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The Problem of Categorization of Youth with
Migrant Backgrounds Living in South Korea and
the Limitations of related Policies: A Korea-U.S.
comparative analysis of policies regarding the border,
migrant youth and multiculturalism

Do-Hye Kim*

Abstract_South Korean policies regarding youth with migrant backgrounds
can be divided into policies for North Korean refugees, for children from mul-
ticultural families such as families from international marriage and/or (un)
documented migrant workers. Such microscopic categorization reveals the South
Korean society’s tendency to classify the families who look outside the ‘normative
family’ (South Korean parents and their biological child) in detailed manner. In
addition, it also shows the tendency of the South Korean government disregard-
ing a more comprehensive perspective by calling migrant youth with the labels
crafted by related laws and policies. In other words, South Korean society does
not understand that these youth could have shared experiences of migration.
Considering that the labels, ‘children from multicultural families” and ‘North
Korean refugee youths,” are rooted in laws and policies that have the same name,
this paper argues that this kind of categorization might generate problems of ren-
dering the people within each category as homogeneous. This homogeneity could
lead to the exclusion of other youth, who might have similar experiences of dif-
ficulty as migrants. Also, this paper argues that this kind of homogeneity could
engender ‘reverse discrimination’ since South Korean families and youth who
cannot be classified with the labels above would be excluded from social services,

even though they might have the same difficulties. This paper locates the reasons
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for this (mis)categorization in the reality that South Korea associates border con-
trol policies with social policies for supporting these migrant youths, and equates
social policies for migrant youths with multicultural policies. By examining the
US policies of border control, social policies for migrant youths and multicultur-
alism, this paper tries to uncover how the US attempts to balance the tensions
among the policies. This paper finds that in the US, border control policy and
social services for migrant youths are separated, and that the social policies for

migrant youths are merely one part of multicultural policies.

Keywords_Migrant youth, social services for migrant youth, multiculturalism

in the U.S. and Korea



