize the sources, issues, content of 

media texts in relations with the alternative communication processes to remediate 

‘mediated praxis.’ I assume that the processes and implications of dialogic praxis of 

MWTV are embedded in media texts such that remediating communication processes 

might shape the ways media texts are presented. In order to answer these questions, I 

conducted a content analysis of the MWTV news program. The news program was 

chosen because it provides information about the interests of MWTV members, their 

concerned audiences, and sources of news stories. Moreover, produced in eight different 

foreign languages by eight different nationality members, the news program demonstrates 

collaborative and participatory communication culture of MWTV.   
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The analyzed media texts include the news program transcripts downloaded from 

the internal online discussion board ‘Team.’ All the news texts produced between 

October 2006 and January 2007 were collected for the analysis, which yielded seventy-

five news items from six news programs. Specifically, the content analysis of the news 

programs focuses on the categories of news, the main issues of the news categories, and 

the sources of the news reporting. In addition to the media text data, transcribed 

conversations of news planning as well as interviews are collected to explore the 

relation0s between media text and characteristic communication processes of MWTV 

during news production processes.  

The unit of analysis was an individual news story. News stories were grouped into 

categories including Economy, Politics, Labor, Society, Welfare, and Culture in 

accordance with the theme of the sample news. News categories were coded to describe 

the general concerns of the news stories, while news issues were coded for a detailed 

analysis of the interests and concerns of MWTV members. The news issues were divided 

in accordance with the news categories and communities of interest (Migrant/ Domestic/ 

International). For example, news stories dealing with Burma’s democratization is placed 

in Politics/ Migrant. Similarly, when a news story is about Korea’s Free Trade 

Agreement, it is categorized in Economy/ Domestic.  

Two coders were trained to identify the news categories described above. 

Intercoder reliability was assessed on randomly selected 10% of the news stories with 

Holsti coefficient of reliability. The average across categories was .94, with only four 

categories (International-Economy, International-Society, Domestic-Economy, and 

Domestic-Society) having slightly below the average range between .87 and .91. 

Neuendorf (2002) states that reliability coefficients of .90 or greater would be acceptable 

to all and .80 or greater would be acceptable in most situation. Content analysis of the  
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% Economy Politics Labor Society Welfare Culture  

Migrant 1.3 5.3 24.0 8.0 16.0 18.7 73.3 

Domestic 2.7 0.0 1.3 9.3 0.0 0.0 13.3 

International 0.0 5.3 4.0 2.7 0.0 1.3 13.3 

 4.0 10.6 29.3 20.0 16.0 20.0 100 

Table 13: MWTV News issues: Oct. 2006 – Jan. 2007 

 

 

 

seventy-five news items from six news programs yielded the frequency of news 

categories (Table 13), the issues represented in the news (Table 14), the news sources 

(Table 15), and the topics by news channel (Table 16). News channels were identified 

from the ‘Teams’ board to identify the sources of the news reporting. 

The news issues of MWTV news (Table 13) indicate what the concerned issues 

for migrant workers. According to the table, more than 70% of news items are about 

migrant workers, as compared to 10% each for domestic and international news. The 

most frequently reported news items are about labor (29.3%), society (20%) and culture 

(20%). The high frequencies of labor and welfare items show that there are many 

concerns about the work conditions of migrant workers in Korea. In relation to the news 

issues analysis (see the Table 14), the labor news mostly deals with the issues of the 

Migrant’s Trade union, labor rights, and labor policies. The media texts of the news aim 

to challenge the exploitative labor practices and legal frames as well as to suggest 

alternatives. The members consciously choose not only the particular news items but also 

frame them in the form of collective actions against the dominant practices of the labor 

owners and government. 
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SD: We should keep these kinds of stories [problems of crack down the 
undocumented workers] on the programs. There are so many issues including 
women, kids, education etc that are hard to put all the things in one item. That 
does not help. 

MN: Right, but we’ve been doing those things. 

MB: What about focusing on the health issue? 

HJ: Brother, what about doing that issue next time in depth in the WMW because 
I think this issue is important. Let’s do it next time with more detail. 

MN: Then, policy issues again? 

MB: We did it last time again right? 

BH: We can do that in the column section… 

MN: Doing things repeatedly, that’s what we need to do that other media do not. 
We have to do them repeatedly. 

MB: Yes right, let’s do the policy problem again this time. 

HJ: Son of bitches. Why they do the illegal crackdowns!  

SD: Regarding the crackdowns, they are nowadays doing that on Sunday and 
even at night too. They used not to do that before. In the past, we could hang out 
on Sunday and we could go out near our house but we cannot now. That makes 
undocumented workers psychologically very tired and they have to stay at home 
all day for fear of arrest.  

BH: Why have they changed like that? 

HJ: Maybe EPS will be fully activated next year and it’s almost at the end of year, 
I guess that’s why. 

MN: Right. They might have some kind of bottom line  

(Recording, #8, MWTV News meeting, Nov 9, 2006).  

The issues about the labor policy and illegal crackdowns on the undocumented 

workers are repeatedly chosen consciously to protest the unjust practices of the dominant 

media and the government. The anger and feelings of frustration are raised about 

‘repeatedly’ selecting a particular news issues. As an alternative media outlet, MWTV  
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 Migrant Domestic International 

Economy International remittance Korean economic 
development 
Korea-U.S. FTA 

- 

Politics Burma democratization 
Bangladesh 
democratization 

- 
War at Iraq 
U.S. election 

Labor Employment permit system 
Migrant’s Trade union 
Collective action 
Labor right 

 
Temporary worker law 
 

Swiss migrant law/ policy 
German migrant law/ 
policy 
U.S. migrant regulation 

Society Migrant women’s right 
Refugee right 
Migrant’s right in general 

Korean UN secretary 
general 
Korean women’s right 
Public transportation fee 
Avian influenza  

Accident in Indonesia 
Nobel peace prize 

Welfare Health service 
Wage and pension 
Counseling 
Education  

- - 

Culture Film festivals 
Community events 
Migrants media 

 
- 

Asian game 

Table 14: MWTV News issues: Oct. 2006 – Jan. 2007  

 

 

 

tries to create counter space for the collective interests of migrant workers. This process 

is reciprocally shaped through group communication during the news planning meetings.  

In the above conversation, it seems that MB M and BH K’s attitudinal changes 

toward the news issue suggests that the collective decision-making process provides an 

opportunity for the members to reflect on the meanings and roles of their media products. 

The ‘news room,’ where decisions are made about the news items and frames, is the 

symbolic battlefield where two opposite powers confront.  
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In addition, it is the field in which the collective consciousness of the members is 

developed through sharing knowledge and critical reflections of other members. MN’s 

strong motivation to challenge the dominant labor practices draws unanimous agreement 

to run news stories about the ‘illegal crackdown.’ The news item, moreover, leads BH 

and HJ to question the current motivation for the intensifying crackdowns that are 

answered by another member, SD. The collaborative and participatory communication in 

the news planning meeting is constitutive of the development of the alternative message 

framing of the news, collective consciousness, and knowledge about the socio-cultural 

realities of the migrant workers.  

Moreover, such inclusive communication processes allow them to produce 

‘transnational’ news stories dealing with the issues of diverse nationalities of migrant 

workers, host society, and other foreign countries. According to table thirteen and 

fourteen, about one-quarter of the news is about Korea and other foreign news. For all the 

migrant workers, the news about Korean society is a form of foreign news helping them  

adjust to their lives in the host society. Detailed information of the society can be learned 

to the extent that structural problems of the society are revealed to the migrant audiences.  

For example, domestic news about the Korea-US Free Trade Agreement and 

Korean women’s rights are chosen for migrant workers in order to see the society more 

transparently and de-mystify the relatively advanced society. In particular, the news 

about the Korea-US Free Trade Agreement was prepared to support the popular 

movement against the governmental negotiation. Farmers and workers in the less 

advanced industries brand the FTA as the latest attempt of the Korean capitalists to neo-

liberalize domestic production systems, only benefiting already strong and large 

corporations. The domestic news of MWTV is chosen by the members for the migrant 

audiences to share the fundamental issues and problems of the Korea-US FTA as well as 
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to mobilize support for the popular resistance against the governmental negotiation. 

Below is the English news script of the Korea-US FTA, which was broadcast in 

November 2006 for the 32nd MWTV news program.  

Increasing voice opposing against the Korea-US FTA 

A keen feud between the opponents who are against Korea-U.S FTA and the 
Korean government is becoming worse. Despite the Korean government 
persuading the public that a free trade agreement with the United States is crucial 
for the nation’s future and its economic growth, it is revealed that research on the 
expected effect of Korea-U.S FTA was manipulated by the government. Critics 
have been pointing out Mexico as a victim of the FTA with the United States 
under the North America Free Trade Agreement. In fact, its economy came to be 
under the control of the U.S. after the signing of the FTA. Regarding this issue, 
farmers and the labor society have tried to put the blocks on FTA meetings, 
because they believe that FTA agreement will menace Korean people’s right to 
live. However, the Korean government still asserts that the FTA agreement with 
the United States guarantees the utmost benefit to the country. Furthermore, the 
Korean government recently resorted to a drastic measure against anti-FTA 
protestors. The government announced that any type of anti-FTA demonstration 
would be completely blocked, and protestors would be punished. It is expected 
that a big riot will arise during the demonstration against the Korea and US 
government’s Free Trade Agreement on November 29th and December 6th 
(Source: MWTV ‘Teams’ board). 

MWTV news engages in the domestic political economic struggle through the 

news media, and the members unanimously agreed to select the news and to inform 

viewers of the coming organized demonstration. Throughout 2006, the FTA raised social 

tensions between the government and leftist circles as collective actions against the treaty 

increased. Many Korean migrant social movement actors, including unions, NGOs, and 

labor activists, also participated in the struggles. Being closely networked with them, 

MWTV members ‘felt’ the need to engage in the collective actions alongside the Korean 

actors. The participation of the multicultural communities of MWTV members signify 

that migrant workers have already become important constituencies of the host society as 

well as the active subjects of changing global political economic struggles.  
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% Mass media NGO MTU Communities Centers Migrant media 

Migrant 38.2 12.7 18.2 7.3 9.1 14.5 

Domestic 17.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 10 

International 17.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 10 

Subtotal 72.8 12.7 18.2 7.3 9.1 11.5 

Table 15: News sources: Oct. 2006 – Jan. 2007 

 

 

 

In addition, the issues of migrant politics and economics and international news 

on MWTV also signify the development of the transnational sphere of the multicultural 

social change by the migrant agents. For example, four of the Migrant-Politics news 

items are about Burma’s democratization movement and Bangladesh’s labor movement. 

Those nationality- specific news issues may not be a main interest for other members of 

the migrant communities. Moreover, such issues do not concern the welfare of migrant 

workers per se. One of the reasons to include the issues is that two of the three 

representatives of MWTV are from Burma (TR) and Bangladesh (MB). In particular, TR 

from Burma works for a Burma democratization movement organization called Burma 

Action in Korea as president of the organization; thus he has an deeply concernd 

motivation to propagate his political interests through the media outlet. MB from 

Bangladesh has similar intentions of utilizing the available media outlet for his political 

purposes.  

Migrant workers need to know news from countries that are not their origin. For 
example, we should share news about Burma’s democratic movement that needs 
international solidarity…many of us in MWTV are involved in other 
organizational activities, they are not necessarily working in the 3D industry but 
they have other interests and deeply involved in them (Interview, #5, MB, Nov 7, 
2006). 



 214 

Whatever the reason for including personal political orientations in the media 

product, it signifies that the communicative actions of migrant workers create new 

possibilities for linking local politics to an international stage. This unforeseen 

consequence of internationalizing local issues helps to position the importance of local 

struggles against any form of structural oppression. The media communication of 

MWTV, thus, induces a critical alternative discursive space enabling the migrant agents 

to discuss and share alternative social developments in the host society. The development 

of the new transnational sphere in Korea is indicative of the role of the migrant agent as 

international agents for social change. Embedded in the participatory communication 

processes, the media practices of MWTV members can remediate the process of social 

change. 

While the media communications of MWTV are constitutive of the alternative 

forms and ways of social change, the particular communication processes vitalize 

relatively dormant powers of the migrant communities and their organizations, which are 

undermined by the asymmetric power relations of the movement actors. MWTV tries to 

revitalize the migrant communities and their organizations as the producer of the culture 

as opposed to the mere recipients or consumers of the cultural products. In addition, 

through networking with the migrant organizations such as MTU, they attempt to 

establish their own networks of power to distinguish themselves from other movement 

actors in the delegated sphere.  

Table fifteen indicates that ‘migrant communities’ is not frequent source of 

MWTV news stories. Compared to the centers and NGOs, which are operated by Korean 

activists, the low ratio of migrant communities in providing news items may signify the 

relatively unorganized status of the migrant communities. MWTV members are also 
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aware of the lack of news items from the communities, which has motivated them to 

strengthen their relations with the existing migrant communities. 

BH: …on the other hand, we have community news but it is true that the 
proportion of community news is actually small…if we have 10 news items, I 
think we have to have at least two or three news items of communities 

MN: Right, but we are concerned for community in making the news program. 
However, do you know we actually do not have many communities, do you 
know? Community activities are not that active  

BH: We all know that. But we cannot just let it go like this.  

MN: I don’t mean I don’t know the need. I think we need to keep talking with our 
anchors. (Recording, #8, MWTV News meeting, Nov 9, 2006). 

SM: Burma Web sites and media in foreign countries are easy to find. We talked 
about networking with those sites by introducing and linking MWTV with them 
but it never happened. International cooperation is important and we need to 
discuss this issue today (Meeting memo script from the Team board, Jan 27, 
2007). 

BH: Besides program production, we will try to network with other organizations, 
with local communities as well as to participate in media production education 
programs in locals to establish stable programming supply (Meeting memo script 
from the Team board, Jan 27, 2007).  

We found that the labor, social and cultural relations of migrant workers inhibit 

them from effectively organizing their communities. Being aware of the structural 

problems, MWTV members try to establish a network with the communities by recruiting 

local community members for information and program sources. For example, a 

Nepalese migrant worker who has photography skills was asked to provide pictures of the 

life of migrant workers regularly for the WMW program, and now he provides the 

necessary photos for ‘photo essays’ in the WMW program section. Networking 

communities through the media production processes can be invisible but truly necessary 

‘media effects,’ materializable in reconstructing the asymmetric power relations of the 

multicultural agents.  
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% Mass media NGO MTU Communities Centers Migrant media 

Economy 100 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Politics 0.0 0.0 0.0 75 0.0 25 

Labor 27.7 27.7 44.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Society 50.0 16.7 33.3. 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Welfare 50.0 16.7 0.0 0.0 33.3 0.0 

Culture 21.4 0.0 0.0 7.1 28.6 42.9 

Table 16: Migrant news categories by news sources: Oct. 2006 – Jan. 2007   

 

 

 

 

If things come up, they [Burma community] contact me to ask for announcement. 
Two community events news items are in the list for today’s recording, which are 
Burma community news and the New Years party….Since I have been involved 
in MWTV, more and more friends in my community contact me. That makes me 
feel good because I help my community (Interview, #20, WY, Nov 28, 2006). 

The Burma news reporter, WY, has acknowledged that since his involvement in MWTV, 

his community members began contacting him to disseminate community information to 

the rest of Burmese communities across the nation. While his previous network with the 

Burma community was limited to his personal religious acquaintances, his role in the 

media enables not only him but also the Burmese communities to begin developing 

feelings of belonging to a larger national community. The effort of MWTV to establish 

strong networks with the migrant communities can be viewed as a strategy for having a 

stable information source for producing media programs. Moreover, the effect can also be 

in strengthening inter-personal networks of friends. Nevertheless, transforming the 

community as a source of the creation of the cultural product might be able to vitalize the 
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weakened network of the multicultural agents. This is further demonstrated when we see 

that MTU is ranked second in the source for news items. Table sixteen shows that MTU 

provides more Migrant Labor news topics (44%) compared to other news channels. Even 

the proportion is greater than for the mass media/ online portal channel, which is the only 

case outnumbering the proportion of news channels. MWTV members consider MTU 

comparable to them in that it is also organized for and by the migrant workers. Thus, they 

have implicit interests in forming a strong coalition with MTU to the extent that the MTU 

members are welcomed to join in MWTV media production.  

MB: yes, I agree that MTU is developed out of our collective efforts. And we 
should help each other for our own sake. As a member of the union, I hope MTU 
is growing to incorporate as many migrant workers as possible into the union. But 
MTU is also dependent on the Korean labor movement organization. See…its 
office is located in the Korean Federation of Trade Union….but that’s ok, we 
need such support  

(Interview, #5, MB, Nov 7, 2006). 

MN: the content…we produce all…that’s not…I hope we have a section for MTU 
in our program 

HJ: Hmm.. 

MB: ….we have column section for MTU, MS comes and are doing it 

BH: If we decide to have a section, we need to ask officially MTU to participate. 

MN: I agree with you 

HJ: Since we and they do not have much experience, we can say we will work 
things out together when we send the official letter to MTU 

MN: that’s right. 

MB: I guess, for example, we can also put the MS’s column on the MTU online 
board because union members can watch it in their site. These are about us, 
migrant workers. We are doing this but not so many workers know, so...like I said 
before that it is as important for us to let Koreans to know about the situation as 
migrant workers know it. Many use Internet. So, we need to spread as much as we 
can. 



 218 

MN: yes, at least we have to send press releases to MTU regularly. One of the 
reasons why the number of membership of MTU is so small is because many 
migrant workers do not know what is going on and what they should…we can 
help it. (Recording, #24, MWTV regular meeting, Dec 1, 2006). 

It is frequently observed that MWTV members have strong motivation to 

cooperate with MTU members as they consider both organization shares same concerns 

to construct migrant workers’ own power.  In addition, it is often observed that they 

believe the two organizations similarly consider the participatory mode of organizing the 

movement organization as the fundamental criteria to make the decision to network. The 

emphasis on the power in organizing the migrant agents is driving the development of the 

alternative networks of power, responding to the dialogic praxis for the social change. 

The participatory communication of MWTV seemed to enable the individual participants 

to vitalize the personal network. Based on the network, the communities can generate 

symbolic and collective power needed to construct alternative social change.  
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CONCLUSION 

In this last chapter, I present this research’s significant findings, meanings, 

implications, and directions for the research and practice for social change. First, I reflect 

on the research findings in relation to the literature on social change in order to examine 

potential contributions and limitations of this dissertation study.  Based upon the critical 

development communication scholarship centering on the conceptual discussions about 

power and dialogic praxis, I discuss theories of social movements and immigrant media 

to articulate constructive ways to study and improve social change practice. Following 

my discussion of these theoretical implications, I discuss limitations of this exploratory 

study in order to suggest future research projects. 

 

Findings 

Throughout this field research, I have been concerned with how to explore power 

conditions and their relations to construct collective action for social change. The forms 

and ways to develop alternative social change seems to be dependent on how one is 

sensitive to ‘power’ structuring conditions of actions of not just ‘me’ but also ‘the 

others.’ Accordingly, the reality of a concerned group of people would be sets of 

fragmented abstract ideas ‘about’ their lives unless their concrete power relations are 

surfaced onto our consciousness. By concrete, I mean not only macro- but also meso- and 

micro- power relations of social agents. The reality of change is also not conceivable 

precisely if we demise different levels of power relations of the reality of people. Thus, 

throughout the field research, one answer to the question has evolved in my mind. 

Accounting for power is the entry point to articulate both the reality and change, which 
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are central problems in the field of critical development communication as well as this 

dissertation research.  

In the context of critical development communication, the process of contentious 

collective struggle is suggested as a significant form of social and cultural development 

for oppressed communities. Social movement and immigrant media studies also concern 

theories and practices of social and cultural minorities engaged in transforming dominant 

structures as they provide constructive literatures discussing characteristics of migrant 

social movements (local-globality, transnationality, heterogeneousness) and roles of 

immigrant media for social change (movement resource and cultural resource) in a host 

society. However, we are less informed about communication processes for migrant 

agents to construct migrant social movement. Much less is discussed about 

communication processes and their implications of media communications of immigrant 

media. In fact, there are few studies about communication process to engage in collective 

actions for social changes in the current immigrant media research. 

On the other hand, critical development communication scholarships 

acknowledge two key constructs including ‘power’ and ‘dialogic praxis’ as fundamental 

processes constitutive of developing alternative social change. Even though current 

literatures of the field do not much engage in the studies about migration and 

development, they enabled me to contextualize their processes to construct the processes 

for the migrant social movement as well as the implications of media communication of 

immigrant media.  

In this dissertation research, I try to understand how migrant agents construct 

collective actions for power to perpetuate their human rights. In particular, I attempt to 

contextualize communication processes of an immigrant media, MWTV, engaged in the 

migrant social movement in order to explore how relatively powerless migrant agents 
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develop alternative forms and ways of praxis for social change through their media 

communications. The broad research questions are 1) what are the economic, political, 

and cultural conditions of this migrant social movement?; 2) how do these social and 

cultural structures contribute to the process of organizing and mobilizing the migrant 

social movement?; 3) how does the media communication of the immigrant media 

constructed in relations to migrant social movement, and 4) what are roles of the 

immigrant media in the movement for social change in Korea.  

Based on the current literatures and field research, I could identify a ‘asymmetric 

power structure’ formed through the relations between diverse social agencies related to 

the migrant social movement in Korea. Asymmetric power structure in the movement 

represents hierarchical relations of social actors, institutional and individual, engaged in 

the process of social and cultural changes concerning the migrant workers. The power 

structure is consisted for dominant, mediating, and peripheral power spheres, each of 

which is interrelated through mediating power agents (Graph 5). Moreover, the power 

asymmetry is constructed by the characteristic social, cultural, and political structure as 

they are presented in labor relations, movement cultures, and discriminatory cultures of 

the host society. The particular power model is formulated inductively to present the 

reality of migrant agents participating in collective actions for social change in Korea. 

The different levels of power relations constrain at the same time motivate various ways 

to form, alter, and construct the migrant social movement in Korea.  

From the findings about the asymmetric power structure within the movement 

circles, I was tempted to focus on the internal dynamics of the movement agents in 

developing alternative praxis that is the critical reaction to ‘the mediated praxis’ shaping 

‘asymmetric solidarity,’ ‘ objectification of the migrant agents,’ and ‘assimilation of 

movement culture.’ The discussions about media praxis are suggestive that accounting for 
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internal and external power relations of movement agents uncovers multiple layers of 

power struggles limiting the processes for liberatory social change.  

On the other hand, this research also yielded a finding that alternative 

communication structure and the immigrant media have been developed to remediate 

dominant forms and ways of organizing and mobilizing collective action that denotes 

‘dialogic praxis’ of the migrant agents. Media communication of immigrant media is 

viewed as conscious collective actions to ‘remediate mediated praxis’ for social and 

cultural change in a host society. It means that the flexible, collaborator, and reflective 

communication structure of MWTV are deliberately reconstructed not as ‘conditions’ but 

as ‘consequences’ of critical reflection on mediated praxis. In addition, media texts 

produced through the collaborative and participatory production processes present 

potential symbolic power of dialogic praxis of immigrant media in assuming influential 

role in networking diverse migrant communities, linking local issues to national and 

transnational communities, and empowering migrant workers’ organizations. The 

following details the summary of findings that suggest ‘asymmetric power relations in the 

migration social movement,’ ‘mediated praxis,’ and ‘remediating praxis.’ These 

constitute the conditions and processes for the oppressed communities to develop 

‘dialogic praxis’ alternative to dominant forms and ways of social change.  

ASYMMETRIC POWER RELATIONS IN THE M IGRANT SOCIAL MOVEMENT  

The migrant social movement in Korea tends to be constructed through an 

asymmetric power structure of dominant, mediating, and peripheral social agents. 

Asymmetric power structure in the movement represents hierarchical relations of social 

actors, institutional and individual, engaged in the process of social and cultural changes 

concerning the migrant workers. Within the migrant social movement, the power 

hierarchy of social agents marginalizes migrant agents in a peripheral power sphere as 
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their influence in organizing and mobilizing the movement has been limited. Mediating 

power groups mostly constituted of Korean movement actors, however, have become 

significant and influential agents directly or indirectly ‘linked’ to the dominant power 

agents to the extent that they assume legitimate role in negotiating and developing public 

policy and law with government and legislatures. However, it should be noted that 

because there are extremely divergent groups in the movement actors (mediating power 

as well as peripheral power), the relations between the actors in each power sphere are 

also dependent on the ideological differences between the agents.  

The asymmetric power structure of the migrant social movement is shaped by 

characteristic social, cultural, and political conditions of Korea. In particular, labor 

conditions, movement cultures, and discriminatory cultures of the society toward migrant 

workers implicitly and explicitly function as structural barriers to empower migrant 

agents to develop autonomous power to organize and mobilize the migrant social 

movement. The labor conditions of migrant workers in Korea are structured to maintain 

status-quo production processes of Korea, which is centered on large conglomerates 

called Chaebol. The Employment Permit System (EPS), union hierarchy disempowering 

workers employed in small and medium businesses and consistent hostile police 

crackdowns of undocumented workers are structural constraints preventing migrant 

agents from engaging in collective actions.  

‘Weak democracy’ is a social and political condition characterizing the movement 

culture in Korea. The political campaign in 1987 to create democratic government has 

failed to strengthen ‘more democratic’ social mobilization that only worsening 

‘progressive elitism’, ‘ grassrootless’, and ‘elusive communication.’ Organizational and 

communication effectiveness are accentuated by so called ‘progressive circles.’ The 

problematic movement culture of a host society structurally constrains the migrant social 
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movement in the way movement coalitions between Korean actors and migrant agents 

can be formed vertically. The weak networks of migrant communities in Korea and 

exclusion of migrant agents in decision making processes within migrant movement 

organizations might signify the influence of the Korean movement culture.  

Retro-orientalism is the unfortunate cultural belief that the societies and peoples 

in the Southeast Asia are viewed as socially and culturally inferior to those of Northeast 

Asia simply because they are behind Korea in terms of economic power. The absurd 

distinction within Asian region has been developed through the ‘state’ centered capitalist 

developmentalism of Korea having tried desperately to catch up with a western 

modernization development model. The imagined hierarchy of nationalities in the region 

discriminates against migrant workers based on the economic power of their origin 

countries. Therefore, they are viewed as “illegal residents,” “refugees or slave escaping 

from famine,” and “source of pollution or impure being.” Retro-orientaism is deeply 

rooted in the minds of the generation who experienced the past rapid development to the 

extent that the social movement actors for migrant workers share similar discriminatory 

attitude. Thus, the mediating agents construct the migrant workers as inferior social 

agents who should learn from an ‘advanced’ Korean model in organizing and mobilizing 

social movements. The in/and external power structures of the migrant social movement 

in Korea engender altered forms and ways to organize and mobilize migrant agents.  

MEDIATED PRAXIS  

‘Mediated praxis’ represents the practices of critical reflections and actions for 

social change constructed through the intervening processes of the hierarchically 

structured power relations of participant social agencies in social movements. Various 

forms and ways to organize the migrant social movement in Korea are fabricated through 

the asymmetric power structure. I found that the power hierarchy within the movement 
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circles has induced the ‘asymmetric solidarity’, ‘objectification of the migrant agents’, 

and ‘assimilation of the movement culture’, which are characteristic forms of mediated 

praxis.   

Asymmetric solidarity is a mediated form of movement coalition that tends to 

constrain migrant agents from assuming responsible decision making roles in developing 

movement strategies, organizing movement events, and mobilizing collective actions. 

Shaped through characteristic structural conditions, this type of solidarity accentuates the 

agendas, alternative solutions, and action programs of ‘mediating agents.’ For those in 

the mediating sphere, hierarchical cooperation is natural and ‘typical’ which eventually 

alienates migrant agents from the processes to organize and mobilize the migrants social 

movements. As the Nepalese migrant worker informed, the absence of migrant workers 

in a public forum made him regard the event as ‘their’ (influential Korean actors) event 

even though the forum was intended for the migrant workers. The planning meeting for 

an International Migrants’ Day also exemplifies that migrant agents are systematically 

excluded from decision making processes even though the participant migrant agents are 

considered as important coalition partners.  

Objectification of migrant agents is another form of mediated praxis. 

Objectification of migrant agents refers to the processes of reifying the human agents as a 

powerless and abstract entity incapable of transforming the dominant social and cultural 

orders. While it is known that presenting social minority as incapable and inferior 

subjects is practiced mainly by dominant power agents such as commercial media and 

immigrant offices, asymmetric power structure incurs similar processes of human 

alienation. The migrant workers’ voice is asked to provide the necessary causes for the 

influential Korean actors to ‘help’ them, which may reinforce the ‘victimized images’ of 

the migrant workers. Asking migrant workers to express appreciation to the Korean 
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government also signifies that the images of powerless and incompetence are practiced 

by concerned movement actors. The exclusion of migrant agents from the decision 

making processes, which is also a characteristic of asymmetric solidarity, and forced 

ideological practices by Korean progressive circles also construct migrant agents as 

‘target population’ who needs systematic training and change programs.  

Assimilation of movement culture is the socialization process to incorporate 

migrant agents into the dominant movement culture existing within the mediating power 

sphere. Cultural assimilation presumes the hierarchy of cultures in accordance with the 

degree of political, economic, and social development, usually geared toward Western 

capitalist modernization. Influenced by retro-orientalism, however, Korean movement 

actors, especially centers, tend to instill Korean traditions, ways to organize movements, 

and civic programs for migrant agents. Routine movement programs, which have been 

practiced by Korean movement circles, are also reproduced at public demonstrations of 

the migrant social movement.  

Even though mediated praxis engenders asymmetric solidarity, objectification of 

migrant agents, and assimilation of movement cultures, it is important to emphasize 

underlying structural problems such as unfair and exploitative labor relations, weak 

democracy, and retro-orientalism that shape various forms and ways of mediated praxis. 

Moreover, the autonomous power of human agents to reflect critically on the various 

forms and ways of mediate praxis enable the migrant agents to develop ‘remediating’ 

praxis. 

REMEDIATING PRAXIS AND CULTURAL SYNTHESIS BY IMMIGRANT MEDIA  

Remediating praxis can be conceptualized in terms of dialogic praxis which is the 

process to develop alternative actions by the concerned subjects, which is constructed to 

remediate the dominant forms and ways of social change. This research has been led to 
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situate immigrant media as ‘critical agent to develop dialogic praxis allowing reflective 

communication processes for migrant agents to engage in the processes to mobilize 

communicative actions mediating dominant processes of social and cultural change in a 

host society.’ The case of MWTV evidences the critical development approach to 

migration and development denoting significant roles and implications for national and 

transnational social change.  

The conceptual idea about “cultural synthesis” (Freire, 1983) well describes how 

MWTV envisions the movement and what they pursue. Their visions for the movement 

differ from those of ‘mediation power actors’, not to mention of ‘dominant power actors.’ 

Cultural synthesis is a mode of action that leads to ‘supersede the dominant alienated and 

alienating culture’ and ‘investigate generative themes or meaningful thematic.’ Freire 

(1983) argues that ‘authentic’ action to transform dominant structure should confront 

culture itself because culture is ‘the preserver’ of the oppressive structural relations.  

The informants from MWTV have emphasized social change based on their 

multiple realities to envision totalistic transformation of cultural relations and such 

‘synthetic’ visions distinguish themselves from other movement actors in that they do not 

intend to confine the objective of social change narrowly within the domain of policy 

change. Moreover, the migrant communities from various international geographies 

transnationalize local traditions and issues to share and diffuse their concerns. It might be 

impossible to restrict the boundaries of change for the migrant communities. I have 

discussed that migrant social movements are characteristically organized to involve 

‘transnational’ and ‘heterogeneous’ cultural groups with diverse interests. In this regard, 

as an informant defines the migrant agents as ‘cultural producers’, dialogic praxis of 

MWTV can be viewed as ‘the remediating praxis to engage in power struggles to 
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compete for alternative visions of social change to the dominant powers as well as 

mediating powers.’ 

CONSTRUCTING REFLECTIVE COMMUNICATION PROCESSES 

The immigrant media is the discursive space to realize the reflective and 

participatory communication culture. The asymmetric power structure of the migrant 

social movement brings out impaired communication processes inducing asymmetric 

solidarity, objectification of migrant agents, and assimilation of migrant social movement 

culture. In reaction to the hierarchical communication structure, migrant agents have 

pursued more flexible, collaborative, and voluntary communication processes allowing 

critical reflections and participation in the movement. Thus, MWTV’s open 

communication structure should be seen not as a characteristic organizational form of 

‘small’ and ‘radical’ media but as ‘a form of dialogic praxis’ that is  consciously created 

through reflective communicative actions encouraging consensual decision-making 

processes and valuing collective coordination rather than managerial control.  

Participant observation and interviews yielded data confirming that the members 

deliberately seek various ways to instill reflective communication space for the 

participant migrant workers throughout the media production processes even allowing 

‘ordinary’ migrant agents to participant without a ‘screening’ process, which is a typical 

practice for Korean movement actors to recruit new members. Moreover, through the 

reflective and open communication processes, ‘grassrootless’ and ‘unorganizable’ 

migrant communities in Korea are recognized by the immigrant media to establish 

networks of local communities.  

 SYMBOLIC POWER OF DIALOGIC PRAXIS  

Immigrant media have been recognized for their roles as ‘movement resources’ 

and ‘cultural resources’ mediating information flows, preserving distinctive cultural 
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practices and values, and creating ‘hybrid’ forms of culture. This research tries to 

articulate ‘communication processes’ of this immigrant media in order to understand the 

meanings and implications of dialogic praxis for social change. I aim to understand 

‘communication effects’ rather than ‘media effects’ as to how the reflective 

communication processes induce these roles and specific implications for social changes. 

An underlying assumption is that the collective effort to develop alternative 

communication processes ‘remediating’ dominant actions may present particular sources, 

issues, and content of media texts of immigrant media.  

 My research found that sources, issues, content of media texts produced by 

MWTV tend to address problems of ‘dominant practices,’ ‘mediated praxis,’ and 

‘features of migrant social movement.’ First, the media texts try to confront unfair labor 

policies and practices by government and business owners through reporting labor rights, 

policy changes, illegal crackdown operations, and Migrant Trade Union activities. The 

issues about the labor policy and illegal crackdowns on the undocumented workers are 

repeatedly chosen consciously to protest the unjust practices of the dominant media and 

the government. The members consciously choose not only the particular news items but 

also frame them in the form of collective actions against the dominant practices of the 

labor owners and government. Interestingly, the ‘repetition’ and ‘illegal crackdown’ 

frames are constructed through the collaborative news planning meeting, which allows a 

reflective and participatory communication environment.  

The problems of mediated praxis also are represented in the media texts as the 

members try to incorporate local migrant communities and MTU into their news items 

and sources which tend to be neglected by both dominant and mediating power groups. 

As the conversations between the informants indicate, MWTV members ‘felt’ the need to 

increase participation of diverse local migrant communities as they already acknowledge 
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the weak links between them. The need to create grassroots networks of immigrant 

communities is pursued also to incorporate more migrant workers into producing media 

texts through which MWTV can gain stable sources of media production as well as can 

reflect genuine voices of immigrant communities.  

In addition, MTU is ranked second in the source for news items in general and 

first in the source for labor news. Based on observing the meeting, they intentionally 

maintain the strong ‘source’ and ‘report’ relations in order to increase the visibility of 

MTU, which they believe to be ‘their own’ institutions among movement circles. Thus, 

using the symbolic power of media texts and inclusive communication processes, 

immigrant media engages in creating ‘alternative’ way to organize and mobilize 

collective actions based on their communities and organizations.  

On the other hand, media texts also present ‘tranantionality,’ ‘heterogeneousness,’ 

and ‘local-glocality,’ which are characteristics of migrant social movements. However, 

these are not given features of the movement but are ‘developed’ through reflective and 

participatory communication processes. According to the content analysis, about one-

quarter of the news is about Korea and other foreign news, four of the Migrant-Politics 

news items are about Burma’s democratization movement and Bangladesh’s labor 

movement, and there are numerous issues concerning not just ‘a’ national community but 

‘transnational’ communities including both native and migrant societies. During the 

media planning meetings, migrant workers composed of multi-nationalities have 

opportunities to express their own concerns and interests, some of which are related to 

their origin of country. Korea-US FTA news were chosen because they acknowledge that 

the local neo-liberal effort to extend free trade is not a problem restricted to the host 

society but related to the rest of the world. Similarly, Burmese democratic movements 

gain ‘globality’ when a Burma member told the rest of members that Korea and other 
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advanced countries are supporting the authoritative government in order for them to 

sustain their economic interests under the regime.  

Media texts produced by the immigrant media contribute to increase the utilities 

of ‘movement resource’ and ‘cultural resource’ for social and cultural change in the host 

society. However, the symbolic power of media texts is ‘the communication effect’ of the 

dialogical struggles to develop alternative forms and ways to organize and mobilize the 

movement. The reflective and participatory communication processes of MWTV, which 

are intentionally constructed by the migrant agents, allow such constitutive roles of 

immigrant media as the media texts try to convey problems of ‘dominant practices,’ 

‘mediated praxis,’ and ‘features of migrant social movement.’  
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Theoretical Implications 

In his book titled “Communities Without Borders”, through vivid images and 

voices from Mexican and Central American migrant workers in California and Nebraska, 

David Bacon (2006) informs us that the meanings and implications of collective struggles 

for the rights of migrant workers are far more subtle, complicated and dynamic in terms 

of power relations as they are heterogeneous, transnational, and local-glocal communities 

of actions. For example, Oaxacan migrant workers in California organized themselves to 

form an immigrant advocate organization called Indigenous Front of Binational 

Organizations (FIOB) dedicated to the rights of Oaxacan migrant workers through the 

networks of relationships maintained by common language, culture, and communities. 

FIOB’s organizing strategy is based on indigenous cultural practices called teguio 

(collective work). On the other hand, migrant workers do not just rely on isolated cultural 

traditions but also try to “blend together as people reinterpret various traditions of 

collective action” (p. XIX). Transnational communities of actions cross cultural borders 

to form coalition such as Grupo Ixim of diverse immigrant communities, U.S. unions, and 

native grassroots organizations. The effort to unite different language groups within 

Oaxacan communities is also an important strategy for FIOB to promote community and 

workplace struggles. 

The objectives that migrant workers try to achieve include various aspects of 

‘human rights.’ It can be labor rights as it tends to be most severely violated by 

government and business owners. There are other fundamental rights to achieve that are 

different from community from community - communal rights to choose a place to live, 

cultural rights to share, express, and develop their traditional values and practices,  and 

collective rights for economic and social rights. Their objectives can hardly be conceived 

exclusively based on particular ideological categories and social visions. This could be 
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because their geographical, social, and cultural locations in a host society are hard to be 

confined within a single category, and it is because their social and cultural status tends to 

be more isolated than natives in a host society. Their survival strategies and conditions 

need to be considered differently in relation to their collective visions. Their communities 

are dislocated from their villages at their origin country; their traditions and language are 

pressured to be assimilated; and the discriminatory attitudes alienate them from the rest 

of society. Under the unique oppressive conditions to work and live, accentuating a 

particular right for the sake of other rights can be an oppressive practice. 

Reading through these stories and experiences of Central and South American 

migrant workers in U.S., I found similarities and differences in comparison with my 

dissertation research. Although the conditions are different, they try to instill similar 

‘alternative’ ways to live. The history, labor relations, culture, especially movement 

culture, and communities are different, which consequently affects how they can organize 

collective struggles. According to Bacon (2006; 2008), Central and South American 

countries have a much longer history of immigration, densely networked communities, 

strong collective power of majority migrant group, extensive grassroots organizational 

supports, active participation of migrant workers, and influential immigrant media. 

However, they are situated in A harsh segregated and discriminatory culture, with a lack 

of fast and central organizing strategies, and more organized raid, detention, and 

deportation system. These structural conditions are unique in relations to migrant workers 

in Korea.  

Nevertheless, a migrant social movement ‘IS’ formed under any condition. Any 

condition that impairs communication environment and activities always fails to suppress 

the processes to repair them to empower the autonomous subjectivity of migrant human 

agency. The dialogic praxis of human agents emerges to create alternative organizing and 
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mobilizing actions for social change. What we need to address is, then, characteristic 

forms and processes for migrant workers to develop collective actions. Migration and 

development as a field of research in development communication can be varied in 

relation to how ‘change’ and ‘development’ are conceived. However, critical 

development communication understands that change and development can be 

radicalized to accentuate concrete (material) and subtle (symbolic) power relations within 

and outside of movement circles that initiate ‘mediation’ and ‘remediation’ processes in 

organizing and mobilizing collective actions.  

In addition, concerned theories of practices promoting collective actions for social 

changes can benefit from a more radical approach to development communication. First, 

in this regard, existing social movement literatures can be more articulated to address 

issues of power and dialogic praxis. This particular sociological field of study actually 

provides relevant theories and examples about developing strategic positions, plans, and 

visions for organizing and mobilizing collective actions effectively (Morris and Mueller, 

1992; McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald, 1996; Tarrow, 1998; Snow and Benford, 2000). In 

particular, they are useful to develop various ways to overcome ‘asymmetric power’ 

conditions as they examine political environments (political opportunity structure 

theory), articulate strategic common goals (framing theory), and utilize effectively 

necessary movement assets (resource mobilization theory).  

However, these sociological scholarships are not much concerned with power 

relations, whether they are structural or individual, in terms of dynamic processes for 

human agency to mediate and remediate asymmetrical social changes. Moreover, they do 

not conceive power as a critical process struggling to mediate and remediate existing 

relations of diverse dominant and alternative social agents. Thus, social movements tend 
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to be confined as if they are isolated by contentious politics from achieving prefigured 

movement objectives that are unquestionable to the movement participants.  

In general, within the field of social movement studies, collective action gains 

social significance only when it is realized in the forms of popular resistance against 

dominant power holders. Social movements are necessarily the results of successful 

reconfiguration of existing networks of actions, resources, and political opportunities. 

Human agencies are conceived as rational decision makers equally being able to utilize 

and develop existing chances to organize and mobilize collective actions. Movement 

participants tend to be separated from the ordinary people as non-participants are 

detached as apolitical bystanders or ‘free-riders’ who need to be persuaded to engage in 

contentious politics for common good. Thus, their concerns mainly aim to understand 

“when will ordinary people pour into the street, risking life and limb to lay claim to their 

rights?” (Tarrow, 1998, p. 71). Whether these assumptions about social movements have 

empirical utilities to understand collective actions, their approaches to social movements 

are misled by the ignorance and simplification of power relations and human subjectivity.   

In particular, McAdam (1996) and Tarrow (1996) argue that social movements 

are influenced by the degrees of factors defined as the accessibility to and stability of 

formal political institutions, availability of influential elites and their coalitions, and the 

modes of state government’s repression. This political opportunity structures theory 

conceived power relations as sets of factors either facilitating or constraining organized 

collective actions as if there is universal form of social movements sharing common 

movement objective and power relations among movement participants. Whereas the 

external conditions of formal political institutions, elites coalition, and structured 

repression may ‘determine’ the degree of organizing and mobilizing ‘mass’ protests, the 

meanings and ways of collective actions can be varied in accordance with how movement 
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participants envision, and how they participate in collective actions in social movements. 

It is doubtful if those factors of external environment to social movements are able to 

account for the actual power relations shaping the development of social movements that 

the political opportunity structure theory aims to articulate.  

For example, even though migrant social movement in Korea seemingly has 

attracted large numbers of mass participants, the social movement is constructed by 

diverse ideological and cultural communities of action. MWTV members have made it 

very clear that their motivation to organize their own movement organization is 

influenced by not only the formal political environments but also internal fractions of 

power relations between the movement participants. For them, the social movement is a 

‘process’ of collective struggles for power than a fixed form of mass mobilization, which 

is not necessarily pertaining to the same movement goal. Thus, even in the absence of 

mass protests, the migrant social movement is believed to be present for them if they are 

actively engage in the processes of critical reflection and action. Moreover, some of the 

powerful movement participants have legitimized themselves to establish their own 

political power even though they are considered as influential actors in constructing the 

movement. This indicates the possibility of differences among movement actors in 

assuming different roles and asymmetric powers to influence the movement.  

On the other hand, Feree(1992) argues that in the field of social movements 

studies, especially resource mobilization theory lacks of understanding the structural 

power relations constructing the processes to organize and mobilize collective action 

because it does not adequately address contextual actions of human agency. The theory 

has peculiar interests in increasing incentives for ‘by standers’ to join in collective 

actions. She points out that the theory has fault assumptions about human agency as they 

consider movement participants as highly rational decision makers. Suggested by 
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economic theorists, a rational choice model presumes that a movement participant sees 

“social movements as ad hoc groups of self-interested, pseudo-universal individuals 

calculating their short-term gains and losses” (p. 47). The perspective suggesting human 

agency as an individual with universal rationality might deny the possibility that the 

asymmetric power structure of movement participants can unintentionally alienate 

subordinated groups from incorporating decision making processes for the sake of 

effective movement organizing. I have discussed that some of Korean movement 

participants accuse migrant workers for their lack of proper ‘movement language’ 

increasing difficulties to organize migrant workers themselves. From the view of resource 

mobilization theory, excluding the migrant workers in the processes to organize 

collective action might be reasonable to increase the possibility to achieve short-term 

goal. However, it is unlikely that they recognize existing ‘movement cultures,’ ‘labor 

relations,’ and ‘embedded cultural norms and practice’ such as discriminatory culture 

within and outside of movement circles as the structural conditions disempowering 

migrant workers, which in turn might make it difficult to promote long-term social 

changes. Without understanding the structural power relations, the resource mobilization 

theory based upon the rational choice model in the field of social movements might 

enhance existing asymmetric power relations of movement participants.       

In addition, in the context of critical development communication, social 

movement literatures rarely demonstrate dialogical nature of communication processes in 

social movements. This is most apparent in the perspective configuring communication 

processes of protest (della Porta and Diani, 1999). Della Porta and Diani shows that 

social movements research understands powerless groups as being dependent on setting 

“a motion process of indirect persuasion mediated by the mass media and more powerful 

actors” (p. 169).  In the communication model (Graph 7), movement constituency of  



 238 

 

    

Symbolic rewards 
 

 
  

Protest  

 

Constituency 

� Leaders � Media � 

Reference 

 

Public 

 

Material 

rewards 

  

   

Targets of protest 

 

Graph 7. The Communication process of protest 

Source: Readopted from della Porta and Diani (1999, p. 169) 

 

 

 

 

less powerful group should be able to seek sympathies of those who have more resources 

to influence target groups. Through the dependent communication relations, leaders 

emerge mainly from the resource rich groups being able to affect media which in turn 

garner public attention. In the case of MWTV, the above communication model hardly 

accounts for actually existing dialogical communication processes for the actors in a 

peripheral sphere in the movement to remediate the processes to organize and mobilize 

collective action. Migrant workers who are less powerful groups of movement 

constituency in Korea have attempted to defy asymmetric power relations between the 

movement participants rather than to depend on them. The immigrant media has been 

developed neither to win public supports from more powerful groups nor merely to 

increase communication channels to access decision makers. Instead, they attempt to 
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realize ‘alternative’ visions of social and cultural changes in the host society by 

collectively constructing various communication actions through the media.  

On the other hand, in terms of communication processes, New Social Movement 

(NSM) scholars can benefit our understanding of dialogic processes for migrant workers 

to negotiate and articulate forms and ways to remediate collective actions. Melluci (1996) 

critiques that ‘old’ social movement research focuses on mainly analyzing “the social 

condition of a group and submitting what was known of that condition to deductive 

reasoning in order to wrest the causes of the collective action from it” (Melluci, 1996, p. 

4). He argues for relational dimensions of collective actions examining networks of 

active relationships between actors who interact, communicate, influence each other, 

negotiate, and make decisions. The communicational understanding of collective action 

can elaborate the subtle, complicated, and dynamic aspects of power relations within 

movement circles to organize and mobilize collective actions as well as identify “an 

interactive process through which several individuals or groups define the meaning of 

their action and the field of opportunities and constraints for such an action” (Melluci, 

1996, p. 67).   

However, NSM has been accused of accentuating identity politics of western 

middle class ideologies that are detached from material structures, a labor class, and 

existing diverse deprived people (Pichardo, 1997; Downing, 1996; 2000). They conceive 

reality as if politico-economic structures of modern societies have been transformed to 

the extent that industrial labor relation has lost any significant meaning for mobilizing 

collective actions, especially in western developed countries (ironically, these First 

countries are most favored destinations of labor migration as well as migrant social 

movements are rapidly increasing). What matters most is the implicit preference to 

develop ‘collective identities’ of participants and thus, social movements become mere 
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collective struggles to promote their modern life styles. In this regard, within the NSM 

study, migrant social movements might be conceived as if the contentious actions are 

simply the collective struggles for the migrant workers to recover their cultural identities 

in a foreign country; their claims for diverse rights might be seen as various aspects of 

communal life styles. Obviously, the post-ideological attitude does not account for 

migrant social movement whose motivation for social change is grounded upon material 

and industrial labor relations. The notable demise of structural conditions shaping 

material power relations of movement participants reifies actual constraints and 

motivations to develop collective actions to achieve human rights of migrant workers. 

The plausible ‘communication’ approach to collective action, thus, should be rectified by 

centering fundamental material and non-material power conditions of movement 

participants.  

On the other hand, immigrant media studies discuss comprehensive 

communicative actions and processes of cultural minorities in a dominant society to 

preserve creatively their valued collective cultures. However, their primary concerns tend 

to be confined within the media and its audiences. They rarely comprehend how the 

media and its producers conceive and establish collective actions through networking 

other movement actors. Immigrant media tends to be conceived as isolated ‘cultural 

producers’ not necessarily interacting with diverse political and cultural communities. As 

is the case of MWTV, the producers of immigrant media are not constituted of mono-

cultural identity group but of diverse ideological, national, and ethnic groups of media 

activists. The complicated and dynamic internal communication processes between these 

heterogeneous cultural producers within immigrant media should not be overlooked in 

order to understand various aspects of media communications in constructing diverse 

objectives, networking communities, producing media programs, and developing various 
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forms of cultural programs, which are important processes to understand symbolic power 

of dialogic praxis of immigrant media.  

Moreover, Dana Cloud (1994; 2001) points out that media communication, 

especially engaged in labor movements, needs to pay more attention to material 

conditions sharing with diverse social, cultural, and political groups of actions in order to 

envision the possibility to construct ‘oppositional bloc.’  It is true that there is clear 

preference to symbolic discourses in understanding the conditions and meanings of media 

communication within the current immigrant media studies. Few studies attempt to 

contextualize material conditions shaping the discourses even though labor conditions, 

products production relations, political cultures, and community networks are closely 

related to the production processes to produce media texts.  

We should learn that in the actual practice for social changes, social movements 

are organized to encompass broad categories of ideology, ethnic groups, and sexual 

orientations even though various antagonizing cultural discourses produced by alternative 

media of each groups do exist. MWTV members also were not reluctant to uphold the 

common grounds for the collective actions in the movement as they try to produce media 

programs to cover labor rights, cultural rights, and communal rights. Moreover, they have 

particular interests to support their union members even though the union members’ long-

term objective is ideologically oriented to achieve labor liberation, which is different 

from MWTV members’ ideas. Thus, in the context of critical development 

communication, current immigrant media studies need to be more concerned with multi-

dimensional relations of diverse communities, and material conditions and implications 

of media texts for social changes. 

On the other hand, based on this dissertation research, critical development 

communication scholarship also provides utilities for the studies of immigrant media in 
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Korean and elsewhere. According to a research study of alternative media in Korea (You, 

2005), conditions of asymmetric power relations observed in this dissertation research are 

found too. Seventy- five percent of alternative media is located in Seoul city and ninety-

five percent of survey respondents participating in the media feel the need to employ 

internal democratic and collective decision making processes. These findings can be 

interpreted as A ‘grassrootless’  movement culture and ‘weak democracy’ in the 

movement organizations in Korea that induce asymmetrical power structure among 

movement participants in Korea. It suggests that practitioners for social change should 

pay more attention to structurally constructed power conditions and their potential 

disadvantages in organizing and mobilizing collective actions. In the case of immigrant 

media in Korea, as the MWTV case indicates, the media ARE situated in much less 

favorable conditions of power than others due to the lack of resources, difficulty in 

communicating, harsh labor conditions etc. It is not surprising that the number of 

immigrant media in Korea and participant migrant workers haverarely changed.  As this 

case study identifies, we need to pay close attention to the deeply rooted problems of 

asymmetric power conditions for the migrant workers in order to promote social change. 

In fact, considering the different structural contexts in accordance with different cultures 

and histories, the cautious approach to the particular power structure for migrant workers 

is needed to comprehend the communication processes of immigrant media for social 

change.  

These discussions about implications of this dissertation research acknowledge 

that critical development communication scholarship provides theoretical frame not only 

to study but also to practice the processes for social change. First we need to map 

external and internal power relations concerning movement participants based upon 

macro social and cultural structures. Social movement actors do not exist as separated 



 243 

agents from broad structural relations but are interrelated with both dominant and 

peripheral power holder. For example, the power relations of migrant social movement 

are most influenced by characteristic labor relations, movement cultures, and 

discriminatory cultures of a host society. These structural social and cultural conditions 

are important because they characterize how movement coalition is formed, how 

movement decision making processes are constructed, and how movement objectives are 

developed. We should be able to relate broad social and cultural structures with internal 

power relations of movement circles. There might be either symmetric or asymmetric 

power relations between movement participants in processes to construct movement 

organizing and mobilizing. Since social change agents are also under the influence of a 

macro power structure, we should be able to imply critical power relations between the 

movement agents.  

The critical approach to internal and external power relations, then, provides an 

analytic base to understand particular forms and ways of collective actions. I have 

discussed that asymmetric power relations structured by characteristic social and cultural 

conditions induce asymmetric coalition, objectification of migrant agents, and 

assimilation of migrant social movement culture. These are unique features of ‘mediated 

praxis’ in migrant social movement in Korea. As critical development communication 

scholarship is sensitive to dominant forms and ways of social change, we should be able 

to identify oppressive practices and their consequences of social movements. There is no 

unmediated praxis (Freire, 1983). Every action for social change takes a form of 

mediated practice. A form of mediate practice is formed through asymmetric power 

relations either consciously or unconsciously oppressing voices of less powerful 

participants. Thus, while a dominant repertoire of collective action can be strategically 

suggested to mobilize social movements effectively, these kinds of contentious activities 
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might remain in mere activism carefully manipulating collective behavior or attitude of 

concerned public. We need to understand what are dominant forms and ways of 

collective actions, and who determines and who is excluded from these processes. These 

questions about power also concern communication processes for movement participants 

to organize and mobilize collective actions. Articulating communication processes 

discuss particular communicational relations in constructing movement objectives, 

strategies, and visions that reflect power relations among the movement agents.  

Once we contextualize dominant power relations and communication processes, 

we need to seek ‘alternative’ ways to construct collective actions. MWTV is viewed as 

critical movement agent assuming reconstitutive roles in providing reflective and 

participatory space for alienated migrant workers from dominant collective actions. It 

was the result of this research to identify ‘dialogic praxis’ of migrant workers. The 

underlying assumption is clearly the belief that human agency is capable of developing 

remediating actions challenging dominant social change processes. Critical development 

communication understands development as the processes of collective struggles through 

which groups of asymmetric powers try to interact, influence, and negotiate their 

interests. This development process is dialogically constructed for those holding less 

power to perpetuate their identity and collective interests.  

On the other hand, Freire’s proposition for diaological processes for social change 

might be easily challenged in practice due to the diversity and complexity of power 

relations in the movement. Even though dialogic praxis exists as an autonomous process 

to empower human subjectivity, actually existing unequal power relations may not be 

easily overcome. Instead, ideas and values of more powerful groups often attempt to 

dominate those of less powerful groups. Thus, there exist tension-laden struggles for 

power that are sometimes heard but more often than not are silenced. The tension has 
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been discussed to debate the differences between dialogic praxis and dialectic praxis 

(Gurevitch, 2001; Wegerif, 2008). The central argument is to seek a possibility of 

harmony to reach a common ground without necessarily oppressing differences. Whereas 

current debates attempt to suggest 'a' way to overcome the impossibility of structured 

'ethical dialogue' between different power holders, still these theories leave much in 

question (Mumby, 1997). 

However, the effort to identify dialogic praxis renders more meaningful 

discussions than mere confirmation of implicit ability of human agency to develop 

alternative actions. It is strategically important for developing a participatory movement 

in that communication processes to construct dialogic praxis provide opportunities to 

reflect seemingly unproblematic routine activities of social movement organizations. A 

particular movement culture of a society might relate to a certain form of formalized 

repertoires of collective action. This routine form of collective action is accepted without 

question by those of movement organizers with power. Articulating the process to 

develop dialogic praxis is to understand dominant culture that intends to ‘synthesize’ 

powerful norms and practices with those of oppressed. Maybe the practice for cultural 

synthesis is the most significant implication of critical development communication that 

contributes to understand social movements.  
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Limitations of the Study 

This field research has potential problems in generalizing findings, given the 

specificity of the historical period, the organizations and the context. While this 

dissertation research aims to ‘explore’ the conditions and processes for the migrant 

workers in Korea to organize and mobilize collective actions, limited generalizability 

should be addressed especially in terms of sampling bias and observer bias.  

I chose the Migrant Workers Television with particular considerations for the 

feasibility of conducting research and characteristic relations of the media with other 

movement organizations. Prior to the field research to gather actual data, I traveled to 

Korea in 2005 to survey existing issues, problems, and networks of the migrant social 

movement in Korea. In addition, the purpose of the research trip was to identify an 

immigrant media group involved in the movement, which held relevantly significant 

status among the movement actors. The first research trip provided useful information 

and contact points which I was benefited for the second field trip to gather actual data 

sets. However, on second trip, the primary research site was changed from IBMW 

(Internet Broadcasting for Migrant Workers) to MWTV because of unexpected 

difficulties in accessing the necessary population and data. The effort to establish a 

connection to member migrant workers and internal communication channels was not 

easily provided. Due to the limited research activities, I started to look for an alternative 

research site and choose MWTV, which provided more accessible and constructive 

research environments allowing me to conduct in-depth interviews and participant 

observations to see various dimensions of communication processes of the media. While 

the change of the site was necessary to pursue the dissertation research, the feasibility to 

conduct research might lead the researcher to favor the flexibility and openness of 

MWTV in organizing and managing the media organization.  
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In addition, the sample population for interviewing and observations were drawn 

primarily based on the relations with the members of MWTV using respondent driven 

sampling techniques. The purposively selected informants might bring bias along with 

their distinctive roles, nationalities, experiences, ideas, and visions regarding the 

movement. In particular, the members of MWTV tend to be staying in Korea longer, 

more fluent in the Korean language, and more knowledgeable and experienced in regards 

to the movement than ordinary migrant workers in Korea. These particularities, thus, 

might carry less typical ideas and views on Korean society, relations with movement 

actors, and visions of social change, which might affect the degree of perceptions about 

problems of power relations between movement participants.  

In addition, the informants tend to be living metropolitan Seoul area and non-

ethnic Chinese-Korean, who are the largest ethnic migrant worker group in Korea. This 

reflects that the social movement tends to be organized by and through the organizations 

and participant networks which are centered on the ‘active’ movement agents located in 

‘central’ area. Thus, the local migrant workers and ethnic Chinese-Korean migrant 

workers became less invisible in gathering and analyzing data. These sampling problems 

should be addressed to better contextualize how the larger migrant population actually 

understands the movement and envision social change in Korea. 

Built on the intimate and active participatory relations with the members of 

MWTV, the close relations might also have influence on the ways I understood the 

contexts and details on the subtle power relations and differences in objectives and 

approaches of social change in favor of the informant’s views. The researchers’ bias 

might lead me to conceive ‘their’ perspectives as primary and urgent compared to, for 

example, influential Korean movement participants while I tried to ‘triangulate’ data 
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gathering and processing to prevent potential researcher bias from influencing on data 

analysis.  

In addition, the focus of this exploratory research has been placed to understand 

subtle communication processes inducing dialogic praxis by the powerless groups. Due to 

the explicit interests in the communication processes, the findings might not address 

enough the short-term goals of MWTV as well as actual outcomes the members and the 

media has achieved. Whereas it is the author’s intention to pay more attention to the 

contexts and processes of communication, the potential media and communication effects 

of MWTV should not be overlooked.  

Thus, this dissertation can be improved if future research addresses various 

aspects of audiences from diverse immigrant communities and Korean movement 

participants to articulate the roles and effects of media communication of MWTV. This 

research has focused on conditions, processes, and implications of remediate existing 

power relations in the movement. While I tried to contextualize the symbolic implications 

of media texts in relations with the dialogic praxis of MWTV, I did not much engage in 

the discussions about who are the audiences, how they access to the media, how the 

media programs affect the ways audiences frame an issue, and how different nationality 

and ideological audience groups conceive the media and media programs. Audience 

research can further the articulation of the roles and processes of dialogic praxis of 

immigrant media as audience groups are the fundamental sources of power for collective 

actions in the movement.  

In particular, audience research should discuss ‘media environments’ of 

immigrant communities. There is simply no research available specifically addressing the 

conditions and uses of media technology of migrant workers in Korea. I would not 

exaggerate to argue that the actual symbolic power of media texts produced by MWTV is 
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much dependent on how much their concerned audiences regard the media as important 

and necessary. However, without knowing the conditions of media uses of immigrant 

communities, it would be difficult for MWTV to develop various ways to articulate and 

strengthen their power. In audience research, it should also be discussed that how the 

structural conditions (work conditions, labor policy and law, media policy and law, media 

market system) relate to the forms and ways for the migrant workers to access and use 

media technologies. I have observed that undocumented workers tend to be 

systematically excluded from the opportunities to subscribe cell phone, the Internet, 

cable, and satellite services in Korea because of their ‘illegal’ residential status and their 

high mobility made by the hostile migrant labor policies.  

With regard to the structural issues of media technology, future audience research, 

thus, could include ‘cultural policy’ studies that accentuate ‘communication rights’ for 

the immigrant communities in sharing, preserving, and developing communal life in a 

host society. As David Bacon and other media scholars argue, immigrant communities 

are characteristically situated in difficult environments in which communication 

processes within and between different cultural communities are systematically 

constrained by various conditions of life such as language, visa, housing, and 

employment. In particular, undocumented workers are not considered as active audience 

or users of media technologies, so that their communication activities might be more 

severe than documented immigrants. Cultural policy research needs to address, thus, 

communication rights as fundamental conditions of human rights for the migrant workers 

through its exploration of the characteristic structural conditions to live and work in a 

host society.  

This qualitative case study tried to explore the conditions and processes for the 

migrant workers to empower themselves through the migrant social movement. Even 
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though there are several methodological shortcomings and issues yet to explore, I believe 

this research contributes to our understanding of how human agents overcome limited 

communication environments shaped by asymmetric power structures to develop 

indigenous power to remediate dominant processes for social change. With the suggested 

methodological issues and future studies, the processes and conditions of dialogic praxis 

for the migrant workers can be better understood as well as articulated. Then, the 

knowledge gained might be able to provide a meaningful contribution to significant 

social change. 
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