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ABSTRACT

A Qualitative Study on the Identity Negotiation of

Children Born in China of North Korean Defectors
Eun-Hui Kim
Directed by Prof. Young-soon Kim
Dept. of Multicultural Education
INHA University
February, 2021

The purpose of this study is to explore the nature and identity negotiations of
children of North Korean defectors born in China. This study focused observing
the behaviors that the children of North Korean defectors born in China take
when adapting to various situations and overcoming conflicts. Analysis was
conducted on the current status, characteristics, and related prior research of the
children of North Korean defectors born in China and on the theoretical
background of the migration experience and identity negotiations.

Qualitative methodology was used for this study. Data collection was
conducted for three months from July to September 2020, with semi-structured,
in depth individual and group interview format with eight research participants.

The migration experience of the children of the North Korean defectors born
in China grow up experiencing the absence of their mothers' care before moving
to Korea, and face defection as migration begins. In the early days of migration,
forming a relationship in a strange environment turned out to be the most
meaningful experience. In the settlement period, living life with language
limitations and a wounded family was considered as a barrier to overcome.

The identity negotiations of the children of North Korean defectors born in

China were conducted in various ways in individual, family, and social areas. In
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the personal sector, self-acknowledgement was made by the children during the
migration process and the surrounding environment. In the process of cultural
adaptation, they grant meaning to their experience and discovered their strength
regardless of the discriminatory perspective that the society and others impose to.
This led to a change in their learning attitude and school life.

In the family sector, they tried to overcome complaints and disappointed
feelings about their mother, and were actively seeking their role as someone who
understand and share their mothers’ life and difficulties. After the migration this
attitude was revised to seeking independent life away from longing for care.

In the social area, identity negotiations have been made to ‘exist between us
and them’. They used strategies such as asking for help and making friends in
Chinese to overcome the limitations of communication and found emotional
stability by forming a close relationship with friends born in China. They
protected themselves from discrimination by distancing themselves from North
Korean defectors, and responded critically to their friends' prejudices and
discrimination with various reactions.

Children of North Korean defectors born in China go through an identity
transformation in the process of cultural adaptation within new cultural groups.
Research on the immigration experience and identity negotiations provides a
diverse and open perspective on migrants. Cultural adaptation should be
understood as a process of positioning themselves in society in accordance with
self-negotiated identity, and not as a perfect transformation on behavior to fit in
to the level that the society requests.

In conclusion, this study can be meaningful in interpreting the children of North
Korean defectors born in China as a self-reliant attitude to overcome the
difficulties and limitations they face and live their current lives. The study
confirmed that children of North Korean defectors born in China can be

understood from an active and subjective perspective of identity negotiation and
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cultural adaptation. We need to understand the new members of our society with
respect for their identity negotiation, not forcing the social norms and

expectations.

Keyword: Children of North Korean defectors born in China, immigration

experience, identity negotiation
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