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Abstract

“Korean Dream’ in

Indian-Nepalese Restaurants:

Nepalese Entrepreneurs and Workers’
Transnational Migration and Their Settlement

in South Korea

Singh Krishna Kumar
Department of Anthropology
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

In this paper, [ analyze personal motivations and structural
backgrounds of Nepalese migrants, which conditioned their
transnational migration and settlement processes from Nepal to
Korea. Focusing on Nepalese restaurant owners and workers of
the Indian-Nepalese restaurants in Korea, this paper investigates
the power relationship between the restaurant owners and the
workers and their migrating trajectories differentiated by their

economic, educational, and social backgrounds.
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Nepalese in the “ethnic food” business—owners and workers of
the Indian-Nepalese restaurants—had “Korean Dream” in their
mind. “Dream” means social and economic achievement by
accumulating wealth through their business efforts or strenuous
labor. They regarded the growing demand for the ethnic food in
Korea as a good opportunity to realize the dream. This dream,
however, does not simply mean economic success. People of the
so-called “Third World” have growing demand for consumption
and the “better life”, motivated by the media images consumed
by global media such as Internet and various SNS. They
observed eye-dazzling practices of consumption and images of
economic wealth distributed by the global media, which forged
their yearning for the foreign rich. I focused on this
transnational processes that generated their imaginations and
dreams, which heavily affected the transnational migration of the
restaurant owners and workers.

Though both the restaurant owners and the workers had
“Korean Dreams,” their settlement trajectories in Korea differed
over time according to their economic, social, and educational
capital. The restaurant owners had rich family background,
which tremendously helped them to successfully begin their
ethnic food business in Korea. These resources offered them
better opportunities to learn Korean and get accustomed to
Korean cultural and business norms, which further increased the
possibility of their entrepreneurial success.

In contrast, most Nepalese workers belonged to lower or poor
class and could not finish their high-school education. Due to

this lack of capital, they found it difficult or almost impossible to
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find their own way to Korea. Instead, they had to rely on visa
brokers and restaurant owners, which made them desperately
seek after their help in finding jobs and processing work visa in
Korea.

Especially, I highlighted the structural conditions that
perpetuated the workers’ subjugation to the restaurant owners.
Once they came to Korea, their “legal” visa status in Korea
depends on their employment status. This forced them to rely on
the restaurant owners paternalism: once laid off, the workers
had no other option but to return to their home country, Nepal.
Not the universal human rights for workers but the employers’
guarantee of their employment status determined their living in
Korea. At least for the Nepalese restaurant workers, their lack of
capital heavily decimated their probability of realizing the
“Korean dream.” My observation about the structural violence
upon the Nepalese workers leads to the critical discussion on the
Korean government's visa policy, which heavily favored Nepalese
restaurant owners.

The situation of Nepalese restaurant workers pertains to
conditions of structural violence. Under the situation of
structural violence, victims of the violence—in this case,
restaurant workers—felt such conditions “simply given . They
considered their poor working and living conditions nearly
natural in that they felt they could not change them. While
Nepalese entrepreneurs garnered plentiful opportunities of
learning Korean language and Korean cultural and business
norms, Nepalese workers virtually had no access to such

opportunities. Diverse structural forces limited workers’
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opportunities to realize their dreams, which, ironically, made the

dream more illusive and desirable.
Keywords : Nepal, ethnic food, globalization, transnational

migration, structural violence, imagination, capital, Bourdieu
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