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This study is to explore domestic violence experienced by married immigrant women in Korea through narrative
inquiry method. Especially, the purpose of this study is to find the living world which they experienced during the
period of family disintegration. Three research participants were from China and Philippines. Participants chose
to go to Korea for a better life and with an expectation of Korea as an active subject, but commonly experienced
economic difficulties in married life. They attempted to overcome economic difficulties through subjective efforts,
but they experienced multiple violence in marriage life and finally divorced. Focusing on the reason why divorced
immigrant women cannot but disintegrate their family, this study explores their narratives.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Korea is no exception to the tendency of “feminization of migra-
tion,” which has been spreading globally since the 1980s. Due to
gender inequality in rural areas and the government’s support for
population aging and low birthrates, married immigrant women
have increased in Korea. According to a survey by the Ministry
of Gender Equality and Family1 on married immigrants and nat-
uralized persons, their number in 2015 is 304, 516, and the per-
centage of women is 81.5%. Their 16% account for the residence
period in Korea of less than 5 years, 36.1% for the period from 5
to 10 years, 27.3% for the period from 10 to 15 years, and 20.6%
for more than 15 years. In comparison with the number in 2012,
the percentage of residents for five years or less has decreased,
while residents for 10 years or more has increased significantly.
However, the number of their divorces is about 10,000 each year.
Even remarried families are often divorced. According to the
statistics of divorce counseling in multicultural families, released
by Korea Legal Aid Center for Family Relations, divorce coun-
seling for remarried families has increased from 28.5% in 2015
to 34.2% in 2016.2

Previous studies can be divided into the following two themes:
married immigrant women’s experiences of conflict and violence,
and their experience of divorce and post-divorce life. Hwang3

emphasized that economic violence can be the core of the victim
experience. Chang and Park4 said that those women have been
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exposed to two or more violences like linguistic, emotional, eco-
nomic, and sexual violence. Kim et al. (2010) said that the main
causes of divorce of married immigrant women are personality
differences, economic incompetence, spouse’s affair, and abuse
and violence. As the main causes like spouse’s mental disor-
ders, language communication, lack of dialogue skills, economic
incompetence, drinking and beatings, are overlapping working
for their divorce, the in-depth understanding of their divorce is
needed.6 According to previous studies, most divorced married
immigrant women are suffering as a socially disadvantaged class
in Korea. Therefore, it is necessary to identify the divorce pro-
cess and their thoughts in order to establish policies and support
the married immigrant women to cope with their difficulties.
The purpose of this study is to investigate the actual situations

of divorce among several problems caused by the increase and
prolongation of multicultural families in Korea. Particularly, we
would like to help the understanding of their real life, focusing
on experiences of domestic violence, and provide basic data for
the protection of their human rights.

2. MARRIED IMMIGRANT WOMEN’S FAMILY
DISINTGRATION PHENOMENON

The Statistics Korea (2017) shows that marriage with natives is
on a decreasing trend in 2016 in comparison with that in 2000,
but marriage with foreigners is increasing in 2016 than in 2000.
In addition, the number of divorces with Koreans has decreased,
while the divorce with foreigners has increased significantly

Adv. Sci. Lett. Vol. 25, No. 1, 2019 1936-6612/2019/25/143/004 doi:10.1166/asl.2019.13205 143



R ES E A R CH AR T I C L E Adv. Sci. Lett. 25, 143–146, 2019

compared with that in 2000. The number of divorces with for-
eigners reached the peak of 8,349 in 2009, and has declined
until 2016. However, the number of divorce of married immigrant
women is still increasing.

The purpose of this study is to examine the divorce experience
of married immigrant women due to violence as a wide range of
concept, including neglect as well as physical violence. In other
words, the experiences of married immigrant women’s conflict,
violence and divorce and their self-supporting experiences will
lead to a deeper understanding of their living conditions.

3. RESEARCH METHOD
The purpose of this study is to record vivid life of married immi-
grant women who experienced domestic violence and divorce
by using narrative inquiry method. Narrative inquiry is one of
qualitative research methods, which aims at acquiring the greater
understanding and meaning by describing and explaining phe-
nomena experienced by people in a specific context.4 The interest
in women’s speaking act itself, including what women say and
how they say, can position women as the subject who interpret
and signify their lives.10 It is the collaborative transformation for
the narratives that people are living out to pursue, as narrative
inquiry seeks to establish the basis for social change. Without
such a foundation rooted in the narrative experience of ordinary
people, any effort for social change would be condemned as a
mere execution of ineffective or externally imposed authority.11

In this way, the narrative inquiry method can socially and cultur-
ally share the meaningful experiences of individuals through the
story. Through the analysis of the experience, various factors can
be found, and the change of the perception of experience can be
also seen.

3.1. Research Participants
This study was conducted to hear the stories of divorced immi-
grant women who experienced violence among various reasons
of divorce. As two persons among researchers were also married
immigrant women, they introduced the outline of this research
to married immigrant women’s community, and contacted poten-
tial research participants who can share their own experiences.
Thus, based on the confidence of married immigrant women,
interviews can be conducted for a long time, from 2 to 3 hours,
despite of the first meeting between the researchers and research
participants. In addition, we exchanged daily information with
Social Network Service (SNS) in advance, and after the inter-
view, additional questions could be answered by telephone or
SNS. Therefore, this study was able to secure the factuality of
data collection.

Three research participants were living in Korea for more than
10 years and were in their mid-40s. Participants A and C were
from China and participant B was from the Philippines. Partici-
pant A gave birth to her ex-husband, one male and one female,
and her older daughter is now a high school student. She married
his ex-husband in 1996 due to her relatives’ introduction of him
and married for 20 years, but recently divorced. Participant B
was from the Philippines and met her husband in the Unification
Church’s matching program in 2000. In her 13-year marriage,
she gave birth to her ex-husband, two sons and one daughter.
The older child is a high school student and the youngest daugh-
ter is still in the second grade of elementary school. After her

divorce, she had to live an economic life, so her older son takes
care of her two younger siblings when she is absent. Participant
C met her current husband in 1999 through a broker, and came
to Korea to raise a high school student son. He remained married
for about eight years after marriage.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis
Based on ethical regulations of Institutional Review Board in
Inha University, researchers explained research outline, confiden-
tiality, participation, disadvantage, the right to stop the participa-
tion, and compensation for research participants. And researchers
provided the consent form of research participation. After getting
those consent of participants, their interviews were recorded. The
semi-structured questionnaires were prepared for the study, and
an open-ended interview was conducted.

Analysis of the interview materials collected in this manner,
as proposed by Yom (2011), was more contextual than focused
on words and main control. Context and situation, happening and
persons, were tried to be narratively understood in a big frame-
work of life. We tried to find patterns and themes of a story that
can clearly show the violence and divorce, experienced by three
married immigrant women. The framework of data analysis is
based on the three-dimensional space concept of narrative inquiry
method.

4. RESULTS
Focusing on three dimensions of narrative inquiry such as time,
meaningful social interaction, and space, this study explored nar-
ratives which appeared during the period of family disintegration.

4.1. Domestic Violence
4.1.1. Patriarchal Values
Research participants said that they felt a lot of marital conflict
due to the patriarchal culture of Korea. Because of the economic
difficulties of the family, they started to find employment. As
well, the patriarchal nature of Korean husbands, they are in a
difficult position to take care of everything, including childcare,
housework, and economic work.

“He was patriarchal. He is completely patriarchal. He com-
plained that I did not provide breakfast. The reason why I cannot
wake up in the early morning is that I have to work late at night.”
(Research participants C).

Korean husbands think that divorce is caused by the wife’s role
disloyalty. Their expectation of wife role is high. However, when
the husband’s expectation of wife role is not satisfied, conflict

Table I. Domestic violence and coping experience by married immi-
grant women in korea.

Themes Core concepts

Domestic violence Patriarchal values
Cultural difference
Multiple violence: Economic, physical

violence and control
Coping with domestic Stigma as a broken home
violence Blind spots of private or public support

Passive response to avoid violence
Negative development of children
Psychological and emotional depression
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and divorce can be caused.13 In other words, the basis of domes-
tic violence of married immigrant women was stereotype about
patriarchal sex role, which has been deeply rooted in Korean
society.

4.1.2. Multiple Violence
The category of domestic violence is not limited to physical
violence, and there is an intangible violence without evidence.
That is to say, neglect like husband’s irresponsibility and indif-
ference is also a form of domestic violence. The research par-
ticipants earned their living expenses by themselves for several
years and even 10 years without receiving economic help from
their husbands.

“Violence. It’s economical. He has not given living expenses
for years. Even the rent of 5 thousand dollars cannot be paid. He
do not do any housework, and I have to earn living cost. And
I just take care of all the kids.” (Research participants A).

Participants attempted to work to solve the difficulties of fam-
ily after marriage. All of them were trying to break the difficul-
ties of the family by doing their own economic activities. The
greatest difficulty to research participants was not the economic
difficulties but the husbands’ violence, ranting, and indifferent
neglect.

“His friend always likes to drink alcohol in my home. When
his friend came to my home in a day, I told about my husband’s
family. I complained that my husband did not respect my opinion,
although I am the eldest daughter-in-law in his family. At that
time, he poured alcohol to me in front of his friend.” (Research
participants C).

Throughout married immigrant women’s family life, their hus-
band’s patriarchal gender role attitudes under male preferential
conditions and circumstances led to rantings or ignorance to their
wives. These were the everyday violence which the research par-
ticipants experienced.

Participant B gave birth to three children. However, irrespon-
sible husband always left home everyday, and she had to take
care of herself without help from her husband in childbirth and
postpartum care.

4.2. Coping with Domestic Violence
4.2.1. Stigma as a Broken Home
Although it was a difficult marriage due to multiple violence,
research participants were afraid of stigma as their broken home,
so it was hard for them to divorce. Divorce was the last choice in
Korea society as well as in the consciousness of married immi-
grant women.

“I just lived for 10 years, divorce itself is the one I hate. I can
not help but endure. If I divorce, my children lose their dad.”
(Research participants A).

Participant B lived her difficult life by taking care of the fam-
ily’s livelihood by raising three children alone, but as a result, she
received her husband’ s cold divorce notice. When she refused
to divorce, her husband left home and did not even contact her
for three years. After a long wait, she got in touch with him and
decided to divorce.

“My husband wanted to divorce me in 2010. But I do not
know the divorce itself and my country Philippines does not have
a divorce. I hate the divorce itself. He brought me the divorce
papers to sign them.” (Research Participant B).

Participant C’s also husband asked her to divorce first. She
tried to survive for his son, enduring husband’s economic
incompetence, ignorance, and violence. However, the husband
demanded divorce by selling the house and taking her son to the
countryside.

4.2.2. A Blind Spot of Private or Public Support
Participant B’s husband involved in the violence lawsuit and went
to prison after the 3 years of marriage. After leaving the prison,
her husband is not satisfied with his job. He was swindled. Her
husband’s drinking and violence became more and more danger-
ous and even threatened her life. But there was no public support
to help her from her husband’s violence.
“Because he drank and lost his temper, he just trampled and

beat me who fell down. My child reported it to police. The police
came and just did the investigation. The police imposed fines.
I have to pay fines back. He was not punished, but after he
became sober, he came back home.” (Research participants A)
The violence of participant B’s husband became a reason for

her late return, while she was a lecturer. Because of the difficult
circumstances of the family, the participant B began to earn living
expenses by teaching Chinese for adults in the evening as well
as for a kindergarten in the day. However, her efforts made her
husband’s pride hurt and led to violence.
In this way, participants asked the police as a public support

to help from the husband’s violence, but the results were useless,
and inevitably they again became helpless in front of the hus-
band’s violence. They also told their parents about violence, but
they could not get help anymore.
“My brother just told my husband to get well with me. But

he did not want to intervene with my family affairs.” (Research
Participant B).
“My father just said to me that divorce was not answer. He

pressed me that there was nothing good after divorce. I did not
dare to think about divorce.” (Research participants C).

4.2.3. Passive Response to Avoid Violence
In the blind spot of private or public help, their passive cop-
ing with the long-term violence was inevitable. Married immi-
grant women had dual vulnerability of immigration and gender.
In addition, in the absence of active government involvement in
domestic violence in Korean society, they struggled to maintain
marriage. Participant A was hopelessly exposed to the violence
of her husband, who was increasingly intensified by drinking
alcohol.
“I cannot sleep in my house for two or three years without

wear. Well, if he just come home, I can not sleep at home and
just get dressed. I just pretend to sleep and I can not face his
eyes.” (Research participants A).
Participant C had nothing to do in front of her husband’s vio-

lence. Her husband’s violence was also carried out in the pres-
ence of young children, and the shadow of violence remains a
deep scar on children.

4.2.4. Negative Development of Children
The shadow of domestic violence has been deeply felt not only
by the participants but also by their children. Although they were
already divorced, the research participants had to deal with their
children’s aftereffect from domestic violence.
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“My elder child has to have a job. But, due to a psychological
problem, she continued only at home. She received counseling
support. my second child has also psychological anxiety. So the
little boy went to the bathroom just to cry every day.” (Research
participant A).

Participant C wanted to see his son after divorce, so he went
to see his son in the countryside. But her husband did not help
her meet their son. After divorce, the longing for her son and her
husband’s unilateral domineering came to her with another pain.

“I did not see my kid after the divorce. I went to the country-
side. I walked in and my son came to my chest. My heart was
torn. The wound is the one which I cannot speak. Daddy does
not show me. My heart was so crying and crying.” (Research
participants C).

Participant C did not stop loving her son in many difficul-
ties. She invested most of her monthly salary in her son, bought
clothes for every season, gave her school supplies and pocket
money.

4.2.5. Psychological and Emotional Depression
Participant A, who is passionate about her work, went to work
and was recognized for her ability in various counseling activ-
ities at the Multicultural Family Support Center. However, her
husband’s violence during her long marriage hurt her heart. She
had a depression.

“I had a lot of difficulties but I endured. Whenever I see him,
I trembled and shed tears. He said that he will kill me. I was
depressed until the last year. I don’t have any motivation and
I just want to die.” (Research participants A).

5. CONCLUSION
Based on the experiences that married immigrant women experi-
enced in domestic violence and divorce process, the aim of this
research is to make known their experiences by using the narra-
tive inquiry method. Research results are as follows:

In their narratives of family disintegration, we were able to
learn that domestic violence forms their core experience. They
have experienced multiple domestic violence due to the hus-
band’s patriarchal values, cultural differences, irresponsibility.
They were afraid of stigma as broken home and had to pas-
sively respond to the violence in the blind spot of private or
public support. In their marriage that lasted more than 8 years,
they had been exposed to domestic violence for a long time.
This appeared in their mental emotional depressive symptoms
and negative development of their children. They decided divorce
to escape domestic violence or were said divorce by their hus-
bands’ irresponsible demands.

While studying the divorce experiences of married immi-
grant women, we first focused on the economic differences
before and after marriage. But rather, participants in this study
actively overcame economic difficulties by improving their own

economic power. They had a strong personality and had made a
multifaceted effort to maintain their home with a strong moth-
erhood in the middle of economic difficulties and domestic vio-
lence. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen the relevant legal
system, introduce a system to intervene with severe domestic vio-
lence, provide facilities for those women’s personal protection
after violence, and revitalize campaign and family consultation
for the prevention of violence.

The story of each divorced married immigrant woman was spe-
cial and diverse. Therefore, it is also necessary to deeply explore
the specificity and context of individual’s living culture. During
the adaptation period since divorce, family members, friends, and
other social support networks play an important role in dealing
with life crises (Jeong, 2014). Policy support is more important
than anything in order for Korea society to recognize the divorced
married immigrant women’s fierce efforts to live as mothers and
become physically and emotionally healthier.
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