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Abstract

Changes in South Korean Emigration 
Policy in the 1970s

– Focusing on Emigration to North America –

Kang, Ui Seon

Korean Studies Major

The Graduate School of International Studies

Seoul National University

This study aims to investigate changes in the emigration policy of South 

Korea in relation to domestic and international political changes in the 1970s, 

focusing on the background and factors that triggered these changes, as well as their 

repercussions. The number of emigrants to the United States and Canada began to 

decrease in the mid-1970s in tandem with emergency decrees implemented by the 

ROK government. Previous studies pertaining to this phenomenon state that 

immigration policy changes in the United States and Canada and changing domestic 

circumstances in South Korea affected Korean emigration rates to the United States 

and Canada. The current study, however, stipulates a link between decreased 

immigration to Canada and the United States and changes in South Korean 

emigration policy affected by international and domestic political changes.
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The South Korean Emigration Act was enacted in 1962 in response to the 

need to utilize an idle labor force and earn foreign currency. South Korean society 

in the 1960s was characterized by many push factors encouraging emigration, such 

as a high population density, urbanization, unstable economic development, high 

unemployment and political instability. These push factors caused many among the 

highly educated and unemployed middle class and those who had migrated south 

during and before the war to emigrate with the passing of the Emigration Act. 

Accordingly, South Korean emigration accelerated, exposing problems with 

the existing policy, which allowed for disguised emigration 1 and third-country 

immigration. These two problems led to the failure of the emigration business 

pursued by the ROK government in South America and West Germany. Korean 

emigrants of the middle class who lacked experience in farming or mining 

misrepresented their qualifications to leave South Korea. Meanwhile, the ROK 

government failed to prevent this phenomenon through poor qualification screening 

and follow-up management, failing to adequately manage overseas emigrants in the 

emigration business. As a result, emigrants in South America and West Germany 

fled to the United States or Canada prior to or after fulfilling their contracts. 

Following the enactment of the ROK Emigration Act in 1962, the United 

States and Canada became the most popular destinations for Korean immigrants, 

1 Disguised emigration, or wijang imin in Korean, refers to emigration with forged 
documents or disguised identity. Examples of disguised emigration may also be bogus 
marriages or marriages of convenience.
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including third-country immigrants. Pull factors existing in these two countries were 

high economic growth and the preference for skilled immigrants. In the mid-1970s, 

however, due to an economic recession, a shift in American and Canadian 

immigration policy led to a preference for family reunion. While this change affected 

immigration to Canada, it had a minimal effect on the number of South Koran 

immigrants entering the United States. The number of Korean immigrants heading 

to the United States decreased in 1975 and 1976 by less than 6%, while in Canada it 

decreased by more than 20% after 1976. The consistency of immigration rates to the 

United States was due to chain migration. In other words, the greater size of the 

Korean community in the United States functioned to ensure a steady inflow of 

Korean immigrants. 

In the 1970s, not only did the immigration policies of receiving countries 

change, but so did South Korea’s as well. In 1973, despite the persistence of 

disguised and third-country immigration, the ROK government opted to simplify 

emigration regulations. Therein, the South Korean government amended Article 5 of 

the Emigration Act, now allowing for emigration to non-hostile communist states. 

This was primarily a response to the Nixon Doctrine and Détente, implying that the 

ROK government was endeavoring to pursue a more conciliatory relationship with 

communist states in the manner of the United Sates. In this sense, the relaxing of 

regulations that occurred with the Emigration Act in 1973 was a precursor to the 

government’s changing views as made clear in the June 23 Joint Statement in 1973. 

Nevertheless, even though the range of potential emigrant states was extended, there 
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remained low rates of emigration to nations with which no diplomatic relations had 

yet been established.

South Korean emigration policy resumed a restrictive character with the 

declaration of Emergency Decree Number Nine in 1975, just thirteen days after the 

Fall of Saigon. Thus, emigration policy now contained strict regulations pertaining 

to the exodus of cash and assets along with the upper class, though this tended to 

ignore the middle class, which was in fact the principle group engaged in emigration. 

Articles 3 and 4 of Emergency Decree Number Nine pertain to the flight of assets 

and improper emigration. On the basis of these articles, the Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs devised formal standards for the scrutiny of emigration. The restrictive 

emigration policy of the ROK government was effective in prohibiting improper 

emigration by the upper class, but it was not effective in prohibiting the emigration 

of the middle and lower classes. The restrictive emigration policy was a reaction to 

the Fall of Saigon and ground gained by communism with the fall of Southeast Asian 

governments, formerly friendly to the United States, in Southeast Asia, Laos, 

Cambodia, and South Vietnam. Accordingly, in prosecuting the emigration crimes 

of the upper class, the ROK government simply strived to exercise psychological 

control over South Korean society. In other words, it desired to prevent the 

demoralization of the South Korean people.

This study substantiates the claim that South Korean emigration policy was 

more affected by external than internal factors. While previous studies examine the 
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change in emigration policy in 1975, the current study also exposes the amendment 

to emigration policy meant to relax restrictions on potential receiving countries in 

1973. This amendment expanded the range of potential receiving countries to 

including non-hostile communist states. Moreover, this study exposes the link 

between Emergency Decree Number Nine and the restrictive emigration policy 

enacted in 1975. South Korean emigration policy, along with American and 

Canadian immigration policies, affected fluctuations in the rate of Korean emigration. 

Meanwhile, domestic and international factors affected the decrease in the number 

of Korean emigrants in the mid-1970s. This study proves that the critical factor in 

this process was external rather than internal. 

Keyword   : Emigration Act, emigration policy, third-country immigration, 

Emergency Decree Number Nine, Korean immigrants

Student Number: 2013-22080



vi

Table of Contents
1. Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Purpose......................................................................................................1 

1.2 Literature Review......................................................................................4 

1.3 Scope of Research and Data......................................................................8 

2. South Korean Emigration in the 1960s ........................................................... 11 

2.1 South Korean Emigration Policy.............................................................11 

 South Korea Prior to the Enactment of the Emigration Act ....................11 

 Enactment and Amendments to the Emigration Act ...............................13 

 Push Factors: 1960s South Korean Society.............................................18 

2.2 Third-Country Immigration.....................................................................27 

 South America.........................................................................................27 

 West Germany.........................................................................................30 

2.3 Direct Immigration..................................................................................35 

 The United States ....................................................................................35 

 Canada.....................................................................................................41 

3. Changes in Pull Factors................................................................................... 46 

3.1 Economic Recession in the United States ...............................................46 

3.2 The Shift in Canadian Immigration Policy..............................................50 

4. Change in Push Factors ................................................................................... 54 

4.1 Relaxation of the Emigration Act in 1973...............................................54 

4.2 Restrictive Reform to Emigration Policy in 1975 ...................................61 

 Changes in Emigration Policy.................................................................61 

 Effects: Investigating Improper Emigration............................................67 

 Emergency Decree Number Nine: Restrictions and Responses..............72 

5. Conclusion....................................................................................................... 77 

Bibliography............................................................................................................ 81 

................................................................................................................. 84 



vii

List of Tables
Table 1-1 Number of Korean Emigrants from 1962 to 1979 ....................................3 
Table 2-1 Chronology of Emigration Act (1962-1979) ..........................................14 
Table 2-2 First Partial Amendment of Emigration Act ...........................................16 
Table 2-3 Second Partial Amendment of Emigration Act ......................................17 
Table 2-4 Distribution of Employed Emigrants' Occupation (1962-1968) .............22 
Table 2-5 Education Background of Emigrants (1962-1968) .................................23 
Table 2-6 Distribution of Birth Place of Householder Emigrants (1962-1968)......25 
Table 2-7 the Status of Emigrants Settlement in 1966............................................29 
Table 2-8 Division of Emigration-Related Tasks....................................................34 
Table 2-9 Number of Korean Emigrants from 1962 to 1969 ..................................36 
Table 2-10 Emigrants by Destination and Years (1962-1968)................................40 
Table 2-11 A Brief Chronology of Selected Events in Canada's Immigration 
History.....................................................................................................................42 
Table 2-12 Country of South Korean Nationality and Country of Last Permanent 
Residence of Immigrants (1974-1979)....................................................................44 
Table 3-1 Number of Emigrants (1970-1979).........................................................46 
Table 3-2 Distribution of Emigration......................................................................49 
Table 4-1 Third Partial Amendment of Emigration Act .........................................55 
Table 4-2 Currency Conversion from 1975 to 2013 ...............................................67 
Table 4-3 Cases Pertaining to Violations of Emigration Policy..............................69 
Table 4-4 Forms of Violation of Emergency Decree Number Nine .......................74 

List of Figures
Figure 1-1 Number of Korean emigrants to the United States and Canada ..............3 
Figure 2-1 Country of South Korean Nationality and Country of Last Permanent 
Residence of Immigrants.........................................................................................45 
Figure 3-1 Number of Korean emigrants to the United States and Canada ............47 
Figure 3-2 Total Korean Immigration to Canada (1970-1979) ...............................51 
Figure 4-1 Total Number of South Korean Emigrants (1970-1979).......................63 



1

1. Introduction

1.1 Purpose

This study aims to investigate changes in the emigration policy of South 

Korea in relation to internal and external political changes in the 1970s, focusing on 

the background and factors that triggered these changes, as well as their 

repercussions. Owing to the fact that the Republic of Korea (ROK) government was 

an ally of the United States on the frontline of the Cold War, in the 1970s, South 

Korean society underwent many changes under the Yushin Constitution and 

Emergency Decrees.

The emigration policy of South Korea was not particularly exceptional. 

There was a decrease in the number of South Korean emigrants heading to North 

American countries 2 in the mid-1970s. Following the enactment of the ROK 

Emigration Act in 1962, the United States and Canada became the most popular 

destinations for Korean emigrants.

In the mid-1970s, the number of Korean emigrants decreased in both of the 

United States and Canada. The exodus of Koreans to the United States subsided 

2 In this study, ‘North America’ indicate the United States and Canada, which are perceived 
as Western countries.  
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only in the years 1975 and 1976, though Korean emigrants heading to Canada

decreased throughout the late 1970s (see Table 1-1). The current study stipulates a 

link between the decrease in the emigration rate to North America and changes in 

South Korean emigration policy, which was affected by international and domestic 

political changes. 

As shown in previous research, emigration policy changes were carried out

in 1975. However, while previous studies mention that the restrictive reforms made 

in 1975 acted as an internal factor negatively affecting the emigration rate, they do 

not discuss what prompted such restrictions. In 1975, as the Cold War continued in 

earnest, Emergency Decree Number Nine was declared. Meanwhile, immigration

policies underwent changes in North America as well. This study employs a multi-

dimensional approach to investigate the point at which Korean emigration policy 

changed in tandem with internal and external historical factors, as well as with

changes in North American immigration policies.

To guide this investigation, the following questions shall be considered. 

What factors caused South Korean emigration policy to become more restrictive in 

1975? Therein, what was the most critical factor? Did this change affect the 

emigration rate from South Korea? Furthermore, considering the links between the 

decreases in the emigration rate, the prevailing historical background, South Korean 

emigration policy and North American immigration policy, are they any causal 

factors that have been largely overlooked by previous studies?
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Table 1-1 Number of Korean Emigrants from 1962 to 1979
The United 

States
Canada Australia Others Total

1962 209 2 2 173 386
1963 2,015 9 0 877 2,901
1964 2,176 40 1 1,529 3,746
1965 2,344 20 0 2,466 4,830
1966 2,670 87 1 882 3,640
1967 3,067 507 0 438 4,012
1968 4,242 786 3 782 5,813
1969 7,377 760 34 1,584 9,755
1970 11,549 986 32 3,701 16,268
1971 14,601 915 45 3,602 19,163
1972 19,902 1,023 75 5,042 26,042
1973 28,523 1,553 25 3,332 33,433
1974 34,526 3,308 86 4,066 41,986
1975 33,409 4,084 55 5,907 43,455
1976 32,503 1,968 728 11,334 46,533
1977 35,592 1,142 454 4,903 42,091
1978 34,295 639 476 3,667 39,077
1979 31,611 818 509 2,503 35,441

Figure 1-1 Number of Korean emigrants to the United States and Canada

(Data based on Table 1-1)
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1.2 Literature Review

Since the trends in the migration of people from one country to another are 

determined by both domestic and international factors, this study includes in its 

examination the emigration policy of South Korea (the “sending country”), the 

immigration policies of “receiving countries” and historical background. There 

exists a large amount of research on the topic of emigration policies carried out by 

the government and many scholars. Therein, there largely exist three general 

approaches to examining Korea’s emigration history in the 1970s. These are the 

Korean emigration administration-centered, the Korean immigration-centered and 

the history-centered approaches. In other words, previous studies either provide

information on Korean emigration policies or Korean immigrants in North America, 

or else focus on a historical narrative. The current study opts to integrate each of 

these three approached for its objective of understanding Korean emigration in the 

1970s.

First, studies on the emigration policies of South Korea focus on the 

administration without relating it to domestic and international historical 

backgrounds, such as the declaration of the Yushin Constitution, Détente, and the 

Fall of Saigon. For example, there are in-depth studies sponsored by the government 

on emigration policies analyzing improvement in emigration policies. A study 

composed by the Human Resources Development Institute (1969) was supported by 

the trust fund from Micronutrient Program-U.S. Agency for International
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Development (MOST-USAID), providing reliable statistics regarding 1960s 

emigration policy, which are inaccessible to the public. Another study composed by 

the Korea Development Institute (1979) also provides reliable statistics pertaining to

1970s emigration. Altogether, these two studies suggest improvements in emigration 

policy over the 1960s and 70s, aiming at elucidating the purposes of the Emigration 

Act. Since these studies are administration-centered studies, however, their analysis 

primarily involves suggestions for improving emigration policy.

Research carried out by Jung (2011) and Kim (2012) on South Korean 

emigration broadly covers the history of South Korea’s emigration policy. However, 

while they each provide general information regarding Korea’s emigration policy, 

their analysis lacks detail with respect to the history and statistics of the 1970s, as

they only briefly cover the Third and Fourth Republic of South Korea. 

Lee (1990) acknowledges that emigration policy was one of the great 

achievements of the Third Republic of South Korea under the Park administration, 

as it responded to overpopulation and economic development. Providing data 

regarding emigration to South America, North America and Central Asia during the 

Park administration, he points out that emigration policy was shortsighted allowing

escape emigration. According to Lee, due to the defects in South Korean emigration 

policy, ‘contract emigrants’, or emigrants dispatched to fulfill a specific labor 

contract, sent to South America and West Germany flew to the other countries such 

as the United States or Canada. Nevertheless, aside from the description of 
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administration problems and emigration in the 1970s, the relationship between 

political or historical background and emigration policy changes is not mentioned. 

Second, most studies on Korean immigrants in North America primarily 

focus on the immigration policies of North America, motivations for emigrating 

from South Korea, characteristics of Korean immigrants and their achievements in 

new lands. For instance, there are the studies of Kim and Min (1992). In emphasizing

that Korean immigrants left South Korea for better opportunities, they put forth 

domestic environment as a decisive determinant of migration.

There are also those studies that discuss Korea’s internal factors influencing

Korean emigration to North America. Yang (2010) and Noh et al. (2012) provide 

information on the restrictions and laws stipulated by emigration policy in 1975. The 

ROK government made amendments to this emigration policy that restricted 

Koreans from leaving if they were former National Assembly members, military 

officials above the rank of colonel or government officials above the rank of bureau 

director and people with property valued at over $100,000 USD. 

A study on the history of Korean immigrants in Canada, Lee et al. (2013) 

asserts that political instability, insecurity caused by the division of the Korean 

peninsula and poverty motivated South Korean people to emigrate. In addition, this 

study maintains that the abrupt decrease in emigration to Canada over the late 1970s 

was due to the strengthening of the Yushin Constitution in the mid-1970s. According 

to Lee, protests against the Yushin Constitution by overseas Koreans caused the 
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government enforce restrictions on emigration. On the other hand, Noh et al. (2012)

also observe that Korean emigration policy shifted in 1975, but they attribute the 

decreased in emigration to Canada to the Canadian recession, which also resulted in 

the narrowing (skilled to family reunion) of Canada’s immigration policy. Even 

though these two studies highlight the fact emigration policy changed in 1975, they

do not take into account the political circumstances that characterized the 1970s as a 

transitional period, nor do they discuss the historical context that influenced these 

restrictions. 

Third, historical research on South Korean emigration during the 1970s 

tends to focus more on the Yushin Constitution, emergency decrees, censorship and 

protests calling for democracy. Lee (2007) describes the early 1970s as the “era 

yearning for democracy” and the late 1970s as the “era of Emergency Decree 

Number Nine,” focusing on “common people” among student uprisings and labor 

movements. However, Lee does not discuss Korean emigration policy during the 

1970s. 

Cummings (2005) conceptualizes the period beginning in the 1960s as “the 

democratic movement”. In the 1970s, the Park administration justified “draconian 

measures as Korean-style democracy” in response to Nixon’s announcement of the

withdrawal of the U.S. Army from Korea for “independence in politics, economics 

and national security” (Cummings, 2005: 364). He also remarks that, “Koreans 

emigrated for other reasons, too, by no means the least being the repressive regimes 
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of Park” (Cummings, 2005: 456). In this manner, Cummings analyzes deduces that 

escape from an authoritarian regime was a driving force for emigration from Korea.

All in all, though previous research possess many useful insights and 

theoretical frameworks regarding the topic of Korean emigration in the 1970s, each 

of the three primary approaches lack a comprehensive perspective. First, the 

administration-centered fails to recognize the historical factors influencing changes 

in Korean emigration policy. Second, Korean immigration-centered studies do not 

discuss the prevailing political circumstances of the 1970s or what kind of historical 

background influenced restrictive emigration policy. Third, historical studies forego 

analysis of Korean emigration during the 1970s, focusing instead on dictatorship 

under the Yushin Constitution. Accordingly, the current study attempts to overcome 

the deficiencies of each of these approaches by embracing a more comprehensive 

one, investigating the links between South Korean emigration policies and the 

historical context of the 1970s, focusing on Korean immigrants in North America.

1.3 Scope of Research and Data

In order to substantiate the relationship between Korea’s emigration policies 

and historical events, this study examines the following: the background of 

amendments to the South Korean Emigration Act; the immigration policies of the 
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United States and Canada, both receiving countries; changes in emigration policies; 

the implications of outcomes and effects of Korea’s emigration policy changes.

Migration is a term used to describe emigration and immigration. Emigration 

occurs in a sending country and immigration in a receiving country. The primary 

countries for Korean emigrants in the 1960s and 1970s were the United States and 

Canada. The immigration policies of the United States and Canada are discussed to 

examine the pull factors that appealed to Korean emigrants in the 1970s. 

Archived articles from newspapers are examined to describe emigration 

policy changes and their effects. Discussion and analysis in this study are grounded 

in an examination of Korean newspaper articles deliberating on emigration policy 

during the Yushin period. Newspaper articles reveal perception of emigration abroad 

in terms of day-to-day events and issues in the community. Moreover, analysis of 

newspaper article allows this study to distinguish itself in examining the reactions of 

the people to historical events during Emergency Decrees. Most of the regulations 

during this period were urgently passed or removed in attempts to maintain control 

of the state. Thus, newspapers provide the clearest reflection of public sentiment for 

this time period. In relation to information retrieved from newspaper articles, 

historical events are examined to suggest the purposes of the changes in emigration 

policy.

Moreover, statistics from the United States and Canada are also examined. 

While United States statistical data is often cited for studies pertaining to Korean 
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immigrants, this is rarely the case for Canadian statistical data of the 1970s. Data

from Statistics Canada provides reliable information on Korean immigrants. 

There exist in-depth studies on South Korean emigration policies sponsored 

by the ROK (Republic of Korea’s) government, analyzing improvements in 

emigration policy via statistics inaccessible to the public. A study composed by 

Human Resources Development Institute (1969) 3 provides reliable statistics 

regarding 1960s emigration policy otherwise unavailable to the public. Another 

study, composed by the Korea Development Institute (1979), 4 also provides reliable 

statistics on 1970s emigration otherwise unavailable to the public. These studies

constitute the sources of statistical data on emigration policy and the administration

for the 1960s and 1970s, since such information is not provided by Korea Statistics.

3Inlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 
[Research on Emigration Adminstration]. (Seoul: The 

Ministry of Science-Technology, 1969).
4KDI. Hangughaeoeiminyeongu [Research on South Korean Overseas 
Emigration]. (Seoul: KDI, 1979).
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2. South Korean Emigration in the 1960s

2.1 South Korean Emigration Policy

South Korea Prior to the Enactment of the Emigration 

Act

South Korea has been a “receiving country” with regard to migration since

the late 1980s when it began to demonstrate a sizeable economy. Moreover, the 

South Korean government has encouraged higher birth rates since the 1990s. Such a 

situation is quite contrary to that of the 1960s and 1970s. In 1960s, the population in 

South Korea was 25 million, equal to the total population of the Korean peninsula in 

1952, so it was expected that the population grew twice every 23 years. 5 The 

government perceived a growing population and rate of unemployment as a means 

for exporting labor to other countries suffering from insufficient manpower. Thus, 

the volume of emigration at this time was largely reflective of the desires to resolve

the high unemployment rate due to overpopulation and acquire foreign capital. Thus,

the government attempted to go into the business of exporting migrant workers.

5 National Archives of Korea. “Population Policy”. 
http://theme.archives.go.kr/next/populationPolicy/policy1980.do. (accessed July 25, 2014)
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Due to limited capital, a growing population was not entirely advantageous

to an economy of a small territory with limited resources. The government 

considered that, without a population control policy, the qualitative social 

development and its Five-Year Economic Development Plan could not be achieved. 

In addition, since overpopulation in rural areas contributed to urban migration, cities 

were also becoming overcrowded population density unevenly dispersed. Therefore,

the government encouraged birth control, population redistribution, overseas 

emigration and a migration policy promoting migrant workers for the sake of 

securing overseas remittances.

The Korean government began to focus on emigration in earnest with the 

passing of the Emigration Act in 1962. Prior to that, however, the Department of 

Emigration and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs were established in 

October 1961.6 Even though the government urgently planned to carry forward its

emigration policy, legislation could not be passed at first. The government tried to 

accelerate its emigration ambitions due to three considerations of national interest. 

First, there was the need alleviate overpopulation. Second, there was the potential to 

deepen relations with receiving countries and promote the Republic of Korea 

6 “Saeloun cheje gajchun haengjeongbu” [Adminstration
equipped with a New System], Kyunghyang Shinmun. October 3, 1961.
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internationally. Third, there was the opportunity to achieve bilateral cultural 

exchanges with receiving countries.7

Initial legislation included four measures: (1) the emigration project will be

conducted by the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs and emigration negotiation 

by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; (2) Emigration costs shall be incurred by the 

emigrant, though the government may assist with costs; (3) applicants must have 

fulfilled legal obligations including the completion of military service and the 

payment of taxes and completed secondary education; (4) two references shall be

required. 8

Enactment and Amendments to the Emigration Act

The Emigration Act was enacted in 1962. Article 1 specifies the purpose of 

emigration, implying the government’s relevant expectations:

The purpose of this Act is to ensure proper population policy, stabilize

the national economy and enhance national prestige by the promoting

emigration of Korean nationals.9

7 “Iminsaeobeul soghi chujinsikija” [Let’s Accelerate 
Emigration Business]. Kyunghyang Shinmun. October 16, 1961.
8 Ibid.
9 Ministry of Law Legislation. “Emigration Act”. 
http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=160902#0000. (accessed June 10, 2014)
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In addition, there were other forms of emigration including contract and special 

emigration. Contract emigration was that overseen by organizations in sending and 

receiving countries forging contracts with regard to emigration. Special emigration 

described the emigration of an individual and his or her family, as well as that related 

to adoption or marriage, carried out under the auspices of governments,

organizations or private invitation. There were three partial amendments in the 1960s 

and 1970s following enactment in 1962 (see Table 2-1).

Table 2-1 Chronology of Emigration Act (1962-1979)10

Enforcement
March 9,1962 Act No. 1030, Enactment
February 9, 1963 Act No. 1271, Partial Amendment
December 6, 1963 Act No. 1439, Partial Amendment
February 16, 1973 Act No. 2531, Partial Amendment

The first partial amendment 11 was made to acknowledge those who 

emigrated for the purpose of marriage or adoption or at the behest of a relative.

Before this amendment, the Emigration Act acknowledged emigrants who were 

engaged in “productive business” only. The definition of “productive business in the 

Act is as follows:

1. Agriculture, forestry, fisheries, animal husbandry

2. Mining and soil and stone collection quarrying

3. Industrial and civil engineering, and construction;

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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4. Transportation, and commerce

5. Other technical or general labor12

The government specified the reason for this amendment as expanding the scope of 

emigration to include marriage with foreigners (including the case of marriage to an 

overseas Korean who obtained permanent residency in a foreign country), adoption

and invitation. 13 Based on the definition of “emigration” adopted before this 

amendment, the ROK government had considered emigration simply in terms of 

business, whereby the government could acquire foreign currency by sending an 

otherwise idle labor force overseas. 

12 Ministry of Law Legislation. “haeoeijubeob sihaenglyeong ”
[Enforcement of Emigration Act]. 2014. ‘ ’. 
http://www.law.go.kr/lsSc.do? 
menuId=0&p1=&subMenu=1&nwYn=1&section=&query= &x=0&y=0#liBgcolo
r1 (accessed June 10, 2014)
13 Ministry of Law Legislation. “Emigration Act”. 
http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=160902#0000. (accessed June 10, 2014)
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Table 2-2 First Partial Amendment of Emigration Act14

Act No. 1030, Enactment
(March 9,1962)

Act No. 1271, Partial Amendment 
(February 9, 1963)

Article 2 (Definition) Article 2 (Definition)

1) Emigrant to overseas in this 
Act meant the person who 
emigrates to a foreign 
country must be engaged in a 
productive business and their 
families. 

1) ----------------------------------
----------------------------------
----------------------------------
----------------------------------
--------------------------- their 
families, or the persons who 
emigrate to foreign countries 
due to marriages, adaptation, 
or invitation

1) ‘Families’, mentioned in the 
preceding paragraph, refers 
to those who are in the same 
census register as those who 
emigrate.

2) (identical)

The second partial amendment15 was to complement Articles 3 and 10 (see 

Table 2-3). Article 3 pertains to the disqualification of emigrants. Before this

amendment, the policy stated that a male who had not completed military service 

was allowed to emigrate. Article 3-1 stated, “Persons who have escaped from 

military service are not allowed to emigrate.” The reason for the amendment to

Article 3 was to restrict the eligibility of emigration.  Thus, a male who had not 

finished military service could not emigrate. Another change was made in Article 10,

whereby now not only juristic persons but also relief organizations were allowed to 

deal with emigration affairs. The reason for the amendment was to allow relief 

14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
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organizations to assist with the large amount of work involved with respect to 

emigration.

Table 2-3 Second Partial Amendment of Emigration Act16

Act No. 1271, Partial Amendment 
(February 9, 1963)

Act No. 1439, Partial Amendment 
(December 6, 1963)

Article 3 (Disqualifications for 
Emigrant)
Persons falling under one of the 
following subparagraphs shall not be 
qualified for emigration under this 
Act: Provided that this shall not apply 
in cases where receiving countries 
permit those persons falling under 
subparagraphs 4 through 7 to 
immigrate: 

1. A person who has escaped from 
military service or who is required to 
be drafted but has not completed 
active military service. However, the 
person who receives draft exemption 
shall be an exception.

Article 3

1. Persons who have escaped from 
military service;

2. Persons who are sentenced to 
imprisonment without prison labor or 
more severe punishment if the 
execution of such sentence is not 
completed or if it is not determined 
that they shall not undergo the 
sentence;

3. Incompetents, quasi-incompetents 
and bankrupted individuals who have 
not been rehabilitated;

4. Mentally deranged and mentally 
retarded persons;

2-9. (identical)

16 Ibid.
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5. Alcoholics or narcotics addicts;

6. The deaf, the mute and the blind

7. Persons suffering from contagious 
diseases specified in the Presidential 
Decree;

8. Persons who might be liable to 
commit acts impairing the dignity of 
the State or violating State policy; and

9. Persons who are deemed not proper 
for emigration, as stipulated by the
Ordinance of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.
Article 10 (Arrangement for 
Emigration)
1) No person other than a juristic 
person shall deal with emigration 
affairs, including invitation,
arrangement and the other affairs as 
prescribed by Presidential Decree.  

Article 10

1) a juristic person or relief 
organizations

4) <Newly founded> 4) The scope of the definition of relief 
organizations shall be prescribed by 
Presidential Decree.  

The first two partial amendments were meant to clarify the Emigration Act,

adding more categories of emigration, for example. Another amendment in 1973 was 

meant to encourage emigration more actively than before. As well, another 

amendment was carried out in 1975

Push Factors: 1960s South Korean Society

For the ROK government, emigration appeared to be an effective method of 

improving social conditions consolidating power. Demands on the nation’s resources 
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continued to rise due to the continuing population boom. Spurring on the growing 

population were advances in technology, which decreased the mortality rate, the 

post-war baby boom and an influx of people from the North due to division and the 

war. Furthermore, in an attempt to promote foreign exchange and form more and 

better ties with other countries, the government believed that promotion of 

emigration would be a viable method to ease the country’s burden while increasing 

its allure.

With economic advancements in industries, the countryside of South Korea 

underwent a mass exodus as rural workers traveled to the cities in search of fortune. 

Farmers abandoned their land as the economic disparity between urban and rural 

residents continued to widen. Thus, “Between 1960 and 1975, an estimated 6.9 

million farmers left their lands”17 in search of wealth in manufacturing. This led to 

growth of the major cities and increased unemployment of the educated middle class. 

Increases in population were most visible in Seoul, as it was the productive center of

the country, consisting of nearly half of the countries manufacturing industry, banks 

and over half its monetary exchange. Expansion was so large that by 1975, 60% of 

college students were in Seoul. With the increase of student enrollment in colleges

and universities, competition for employment in the cities increased. This led to an 

17 Yoon, In-Jin. On my own: Korean businesses and race relations in America. University 
of Chicago Press, 1997, p. 62. 



20

unemployment rate of over 50% for male graduates and almost 65% for female 

graduates in 1965, which stimulated desires to emigrate overseas.18

Those push factors causing Koreans to leave their homes were population 

growth and density, urbanization, rapid but precarious economic growth and political 

uncertainty. Thus, the enactment of the Emigration Act in 1962 granted an 

opportunity to particular groups of Korean emigrants who intended to leave South 

Korea. These were highly educated middle and upper class people and refuges from 

North Korea. 

First, as mentioned above, those of the educated middle class were greatly 

unemployed in the 1960s. Thus, a brain drain became an increasing problem, peaking 

before 1967, when the ROK government started to bring selected Korean immigrants 

back to South Korea as recruits of Korea Institute of Science and Technology 

(KIST),19 which was established under the support of the United States. President 

Park and President Johnson consulted to establish KIST.20 This contributed to a

reverse brain drain in South Korea. Nonetheless, in 1974, the United States Congress 

commissioned a study into the brain drain of developing Asian nations.21 The report 

18 Ibid.
19“Haeoeui hangugdunoe” [Korean Brains Overseas], Kyunghyang 
Shinmun, November 1, 1967.
20Park, Tae-Gyun . " beteunamjeonjaenggwa beteuname pabyeonghan 
asiaguggadeului jeongchijeog byeonhwa” 

" [Transitions in Asian Countries Sending Troops to the 
Vietnam War in the Early 1970s]. hangughagyeongu 29, no. - (2013): 587-622.
21Library of, Congress, Joseph G. Whelan, and States United. Brain Drain a Study of the 
Persistent Issue of International Scientific Mobility: Prepared for the Subcommittee on 
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stated, “Korea, where more than one-half of all sections of the country have not a

single doctor with modern medical training, provides 20 anesthesiologists for the 

staff of one east coast American hospital alone.”

The temptation for a better life – for family, children and economic gain –

coupled with international and domestic changes conducive to emigration, led many 

families to seek other means of leaving South Korea. With connections to Koreans 

who had left prior to the narrowing of emigration options, there was an increase in 

invitation emigration which heavily contributed to brain drain. The invitation 

emigrants included medical doctors, nurses and scientists, who were highly qualified 

workers in South Korea, which led to brain drain.22 Although the ROK government 

attempted to promote contract emigration as it was more beneficial to the country, 

data from 1968 indicates that, during the years 1962 to 1968,  only 3,984 emigrants 

left on contract, compared to 8,107 who left by invitation (see Table 2-5).23

Highly educated Koreans emigrated by invitations from their relatives in 

North America. Among 8,107 invitation emigrants, 39.4% were people aged 15-29, 

many of whom were highly qualified workers such as medical doctors, nurses and 

National Security Policy and Scientific Developments of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
U.S. House of Representatives by the Foreign Affairs Division, Congressional Research 
Service, Library of Congress. Science, Technology, and American Diplomacy. 
(Washington: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1974).
22Inlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 

[Research on Emigration Adminstration]. (Seoul: The 
Ministry of Science-Technology, 1969).
23Ibid.
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scientists. Moreover, professional or scientific technicians made up 43.2% of the 

total number of employed initiation emigrants (see Table 2-4). As well, more than 

85% of invitation emigrants were residents of large cities like Seoul and Busan, 

implying that they belonged to the “white-collar” class. 24 The distribution of 

emigrants’ educational background also shows different patterns according to types 

of emigration. While 16% of invitation emigrants were university graduates, only

5.4% of contract emigrants were university graduates (see Table 2-5). The Human 

Resources Development Institute25 judges this disparity to be expected, since the 

qualifications for immigrating to Canada and the United States required that one be 

highly skilled or highly educated, as these were apparently more developed countries 

compared to others in the world.

Table 2-4 Distribution of Employed Emigrants' Occupation (1962-1968) 26

Occupation
Invitation Emigration Contract Emigration
Number % Number %

Professions 692 43.17 43           7.53 
Administrative position 1           0.06 1           0.17 
Office clerk 175 10.92 43           7.53 
Sales 190 11.85 106 18.56 
Agricultural fishing industry 157           9.79 274 47.99 
Mining 91           5.68 - -
Transportation 42           2.62 16           2.80 
laborer 114           7.11 48           8.41 
Service 141           8.80 40           7.01 
Total 1603 100 571 100

24Ibid.
25Ibid.
26Ibid.
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Table 2-5 Education Background of Emigrants (1962-1968) 27

Education Background
Invitation Emigration Contract Emigration

Number % Number %
Less than elementary 1,851 22.83 1,009 25.33
Graduate from elementary 694 8.56 609 15.9
Middle school 586 7.23 512 12.85
High school 1,257 15.51 608 15.26
University graduate 1,297 16.00 214 5.37
Graduate school          58 0.72          2 0.05
Not specified 2,364 29.15 1,030 25.85
Total 8,107 100 3,984 100 

Therefore, depending on the type of emigration, emigrants displayed

different characteristics. For invitation emigration, emigrants tended to be more

highly educated and have professional careers compared to those emigrants on 

contract. Since the number of invitation emigrants were more than twice the number 

of emigrants on contract, it may be hypothesized that this resulted in a significant 

brain drain for Korea.

Second, another group motivated to leave South Korea were those among 

the large population of Koreans that had migrated from the North during the war. 

According to statistical data (See Table 2-3), among 423 households that engaged in 

contract emigration, Koreans originating from North Korea from Pyungnam 

composed 22.7%, Pyungbuk 14.4%, Hwanghae 6.15%, Hamnam 5.91% and 

Hambuk 14.42% between 1962 and 1968.28 Thus, people who had been born in 

27Ibid.
28Ibid.
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North Korea composed almost half of contract emigrants. This research states that 

North Korean refugees were adventurous characters with less of a sense of 

limitations, as they did not have extended family in South Korea. Another study 

assumes that some were landlords, intellectuals or Christians, those not allowed in 

North Korea under communism. Due to their experiences of limited mobility and 

political change in conjunction with social dislocation, Koreans from the North were 

looking for a new start. Perhaps they were also eager to leave due to prejudices they 

felt for being from the North.29

29 Fawcett, James T., and Benjamin V. Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from 
Asia and the Pacific Islands. Center for Migration Studies, 209 Flagg Place, Staten Island, 
NY 10304, 1987.
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Table 2-6 Distribution of Birth Place of Householder Emigrants (1962-1968) 30

Origin
Contract Emigration

Householder
Number %

Seoul 46 10.88
Busan 6 1.42
Gyeonggi 43 10.17
Chungbuk 5 1.18
Chungnam 23 5.44
Jeonbuk 5 1.18
Jeonnam - -

Gyungbuk 27 6.38
Gyungnam 29 6.86
Gangwon 20 4.73
Jeju - -

Hambuk 5 1.18
Hamnam 25 5.91
Pyungbuk 61 14.42
Pyungnam 96 22.69
Hwanghae 26 6.15
Foreign 6 1.41
Total 422 100

Although the government encouraged agricultural emigration for the 

purpose of attaining remittances, poor people unable to afford the cost for emigration 

stayed. Moreover, according to the Human Resources Development Institute, 31

contract emigrants involved in agriculture were not supported by the government to 

sustain their new lives in foreign countries, since the ROK government lacked 

30Inlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 
[Research on Emigration Adminstration]. (Seoul: The 

Ministry of Science-Technology, 1969).
31Ibid.
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foreign exchange to support them. 

As a result, an outflow of urban residents occurred since they could afford 

the cost incurred for emigration. This was called “aristocrat emigration,” meaning 

that the middle or upper class left South Korea for reasons other rather than remitting 

foreign currency.32 Although the government had in mind population distribution 

and the utilization of an idle labor force, most emigrants possessed social 

backgrounds that did not correspond with these purposes. Most emigrants were those 

with high school education or higher, and their living standards were also above

emigration requirements. 

Consequently, circumstances in the 1960s pushed educated and unemployed 

middle class professionals and those of northern origin out of the country. Therefore, 

most emigration in this period could be categorized as “escape emigration”. For 

instance, most contract emigrants, dispatched for emigration business, consisted of 

middle class workers such as medical doctors, nurses, technicians and 

entrepreneurs. 33 The governmental emigration business involved agriculture in 

South America and mining in West Germany. Thus, most emigrants were not suited 

to farming or mining. In addition, most of the contract did not complete the term of 

contract in receiving countries. Instead, they flew to other countries such as the 

32“Imin gyeogjeungui munjejeom” [Problems of a rush of emigration], 
Dong-A Ilbo, June 23, 1972.
33 Fawcett and Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from Asia and the Pacific 
Islands. 
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United States and Canada and shirked their contract with the government. This 

problem led to the failure of emigration business in the 1960s, reflecting the fact that 

South Koreans perceived emigration in terms of escape and a better life in a foreign 

country. This was far from the purpose envision by the Korean government.

2.2 Third-Country Immigration

South America

Third-country immigration refers to when an immigrant re-emigrates from 

a transition country to a final destination, such as the United States. Thus, for 

example, if a contract emigration worker in West Germany immigrates to the United 

States after fulfilling the term of the contract, this is also a case of third-country 

immigration. 34 Such a definition implies that some Korean emigrants chose to 

become third-country immigrants because they could not go to the United States 

directly. Direct immigration to the United States is difficult for those unable to meet 

the qualification required by U.S. immigration. However, in opting for third-country 

immigration, these emigrants negatively affected the emigration business pursued by 

the Korean government, which had established the Emigration Act utilize emigration 

as a means of procuring overseas remittances. 

34Minjogmunhwadaebaeggwasajeon . “imin [Emigration].” 
http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/Contents/Index. (accessed October 5, 2014)
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An example of a major failure of the emigration policy endorsed by the ROK

government was the settlement in South America. The ROK government planned a 

long-term agricultural settlement in South America. The Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs of South Korea purchased lands in four countries, including Paraguay, 

Brazil, Argentina and Bolivia. In May 1968, the government spent about 760 million 

KRW ($2,890,000 USD) taken from the national treasury to purchase the land in an 

attempt to divvy farmland between 810 households, with the intention to develop 

large-scale farms by 1977.35

However, most of the emigrants involved failed to adjust themselves to their 

new country and the different cultural setting. Moreover, the government did not

properly prepare them for the task at hand, as most of the emigrants were not 

professionals in agriculture. Thus, the government’s lack of any specific standards 

for selecting agricultural emigrants was the first error in its ill-conceived plan. For 

example, there was the first agricultural emigration that took place on December 18, 

1962, where seventeen households consisting of 92 emigrants went to Brazil. This 

group included office employees and post-secondary educated people, such as 

medical doctors, high-ranking reserve officers, professors, entrepreneurs, and 

entertainers. Ultimately, seven out of the seventeen households escaped from the 

farms. Moreover, by December 1, 1966, as shown in Table 2-7, 1,038 residing in 

Paraguay and Bolivia escaped overseas. 

35Ibid.
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Table 2-7 the Status of Emigrants Settlement in 196636

Country Permitted Emigrants Oversea Residents Escaped
Argentina 108 609 +409
Paraguay 1,240 390 -650
Brazil 1,383 1,872 +486
Bolivia 438 50 -388
United States 8,914 8,957 +43
Canada 139 144 +5
Returning 7 +7
Other 971 971
Total 13,193 13,193

Under the govern policy, agricultural emigrants were in fact required to have 

three years of farming experience. When emigrants were required to substantiate this

qualification, however, they only had to show that they had lived within a rural 

community. Such an inadequate screening process invariably led to the risk that 

emigrants who qualified did not necessarily have experience in farming.37 Therefore,

one might claim that, altogether, the inappropriate qualification screening process,

the lack of preliminary field study and a lack of follow-up management in Brazil 

culminated in the failure of the program.38

Another example of governmental shortsightedness is described in 

newspaper archives. In 1967, an emigration inspection group was officially 

dispatched five years after the first agricultural emigration group arrived in Brazil in 

36Ibid.
37Institute of Lentin America Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies. Hanguggwa 
ilbonui iminjeongchaegbigyoyeongu [South Korean 
and Japanese Emigration Policy Comparative Study]. Seoul: Institute of Lentin America 
Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, 1985.
38Inlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 

[Research on Emigration Adminstration].
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December 1962.39 In the beginning, 37 households consisting of 438 emigrants were 

contracted; however, only 5 households of 50 people remained in the farming area

to fulfill their obligations. Therefore, only 20% remained while 80% fled. The 

breakaway group had flown to major cities in other countries such as Brazil, 

Paraguay, and Argentina as illegal immigrants. The cause of the failure was the ROK

government’s misrepresentation of the applicants’ agricultural skills. This was, in 

turn, due to the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs’ failure to properly consider

emigrants’ backgrounds in the selection process. With the lack of budget and 

government supervision, compounded by the inattention to a field study for 

emigration preparation, the only plausible outcome for this attempt was ultimately

failure.

West Germany

There was also a group engaged in mining contract emigration to West 

Germany. Therein, the Labor Administration discovered that 265 Miners dispatched 

to West Germany broke away to third countries such as the United States and Canada 

without fulfilling the contractual term of three years. 40 In response, the German 

39“Gwijogimin nammiseo malsseong” [Problem of “Aristocrat 
Emigration” in South America], Dong-A Ilbo, October 6, 1967.
40“Seodog gwangbudeul jesamgugeulo talchul” 3 [West 
Germany Miners Escaped to the Third Country], Dong-A Ilbo. November 16, 1967.
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government halted future contracts with South Korea, while the decision to dispatch 

South Korean miners and nurses was also nullified, resulting in an unclear future for 

further exchanges between the two countries. 

The cause behind the escape of the emigrants was again evidently

government ineptness, as it did not consider the qualifications and requirements of 

the applicants; emigrants without any mining experience were not able to endure the 

mining operations and mine recession in West Germany. Mine workers were 

dispatched to West Germany with the contract of three years beginning 1963. Out of 

the 2,519 miners dispatched, 265 flew to foreign countries, engaging in third-country 

immigration, 633 returned to South Korea without fulfilling their contractual term,

and 16 perished in work-related accidents. Thus, only 1,605 of the original group

remained in West Germany. Those who fled Germany headed to the United States 

and Canada.

Consequently, West Germany began to mistrust South Korea and decided

not to welcome any more Korean miners. Aside from the lack of German language 

skills and weak stamina among Korean miners, more seriously, they also displayed 

a penchant for forging documents. Most dispatched miners were educated and

unemployed without experience in mining. These people chose to go to West 

Germany simply because they yearned to move overseas or secretly planned to 

immigrate to a third countries such as the United States. Some planned to remain in 

German as students. Thus, many people misrepresented themselves as miners with 
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other plans in mind. When some fulfilled their contracts, they left West Germany 

with immigration visas they had obtained from the United States or Canada. 

Furthermore, if this was impossible, many would illegally immigrate to France, 

Norway, Denmark, or Sweden to avoid returning to South Korea.41

The escape of contract emigrants from South America and West Germany 

exposed the primary flaws in Korean emigration policy. In general, it lacked

uniformity and rationality. Although the majority of contracted miners ended up 

escaping, the government allowed this in a hasty attempt to fulfill its quotas. One

might ascertain from this fact that Korean emigration policy was not intended to 

encompass long-term emigration. This resulted in the patronage of “disguised 

emigration,”42, 43 wherein the government issued certificates of experience in mining

to anyone who desired to go to West Germany and in agriculture for emigrants to 

South America. As a result, the international credibility of South Korea declined.44

South Korea’s fledgling economic status forced the government to prioritize

depopulation over proper preparation for emigrant settlements overseas, which were 

41Lee, Gwanggyu , “bagjeonghuiui iminjeongchaeg” [Park 
Chung Hee’s Emigration Policy]. In hyeondaesaleul eotteohge bol geosinga

[What are the Prospects of Modern History]. Vol. 4. (Seoul: Dong-a
ilbosa, 1990).
42Disguised emigration, or wijang imin in Korean, refers to emigration with forged 
documents or disguised identity. Examples of disguised emigration may also be bogus 
marriages or marriages of convenience.
43Mminjogmunhwadaebaeggwasajeon . “imin [Emigration].” 
http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/Contents/Index. (accessed October 5, 2014)
44Ibid.
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ultimately dependent on the abilities of individuals. Due to such urgency, problems 

arose in the screening process, training process and with follow-up support. These 

problems were caused by lack of comprehensive oversight in operational processes.

That is, distinct departments dealt with the emigration process prior to and 

subsequent to emigration, respectively. While the Ministry of Health and Social 

Affairs oversaw processing, screening and dispatching emigrants overseas, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs managed overseas Koreans with respect to censuses,

survey studies, guidance and protection (see Table 2-8). This operational structure 

inherently allowed one to shirk responsibility for any accidents by blaming the other 

department for any failures in the emigration business.45 In other words, without 

comprehensive oversight, there was a lack of accountability. 

45Ibid.
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Table 2-8 Division of Emigration-Related Tasks46

Department of Oversea Emigration, 
Ministry of Health and Social 

Affairs (Department of Emigration 
Plan I & II)

Department of Consular 
Emigration, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs
(Department of Emigrants I&II, and 

Department of Consul)
1. Protocol on the research

establishment plans on
emigration

2. Immigration investigations and
negotiations regarding the
situation of immigrating countries

3. Qualities about the selection and
recruitment of emigrants and
training on discipline 

4. Qualities regarding eligibility and
emigration permits

5. Information and details about the
mediation led on emigration

6. Information regarding the
supervision of emigrant business
group

1. Making guidelines regarding the 
planning and coordination of
policy on the supervision and 
protection of overseas Koreans

2. Making guidelines about the
survey and the research of
overseas Koreans

3. Making guidelines regarding
qualification of emigration
candidates

Since receiving countries blamed the South Korean government for the 

escape of emigrants, it became apparent that a review of Korean emigration policy

was required. 47 In addition to the failures in emigration business, unanticipated 

circumstances had arisen due to the loopholes in the emigration process. Two notable 

results of the ill-conceived promotion of emigration was the brain drain and the 

exodus of the middle and upper class by invitation emigration, which had not been 

the targets of the emigration project meant to mitigate population pressure within 

South Korea.

46Ibid.
47“Heojeom manheun iminjeongchaeg” [Emigration policy with many 
loopholes], Maeil Business Newspaper, October 8, 1970.
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The failed emigration projects highlighted the government’s eagerness to

expand and promote South Korea despite its inexperience and lack of foresight 

rendering it ill prepared for the emigration business. The Report to Improve Overseas 

Emigration and Employment Administration 1974,48 published by the government,

explains that, due to the lack of any census prior to dispatching agricultural workers, 

setbacks and concurrent issues hampered or halted any opportunities for success,

stifling remittance and stagnating the use of an idle labor force. For agricultural 

emigration, there were inconclusive field studies regarding crop cultivation 

conditions, and 94 % of agricultural emigrants were unqualified. This report reflects 

the government’s multiple administrative shortcomings, as the broad wording

employed in the original policy allowed for many to take advantage of the policy’s 

loopholes. 

2.3 Direct Immigration 

The United States

As illustrated in Table 2-9, beginning in 1962, when the Emigration Act was 

established, the number of emigrants to North America outnumbered the number of 

48National Archives of Korea. “Haeoeiju mich chwieobhaengjeongui gaeseoneul wihan 
bogo ” [Report to Improve Overseas 
Emigration and Employment Adminstration]. 
http://theme.archives.go.kr/next/monthly/recordDetail.do?strKey=101%7C0000021667%7
C2015%7C3. (accessed August 3, 2014)
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Koreans going to other countries. Moreover, as mentioned above, even many third-

country immigrants chose to re-immigrate to the United States as a final destination. 

There were multiple factors that influenced many Korean emigrants to head to the 

United States and Canada. 

Table 2-9 Number of Korean Emigrants from 1962 to 196949

United 
States

Canada Australia Others Total

1962 209 2 2 173 386
1963 2,015 9 0 877 2,901
1964 2,176 40 1 1,529 3,746
1965 2,344 20 0 2,466 4,830
1966 2,670 87 1 882 3,640
1967 3,067 507 0 438 4,012
1968 4,242 786 3 782 5,813
1969 7,377 760 34 1,584 9,755

Teitelbaum 50 states that foreign policy stimulates migration. For South 

Koreans, the factors determining their choice of destination for emigration were 

political, economic and military ties between South Korea and the United States. 

Due to U.S. involvement in the Korean War, South Korea and the United States had 

formed a tight bond, both in terms of political ideals – anti-communism – and 

economic dependence. In addition, the U.S. military presence helped to influence 

many Koreans in determining a destination for emigration. The influence of the U.S. 

49 Statistics Korea. “Status of Korean Emigrants.” 
http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1684. (accessed August 
15, 2014)
50 Fawcett, James T., and Benjamin V. Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from 
Asia and the Pacific Islands. Center for Migration Studies, 209 Flagg Place, Staten Island, 
NY 10304, 1987.
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military on emigrating South Koreans is highlighted by emigration patterns between

1950 and 1964, when over 6,000 women that had married U.S. servicemen 

immigrated to the United States. Furthermore, over the same period, Americans 

adopted approximately 5,000 children or orphans of mixed parentage. The wives of 

servicemen and adopted children alone made up two-thirds of Korean immigrants 

who entered the United States between 1950 and 1964. 51

After the new immigration act of 1965, which limited preferred immigrants 

to skilled workers, South Korean emigrants began looking to the United States as a 

possible home, and not just a land of opportunity. Therefore, they began to immigrate 

to the United States as nuclear families hoping to set down roots. After the new 

immigration act of 1965 in the United States, any employment immigration by South 

Koreans occurred directly from South Korea, without a third country involved.

Koreans emigrating directly from South Korea were mostly medical doctors, 

pharmacists and nurses.

One of the subgroups who benefitted from the 1965 U.S. Immigration Act 

change were people in the medical field. As demand for medical services rose over 

the course of the 1960s to early 1970s, American medical services could not meet 

the demand for skilled medical service workers. Thus, skilled South Korean medical 

professionals were targeted by the United States for emigration to fill the niche 

51 Yoon, In-Jin. On my own: Korean businesses and race relations in America. University 
of Chicago Press, 1997.



38

created by the service-oriented economy. Therefore, South Koreans in the medical 

field serendipitously benefited from the economic opportunities in the United States. 

Among immigrants to the United States, 80% were aged 20-45

(economically active population), 53.7% had obtained a level of education higher 

than secondary and were married immigrants accompanied by three to four family 

members. 52 Other than those in medical professions, such as medical doctors, 

pharmacists, and nurses, most Korean immigrants became self-employed due to their 

lack of English proficiency and difficult cultural differences.53

As a pull factor, the deep involvement of the United States in South Korea 

is noteworthy. The economic and military involvement of the United States has been 

analyzed as a factor that triggered Korean emigrants to choose the United States as 

their destination. Due to the U.S. involvement in the Korean War, South Korea had 

formed a tight bond with the United States both in terms of political ideals – anti-

communism – and economic dependence. In addition, the U.S. military presence in 

South Korea, still highly visible today, helped to influence many Koreans’ decision 

pertaining to an immigration destination. Effects such as these should not be 

surprising to those who appreciate the importance of social networks in migration 

52 Ibid.
53 Fawcett and Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from Asia and the Pacific 
Islands.
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decision making. Thus, U.S. military assistance was an important factor facilitating 

Korean-American cultural contact. 

To support the idea that cultural contact helped to determine immigrant 

destinations, one may look to statistical data showing the most popular immigrant 

destinations. The number of immigrants totaled 16,783 to the United States in 

between 1962 and 1968, 3,321 to Brazil, 2,297 to Paraguay and 1,442 to Canada (see 

Table 2-10). Destinations were mostly concentrated in the two American continents.

Research by the Human Resources Development Institute54 interprets the emigration 

rate to American continent as a consequence of the alliance between South Korea 

and the U.S.55 Cultural contact influenced South Koreans to the degree that they even 

attempted third-country immigration to escape from South Korea. Korean 

immigrants re-immigrated to the United States through third countries or transition 

countries such as those in South America or West Germany. These Korean 

immigrants were dispatched to the transition countries by the ROK government for 

guest worker programs in West Germany or agricultural emigration business in 

South America. Rather than helping emigration business to succeed or returning to 

South Korea, third-country immigrants became pioneers establishing the Korea 

towns in Los Angeles, New York and Chicago in the 1960s. 56

54Inlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 
[Research on Emigration Adminstration]. 1969.

55Ibid.
56 Lee, Gwanggyu , “bagjeonghuiui iminjeongchaeg” [Park 

Chung Hee’s Emigration Policy]. 
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Table 2-10 Emigrants by Destination and Years (1962-1968) 57

1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 Total
United States 213 2,044 2,163 2,324 2,747 3,047 4,245 16,783
Canada 2 8 39 20 86 500 787 1,442
Argentina - 1 2 175 6 1 43 228
Bolivia - 13 294 299 107 1 8 722
Brazil 175 677 629 1190 276 68 306 3,321
Paraguay - - - 1242 888 120 47 2,297
Uruguay - - - - 220 - - 220
Mexico - - - - 2 - 6 8
Columbia - - - 5 - - 5
West Germany - 388 565 12 2 4 2 973
Sweden - 1 6 14 110 137 433 701
Norway - - 14 36 44 59 50 203
England - - - - - 1 5 6
Denmark - - - - 3 9 16 28
Spain - - - - - - 2 2
Switzerland - - - - - 1 39 40
Australia 1 - - - 1 3 3 8
Japan - - - - 1 2 3
China - 1 - 2 2 5
Philippines - 2 14 5 15 22 12 70
Brunei - - - - - - 7 7
Hong Kong 1 - - - - 1 2 4
Uganda - 28 - - - 28
Others 3 - 5 - 1 2 20 31

For South Koreans, the United States attractive for economic reasons. In the 

1960s, as the United States achieved great economic growth, manpower was in high 

demand. This led to the importing of workers from overseas. Aside from economic 

gains, the chance of raising one’s status via education was also alluring for the 

57Iinlyeoggaebalyeonguso . Iminhaengjeonge gwanhan josayeongu. 
[Research on Emigration Adminstration].
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middle class. As South Korea emerged from the war and traditional social norms 

emphasizing hierarchy began to break down, the ability to elevate oneself or one’s 

family deeply depended on education. With increasing competition in schooling,

Koreans who sought to differentiate themselves from others and increase their own 

prestige would travel to North America for schooling. 58 This need to separate

oneself from others contributed to the volume of South Koreans immigrating to 

Canada and the United States even after the changes to deter emigration. For those 

who could not afford to immigrate to their desired location – America – they would 

take temporary contracts so that their children could obtain a better education. 

However, upon completion of a contract, they would not return to Korea. Instead, 

emigrants from South America stated they would move to Canada to give their 

children a better education and living standards. 59

Canada

Canada was another preferential destination for some South Koreans. As Canada 

amended their immigration policies, “Abolishing national origin as a criterion for 

58 Yoon, On my own: Korean businesses and race relations in America.
59Lee, Jinsoo, and Korean Canadian Assn of Metropolitan Toronto. Kaenada haninsa

[History of Korean Canadians]. Toronto: KCCA, 2013.
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immigration in 1962,” 60 it opened its doors to Asian immigration. This immigration 

amendment marked the beginning of relations between Canada and South Korea (see 

Table 2-3). Their diplomatic relations, beginning in 1963, allowed Koreans to view 

Canada as a potential destination for settlement. 

Table 2-11 A Brief Chronology of Selected Events in Canada's Immigration 
History61

1962 Canada abolishes national origin as a criterion for immigration. 
1963 Diplomatic relations between the Republic of Korea (South Korea) and 

Canada begin. 
1967 Canada introduces a points system for admitting immigrants
1973 Canada opens its first embassy in South Korea.
1976 Immigration Act of 1976 permits federal-provincial agreements with 

respect to immigration policy.
1978 Business Class immigration is introduced and expanded throughout the 

1980s.

Although Canada and South Korea had engaged in political relations since 

1963, immigration to Canada from Korea was miniscule due to the lack of a

Canadian embassy in Korea. This created an issue for those who wished to immigrate 

to Canada, who were forced to apply via Japan. Moreover, from the perspective of 

South Korea, Canada’s immigration policy was meant to absorb nothing but

“premium” immigrants. While there were invitation immigrants, since there were 

few Korean immigrants in the 1960s as it were, immigration primarily consisted of 

independent immigrants, who were required to be highly skilled workers, such as 

60 Noh, Samuel, Ann H. Kim, and Marianne S. Noh, eds. Korean immigrants in Canada: 
perspectives on migration, integration, and the family. University of Toronto Press, 2012, 
p.6
61 Ibid.
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doctors, nurses and technicians. 62 Thus, Canada’s immigration policy did not 

complement the purpose of South Korea’s emigration policy, which promoted mass 

or contract emigration.63

During the early period of Korean immigration, most South Koreans in 

Canada were from transit countries such as West Germany, Brazil and South 

America, similar to the pattern of Korean immigrants to the United States.64 Thus, 

Canada received Korean immigrants primarily through third county immigration 

(see Table 2-12). To support this assertion, one may observe statistical data available 

from 1974 regarding immigrants who re-immigrated through a third country.

Although this data does not pertain to the early 1960s, it nevertheless displays that 

there were third-country immigrants from West Germany and South America. South 

Koreans who abandoned or fulfilled their contracts would go to Canada from many 

locations, but mainly from West Germany, Brazil and Argentina. Workers from 

West Germany were miners or nurses in the gastarbeiter (“guest worker”) program 

in West Germany. Many contract workers postponed their return home and chose to 

visit Canada. The reason that they chose Canada instead of the United States was 

that it was easier to obtain a Canadian visa. 65 Although immigrating Koreans from 

62“Oneului kaeneodeo gyopo” [Today’s Korean Residents in Canada], 
Dong-A Ilbo, August 26, 1971.
63“Kaenada gyopowa imin” [Koreans and Immigration in Canada], 
Dong-A Ilbo, December 17, 1966.
64“Kaenada gyopoui eojewa oneul” [Yesterday and Today of 
Korean Residents in Canada], Dong-A Ilbo. July 20, 1968.
65Lee, Jinsoo, and Korean Canadian Assn of Metropolitan Toronto. Kaenada haninsa

[History of Korean Canadians]. 
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third countries were involved in a variety of occupations, Canada had a preference 

for miners with experience from West Germany.66

Table 2-12 Country of South Korean Nationality and Country of Last 
Permanent Residence of Immigrants (1974-1979)67

1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 Total
Argentina 13 11 6 8 4 4 46
Australia 1 5 0 0 0 0 6
Austria 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
Belgium 4 0 0 0 0 0 4
Brazil 17 29 7 10 1 4 68
Britain 0 4 1 0 0 0 5
Finland 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
France 1 0 3 3 0 0 7
Germany, Fed. Rep 40 56 22 19 24 2 163
Haiti 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Hong Kong 0 0 2 1 1 0 4
Jamaica 0 0 3 2 0 0 5
Japan 14 8 8 6 5 4 45
Spain 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
New Zealand 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Sweden 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
Switzerland 1 0 1 1 0 0 3
Taiwan 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
The United States 8 20 17 11 9 4 69

66“Kanadaui hangugin” [Koreans in Canada], Kyunghyang Shinmun,
April 13, 1968.
67 Library and Archives Canada. Immigration statistics = Statistique de l'immigration (PDF) 
'. http://epe.lac-bac.gc.ca/100/202/301/immigration_statistics-ef/index.html. (accessed May 
3, 2014)
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Figure 2-1 Country of South Korean Nationality and Country of Last 
Permanent Residence of Immigrants

(Based on Table 2-12)
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3. Changes in Pull Factors

3.1 Economic Recession in the United States

Immigration to the United States and Canada increased in the 1960s, but 

decreased in the mid-1970s (see Table 3-1). While South Korean immigration to the 

United States began to decrease in 1975, it began to decrease to Canada from 1976. 

Immigration to the United States decreased only for two years, in 1975 and 1976, 

and at a rate of only 6%. For Canada, on the other hand, it decreased by 51.81% from 

1975 to 1976. Then, immigration to Canada dramatically decreased after 1975 and 

leveled off over the late 1970s. Such trends indicate that there were changes in pull 

factors to Canada and the United States. 

Table 3-1 Number of Emigrants (1970-1979)
The United States Canada

1970 11,549 986
1971 14,601 915
1972 19,902 1,023
1973 28,523 1,553
1974 34,526 3,308
1975 33,409 4,084
1976 32,503 1,968
1977 35,592 1,142
1978 34,295 639
1979 31,611 818
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Figure 3-1 Number of Korean emigrants to the United States and Canada

(Data based on Table 3-1)

From 1969, the United States faced an economic recession due to the 

Vietnam War. The rate of inflation in the United States was recorded at 4.7%, the 

highest ever since the Korean War. Furthermore, the oil shock in 1973 only 

exacerbated the situation. 68 Accordingly, by 1975, the United States economy was 

firmly mired in recession. Compounding circumstances, with the end of the Vietnam 

War and the fall of Saigon, the United States had to receive refugees from Vietnam. 

This caused the United States to revise its immigration policy. An amendment was 

passed in 1976 that moved “professional immigrants” from third preference to 

68 Park, Tae-gyun , “Baboya, gyeongjega geodeolnasseo” ' , 
'[The Economy is in Shreds, Stupid], The Hankyoreh.

http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/society/society_general/654242.html. (accessed March 5, 2015)
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sixth.69 Therefore, the open door to skilled workers was virtually shut. Meanwhile, 

the continually increasing trend in global migration was leading to international 

political issues. The United States looked into methods of controlling immigration 

volume, both illegal and legal, originating from East Asia. However, instead of 

decreasing immigration, in the case of South Korea, the amendment to the 

immigration act of the United States simply led to a shift in the demographic 

applying for immigration. This was because the professional and technical Koreans 

who had once been sought after were no longer preferred. 

Unexpectedly, this change had a minimal effect on the number of South 

Koran immigrants entering the United States. This was mainly due to ‘chain 

migration’, a consequence of invitation immigration. ‘Chain migration’ describes the 

process whereby an individual or family invites relatives from back home to 

immigrate, who then proceed to invite others once they have settled in, and so forth.

Table 3-2 shows the distribution of types of emigration across two periods in the 

1960s and 1970s. The data shows that the rate of marriage emigration decreased from 

39.4% to 12.1%. Invitation emigration, on the other hand, increased almost twofold, 

from 29.1% to 51.6%. The 1970s was a time in which those who had emigrated 

during the first phase in the 1960s had settled in and began to invite their relatives, 

and was thus characterized by increasing rates of immigration. 

69 Fawcett and Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from Asia and the Pacific 
Islands.
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Table 3-2 Distribution of Emigration70

Types of Emigration 1962-68 1972-76
Number % Number %

Adoption            4,368 16.40 2,601 14.10 
Marriage          10,476 39.40 2,237 12.10 
Invitation            7,729 29.10 9,547 51.60 
Contract            3,984 15.00 3,755 20.30 
Locally achieved71 - -            357           1.90 
Total          26,557 100.00 18,497 100.00 

Those immigrating in the 1970s were invited by Koreans of a much younger 

age and who were more economically active compared with their predecessors.72

These Koreans were younger, but as they were kin referred, they followed a similar 

view for occupational success and class differentiation. The data gathered by the 

United States in 1980 indicates that nearly 30 % of South Koreans had post-

secondary education. This was quite high for the time, as only 22 % of other 

immigrants and 16 % Americans possessed similar qualifications. With this shift in 

immigration demographic, applicants were highly educated middle class, but 

unemployed. 73

Overall, due to chain migration, the number of Korean immigrants did not 

decrease critically even though U.S. immigration policy was amended due to 

70KDI. Hangughaeoeiminyeongu [Research on South Korean Overseas 
Emigration]. 
71 ‘Locally achieved emigration’ refers to Koreans who applied for immigration while in a 
foreign country. 
72 Fawcett and Carino. Pacific bridges: the new immigration from Asia and the Pacific 
Islands.
73 Yoon, On my own: Korean businesses and race relations in America.



50

economic and political circumstances. The immigration policy in 1965 aimed to 

attract skilled Korean workers, and they attracted their families for reunion after the 

immigration amendment in 1976. Therefore, amendments in immigration policy did 

not affect the number of Korean emigrants nor their class structure.

3.2 The Shift in Canadian Immigration Policy

Even though Korean immigration to Canada was very low in the 1960s, the 

rate peaked in 1975 (see Figure 3-2) as the number of Korean immigrants to the 

United States decreased. A possible factor influencing Korean immigration to 

Canada was the frequent interactions between Canada and South Korea. Since 1966, 

Canada had requested professional and technical immigrants who majored in 

engineering.74 Canada’s embassy was established in Korea in 1973, which made 

immigration to Canada all the more convenient. 75 Furthermore, On February 12th

1974, Herman Kahn of the Hudson Institute planned to use 40,000 Korean immigrant 

74“Gisulja imineul jeui” [Request skilled immigration], Maeil Business 
Newspaper, November 4, 1966.
75“Iminui siltaewa jeonmang” [Situation and Prospects of 
Emigration], Maeil Business Newspaper, March 5, 1973.
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labors for Oil field development in Western Canada.76 The visit by members of the 

Canadian Parliament in t to South Korea in 1974 also helped to solidify relations.77

Figure 3-2 Total Korean Immigration to Canada (1970-1979)

(Data based on Table 3-1)

Another factor contributing to Korean immigration to Canada in the mid-

1970 was financial. Lee 78 claims that the primary motivator for immigration to 

Canada in the mid-1970 was economic in nature, since the per capita annual income 

of Canadians was 855% higher than that of Koreans in the 1960s and 657% in the 

76“Heomankan bagsa hangugin imin 4-manmyeongeul tuib kanadaseo buyujeon 
gaebalchoggu” 4 [Dr. 
Herman Kahn Requested 40,000 Korean Immigrants for Developing Canadian oil field], 
Kyunghyang Shinmun, February 12, 1974.
77“Gughoe janggijeongchi banghag sog busanhan uiwon chocheongoegyo”

[Bustle of Diplomacy by Inviting the Members of a 
Legislative Assembly]. Kyunghyang Shinmun, February 20, 1974.
78Lee, Jinsoo, and Korean Canadian Assn of Metropolitan Toronto. Kaenada haninsa

[History of Korean Canadians].
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1970s.79 As with Korean immigrants heading to the United States, economic gain 

was an important factor for Korean immigrants heading to Canada. 

Nevertheless, the increase in the number of Korean immigrants did not last

for long. A 51.81% decrease in immigration occurred from 1975 to 1976. Regarding 

this decrease, there are two studies that take contradictory positions. Lee et al.80

asserts that Korean immigration to Canada decreased abruptly due to the 

strengthening of the Yushin Constitution in the mid-1970s. There were protests 

against the Yushin Constitution by overseas Koreans. Consequently, according to 

Lee et al., the government response was to restrain emigration. On the other hand, 

while Noh et al.81 also point out that Korean emigration policy was revised in 1975, 

they attribute the decrease of immigrants to Canada to the recession in Canada. This 

recession led Canada to enact restrictions on accepting immigrants (skilled to family 

reunion), much like the United States. 

The United States and Canada both changed their immigrant preferences 

from skilled workers to family reunions in the mid-1970s. However, fluctuations in 

Korean immigration rates to the two countries displayed different patterns. While 

immigration to the United States decreased by less than 6%, immigration to Canada 

decreased by more than 50%. Moreover, the Korean immigration rate to Canada 

79Ibid.
80Ibid.
81 Noh, Kim, and Noh, eds. Korean immigrants in Canada: perspectives on migration, 
integration, and the family.



53

continued to decrease, while the Korean immigration rate to the United States only 

slightly decreased before rebounding after two years. 

Cultural contact between the United States and South Korea began in the 

1950s. This inevitably caused most Korean emigrants to prefer the United States as 

their destination. The number of Korean immigrants was almost ten times greater in

the United States than in Canada. Therefore, the rate of Korean immigration to the 

United States was only slightly changed in spite of the change in immigration policy, 

while in Canada it was enormously affected. Based on this assessment, one may 

assert changes in Korean immigration rates to North America were dictated more by 

external rather than internal factors, such as the Yushin Constitution. 

Overall, the decrease in Korean immigration to Canada in the mid-1970s 

was related to pull factors such as cultural contact, economic gains and chain 

migration. The relative resilience of immigration to the United States compared to

Canada was due to chain migration. Although these two countries oversaw similar 

changes in immigration policy, the relationship between South Korea and the 

receiving country affected the rate of Korean immigration in 1970s. 
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4. Change in Push Factors

4.1 Relaxation of the Emigration Act in 1973

As a plan for accelerating emigration in 1971, the Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs decided to approve family emigration even for those including men

who had not completed military service. The government also proposed a new 

emigration plan for actively encouraging overseas emigration in 1972, since the 

United States, Canada, South America, Europe and Australia had requested 

information related to Korean overseas emigration. 82 Many Western countries 

strongly demanded foreign labor due to an economic boom. Although there had been 

defects in Korea’s emigration business policies that had caused distrust between 

receiving countries and South Korea, the ROK government was still willing to send 

more idle laborers overseas.  

The Emigration Act was amended in 1973 (see Table 4-1). The third partial 

amendment to the Emigration Act altered articles 3, 5 and 10. In addition, the 

“Cabinet Decree” became the “Presidential Decree.” According to the Department 

of Law, the reasons for this third partial amendment are as follows: 

82“Jeongbu sae imingyehoeg saeugilo” [The Government 
Will Establish New Emigration Plan Established], Dong-A Ilbo, March 8, 1972.
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1. To allow emigration for those who have been disqualified for emigration in 

South Korea if they have received immigration permission from a receiving 

country 

2. To adjust the range of subjects who are not eligible for emigration.

3. To restrict potential emigrant states as prescribed by the Presidential Decree 

from the viewpoint of State policy or to protect those intending to emigrate 

overseas.  

4. No person other than a juristic person shall deal with any emigration affairs

pertaining to invitation, arrangements, etc. 83

Table 4-1 Third Partial Amendment of Emigration Act84

Act No. 1439, Partial Amendment 
(December 6, 1963)

Act No. 2531, Partial Amendment 
(February 16, 1973)

Article 3 (Disqualifications for 
Emigrant)
Persons falling under one of the 
following subparagraphs shall not be 
qualified for the emigration under 
this Act.

Article 3 (Disqualifications for 
Emigrant)
------------------------------------------------
-----------this Act: Provided that this 
shall not apply in cases where receiving 
countries permit those persons falling 
under subparagraphs 4 through 7 to 
immigrate: 

1. Persons who escaped from military 
service;

1. -------have escaped from -------;

2. Persons who are sentenced to 
imprisonment without prison labor or 
more severe punishment

2. ---------------------------------------------
---------------if the execution of such a
sentence is not completed or if it is not 

83 Ministry of Law Legislation. “Emigration Act”. 
http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=160902#0000. (accessed June 10, 2014)
84 Ibid. 
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determined that they shall not undergo 
the sentence;

3-6  (omitted) 3-6 (identical)

7. Persons suffering from contagious 
diseases specified in the Cabinet 
Decree;

7. ---------------------------------------------
---------------------------------------
Presidential Decree;

8. Persons who are deemed 
unsuitable for labor, as provided by 
the Ordinance of the Ministry of 
Health and Social Affairs: Provided 
that the family members of an 
emigrant are exceptional

8. Persons who might be liable to 
commit acts impairing the dignity of the 
State or acts violating State policy; and

9. Persons who might be liable to 
commit acts impairing the dignity of 
the State or acts violating State 
policy.

9. Persons who are deemed unsuitable
for emigration, as provided by the 
Ordinance of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.

Article 4 (Categories of 
Emigrations)

Under this Act, emigration shall 
be categorized into mass 
emigration, contract emigration 
and special emigration, and 
matters concerning the criteria of 
such categorization and other 
necessary matters shall be 
prescribed by the Cabinet
Decree.

Article 4 (Categories of Emigrations)
------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------
----------------------------------------by the 
Presidential Decree.
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Article 5 (Restrictions on Emigrant 
States)

Persons falling under one of the 
following subparagraphs shall not 
emigrate overseas under this Act.

1. Communist countries and countries 
within its sphere of influence 1.

2. Any Other Countries opposed to 
national interests 

Article 5 (Restrictions on Emigrant 
States)

Emigrant states may be restricted as 
prescribed by the Presidential Decree 
from the viewpoint of State policy or for 
the protection of persons intending to 
emigrate overseas.

Article 8 (Overseas Transfer of 
Property)

Emigrants may transfer their 
property overseas as prescribed 
by the Cabinet Decree.

Article 8 (Overseas Transfer of 
Property)
----------------------------- by the 
Presidential Decree.

Article 9 (delivery of a subsidy)
(1) (omitted)
(2) The necessary matters 

concerning delivery of a 
subsidy under paragraph (1), 
shall be prescribed by the 
Cabinet Decree.

Article 9 (delivery of a subsidy)
(1) (identical)
(2) -------------------by the 

Presidential Decree.

Article 10 (Arrangement for 
Emigration)
(1) No person other than a juristic 

person or a relief organization,
shall deal with emigration 
affairs, such as invitation and 
arrangement affairs concerning 
emigration for emigration 
applicants and any other affairs.

Article 10 (Arrangement for 
Emigration)

(1) No person other than a juristic 
person or a relief organization,
shall -------------------------------
-------------------------------------
-------------------------------

(2) (omitted) (2) (identical)
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(3) Any juristic person or relief 
organization which has been 
licensed as an agency for 
emigration arrangement as
prescribed in paragraph (2) 
above (hereafter referred to as an 
“emigration agent”) shall not 
receive money or valuables from 
clients seeking emigration.

(3) Any juristic person which has 
been licensed as an agency for 
emigration arrangement -------------
----- from clients seeking 
emigration a fee or commission for 
its services beyond the limit set by 
the Minister of Health and Social 
Affairs.

Article 15 (Enforcement Decree)
Matters necessary for 
enforcement of this Act shall be 
prescribed by the Cabinet 
Decree.

Article 15 (Enforcement Decree)
----------------------------------------- by

the Presidential Decree.

Most importantly, newspapers mainly reported the expansion of potential 

emigrant states. According to a newspaper article, 85 the ROK government stated the 

purpose of this amendment was to maximize the exportation of the labor force. The 

ROK government also amended Article 5 of the Emigration Act. Before the 

amendment, Article 5 specifically prohibited any types of emigration to communist 

states. After the amendment, Article 5 stated, “Emigrant states may be restricted as 

prescribed by the Presidential Decree from the viewpoint of State policy or for the 

protection of persons intending to emigrate overseas,” 86 Thus, Article 5 was 

amended so that emigration to non-hostile communist states was allowed at the 

85“Mingeumji jiyeog cheolpye” [Abolition of Restriction on 
Emigration Destination]. Maeil Business Newspaper. February 7, 1973.
86 National Archives of Korea. ( )( 940 ) [Partial 
Amendment of Emigration Act]. 
http://theme.archives.go.kr/next/populationPolicy/archivesDetail.do?flag=2&evntId=00492
81592&page=15&sort=year.1973 (accessed September 10, 2014)
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discretion of the government. As a result, the first emigration to a communist state, 

Chile, took a place in February 1973.87 However, the number of Korean emigrants 

to communist states remained low or unrecorded. While this amendment broadened 

the choices of destinations for emigrants, it did not diversify emigration itself. 

While the government encouraged emigration, they limited the amount of 

income an emigrant could take overseas to $400 and in cases of invitation emigration, 

the amount was limited to $100. If an emigrant owned property valued at more than 

10 million KRW, than he or she had to dispose of the excess property to obtain

emigration permission. As the government struggled with the emigration of the 

middle class, they attempted to deter them from leaving by limiting the amount of

currency they could take with them.

A relaxation of regulations occurred pertaining to required documents for a

range of emigration applicants and in articles 3, 5 and 10 of the Emigration Act even 

though there were apparent governmental defects in the emigration business. The

continued promotion of contract emigration raises questions as to whether or not the 

government was responsible for the failure in emigration business. In order to answer 

for this question, it is necessary to examine the historical background behind the 

passing of these amendments.

87“Gongsangwon imin jogeuman yeoin chillelo tteona” 
[Emigration to Communist State: Ms. Cho left to Chile], Maeil Business Newspaper, 

February 21, 1973.



60

The amendment to Article 5 in February 1973 could be interpreted as related 

to the June 23 Joint Statement (President Park Chung Hee's Special Statement 

Regarding Foreign Policy for Peace and Unification). The June 23 Joint Statement 

also occurred in the same year, 1973. In this sense, the amendment to Article 5 

implies that South Korea became more accepting of communism. 

With détente, the Nixon Doctrine stated that problems in Asia were to be 

solved by Asians. In 1969, the Nixon Doctrine declared that each ally nation was in 

charge of its own general security. This meant that the United States would avoid 

involvement with Asian conflicts such as the Vietnam War. U.S. involvement in 

Asia slackened following the declaration of the Nixon Doctrine and détente 

presented opportunities for governments in Asia to rearrange their asymmetric 

relationships with the United States and diversify diplomatic relations with other 

states, regardless of ideology.

In 1972, the ROK government enacted the Yushin Constitution. The main 

justification for the Yushin Constitution was anti-communism, or securing South 

Korea from North Korea. Nevertheless, South Korean emigration policy opted to

open the door to communist countries in 1973, since the United States also did so.

Thus, it can be inferred that the amendment to Article 5 was influenced by the 

changing policies of both the United States and Korea. The relaxing of regulations 

that occurred with the Emigration Act in 1973 was primarily a precursor to the 

government’s changing views, as reiterated by the June 23 Joint Statement in 1973.
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Overall, although there was escape emigration and emigration of 

convenience undesirable to the Korean government, the government allowed Korean 

emigrants heading to non-hostile communist states while strengthening emigration 

policy with increased limits on the outflow of cash in 1973. It was a contradictory 

reaction that the ROK government did not react to the defects of the emigration 

business. The amendment to Article 5 in the Emigration Act was only a reflection of 

the fact that the ROK government had become less resistant to communism. This 

reflection did not affect the emigration rate to communist states. Thus, the 

amendment of Article 5 did not affect the emigration rate, but it indicated that the

ROK government reacted to changing external factors such as the Nixon Doctrine.

4.2 Restrictive Reform to Emigration Policy in 1975

Changes in Emigration Policy

The deregulation of the emigration process continued through the beginning 

of 1974. In February 1974, the emigration process became simpler as some 

documents, such as documentation proving a relationship with an inviting relative, 

certificates of one’s personal seal and proof of immigration, 88 were no longer 

required. This undeveloped plan may have created loopholes within emigration 

policies. In contrast, though the Emigration Process had been simplified in February 

88“Iminsusog gansohwa” [Simplifying Emigration Process], Dong-A
Ilbo, February 25, 1974.
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1974,89 the government underwent an about face, proposing strong regulation on 

emigration policies in May 1974.90

Over the course of just three months, the government had changed its

emigration policy plan. The government observed “pseudo” emigration of some 

members of the upper and intellectual classes, as overseas emigration abruptly 

increased.91 From 1973 to 1974, there was a 25.58% increase in the number of 

emigrants (see Figure 4-1). The government saw this was due to the simplification

of the emigration policy. Once some Korean emigrants received emigration 

permission, they would re-enter South Korea to get employed or to fly their assets 

abroad. With the latest revisions, the government declared the intention to: (1) screen 

sources of income after emigration; (2) screen applicants’ financial conditions; (3) 

shorten the period of reentry or temporary homecoming or to require permission 

forms; (4) fine or punish an offender. Therefore, now the emigration process became

much more complex. 

89Ibid.
90“Jeong-bu hae-oe i-min gang-nyeok-gyu-je” [The Government 
Will Strongly Regulates Overseas Emigration], Maeil Business Newspaper, May 20, 1974.
91 Ibid.
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Figure 4-1 Total Number of South Korean Emigrants (1970-1979)

(Data based on Table 1-1) 

In September 1974, the government prosecuted 96 people for disguised 

emigration. 92 People prosecuted for this crime included medical doctors, university 

professors and entrepreneurs. The ROK government saw emigration of convenience

as an expedient: (1) to fly one’s assets abroad; (2) to leave South Korea if there was

a war or emergency on the Korean peninsula; (3) to travel abroad with another 

country’s passport, since South Korea restricted traveling abroad. Newspapers

testify to the fact that the government became aware of disguised emigration and 

reacted to it. 

92 “Jeongbu wijangimin baegyeo myeong jeogbal” [the 
Government Caught 100 Disguised Emigrants], Dong-A Ilbo, September 28, 1974. 
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Following restrictive reform to emigration policy in May 1974, there were 

an increasing number of newspaper articles covering additional restrictions on 

emigration. In May 1975, it was discussed how the Ministry of Health and Social 

Affairs of South Korea declared that the qualification screening process would be 

adjusted to reflect Emergency Decree Number Nine.93 The content of Article 3 and 

4 of Emergency Decree Number Nine are as follows:

3. Any conduct pertaining to the flight of assets, whether it be the 

movement of any assets of the Republic of Korea or its citizens abroad, 

or the concealment or liquidation of assets meant to enter the Republic 

of Korean abroad, is prohibited.

4. The use of any improper methods for the receipt of permission for

emigration, including false entry of related documents or flying abroad,

is prohibited.94

Although this reinforced emigration policy was not recorded on the history of 

Emigration Act, the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs decided to legalize the 

unpublished rules of overseas emigration screening criteria to prevent disguised 

93“Hhaeoeiju simsagijun beobjehwa - bosabu, gingeubjochi 9 hoemajchwo”
- , 9 [the Ministry of Health and Social 

Affairs will legalize Examination Standard of Emigration Based on Emergency Decree 
Number Nine], Joongang Ilbo, May, 27 1975.
94Ministry of Law Legislation. “Guggaanjeongwa gonggongjilseoui suholeul wihan 
daetonglyeonggingeubjochi ”
[Presidential Emergency Decree]. http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=13408#0000. 
(accessed August 10, 2014)
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emigration institutionally.95 Most of the regulations were related to the occupations 

and property of emigrants, which targeted those among the upper class, such as

former National Assembly members, military officials above the rank of colonel, 

government officials above the rank of bureau director and people with property 

valued at over $100,000.96

The range of prohibited emigration applicants extended to include famous 

people: a minister, a vice-minister, the CEO of state-owned enterprise, judges, 

ambassadors, National Assembly members, generals, admirals, university professors, 

doctoral degree holders and any people considered crucial to the development of the 

nation.97 The reason for this prohibition stated by the ROK government was the 

belief that intellectual resources were necessary to secure the development of 

nation.98 On the other hand, it was interpreted that the reason for prohibiting famous 

people or former politicians from emigration was that they were influential in society. 

If they had emigrated, it would have psychologically affected the South Korean 

people. In other words, it may have demoralized the South Korean people.99

95“Bosabu iminsimsa gijun beobjehwa” [The Ministry of 
Health and Social Affairs Legislate Emigration Screening Criteria], Kyunghyang Shinmun,
May 27, 1975.
96“Jeoedaesangui guchejeog jeogsi” [The Range of Emigration 
Disapproval Stated in Detail], Dong-A Ilbo, May 28, 1975.
97“Imin bulheodaesang hwagdae daehaggyosu beobgwando poham”

· [The Range of Emigration Disapprovals including 
University Professors and Judges ], Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 28, 1975.
98 Ibid.
99“Jeoedaesangui guchejeog jeogsi” [The Range of Emigration 
Disapproval Stated in Detail], Dong-A Ilbo, May 28, 1975.
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Furthermore, the government decided to strongly regulate the amount of 

foreign currency an emigrant could leave with, since the government strictly 

prohibited flight of property abroad. If the amount was more than the limit, then 

emigration permission was revoked. In addition, one emigration applicant who

owned more than 10 million KRW was not allowed to in January 1975.100 In May, 

revisions occurred requiring an emigration applicant who owned between 10 million 

KRW and 40 million KRW to have undergo an audit, while those owned more than 

40 million KRW were banned from emigrating.101 Since GDP per capita was 29,000 

KRW in 1975 and 25,590,000 KRW in 2013, 40 million KRW in 1975 roughly 

translates to 400 million KRW (approximately $350,000 USD) in 2013 (See Table 

4-2).102 Therefore, the specified amount of property meant that South Koreans who 

belonged to the wealthy class were not allowed to emigrate.103

100“Jaesan cheonmanwon isangbulheo poham” [A Person Possessing 
Property above 10 million Not Allowed to Emigrate], Maeil Business Newspaper, January 
9, 1975.
101“Haeoe ijususogeun ileohge” [Guideline of the Overseas 
Emigration Procedure], Dong-A Ilbo, May 17, 1975; “haeoeiju simsagijun beobjehwa -
bosabu, gingeubjochi 9 hoemajchwo” - , 
9 [the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs will legalize Examination Standard 
of Emigration Based on Emergency Decree Number Nine], Joongang Ilbo, May, 27 1975.102	Bank of Korea. . http://www.bok.or.kr/. (accessed November 10, 2014)
103 “Yuhyeongbyeollo bon imintalchul” [Types of Escape 
Emigration], Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 26, 1975.
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Table 4-2 Currency Conversion from 1975 to 2013
1975 2013

GDP per 
capita 29,000 KRW 25,590,000 KRW

Conversion 40 million KRW Approximately 400 million 
KRW or $350,000 USD

The government also announced that emigration applicants who were 

considered possible risks for flying their asset overseas or avoiding military service 

would be rejected for possible emigration. Moreover, forged documents with regard 

to bogus marriage, education, military service, property status, employment

experience, passport and family relations would result in punishment according to

Article 7 of Emergency Decree Number Nine. 104 Such a policy implies that 

emigration with forged documents was rather frequent. 

Effects: Investigating Improper Emigration

With the implementation of Emergency Decree Number Nine, there was an 

increase in coverage of disguised emigration within newspapers.105 As government 

investigations intensified, more and more cases appeared in the papers. Moreover,

the scope of government investigation increased as officials involved in the 

emigration process began to be investigated along with emigration applicants.

104“Jeoedaesangui guchejeog jeogsi” [The Range of Emigration 
Disapproval Stated in Detail]. Dong-A Ilbo. May 28, 1975.
105“Oemubu jigwon songgyeongnag ssi gusog” [The Officer 
of Ministry of Foreign Affairs Imprisoned], Maeil Business Newspaper, January 14, 1975.
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Some examples of cases appearing in newspapers are as follows:

1. Jeong-geum Company CEO, who possessed more than 40 million 

KRW, meeting the limit to disqualify him from emigrating, 

requested his son in Canada to send a forged invitation. An official 

in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was arrested as he received a bribe 

from Jeong-geum Company. 

2. A National Assembly member of the National Council for 

Unification was ineligible to emigrate due to his property exceeding 

40 million KRW. He divorced his wife on paper only so his family 

could immigrate to Canada. However, they were caught at airport. 

3. The owner of the Savoy Hotel was helped by an official in the 

Department of Security in the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs 

to immigrate to the United States. The ROK government official 

was also investigated. Those people were sentenced to be 

imprisoned according to the Passport Law and Emigration Act.    

4. A Gwangju MBC reporter was caught at Gimpo Airport on the way 

to Canada with an emigration passport. This person owned more 

than 100 million KRW, but he forged his asset status document as 

below 10 million KRW. He was charged with violation of Article 4 

of Emergency Decree Number Nine and the Passport Law.  
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The examples listed above are categorized in the Table 4-3. These cases 

were covered over a number of months as new details emerged. Based on these 

instances of South Koreans caught attempting to emigrate despite being disallowed,

it can be surmised that there were a considerable number of South Koreans among 

the upper class who attempted to emigrate despite being disqualified. This group, 

due to their social status, was utilized for public scrutiny, and perhaps as an example 

for others to not follow.

Table 4-3 Cases Pertaining to Violations of Emigration Policy
Social Status Destination Reasons

Case 1 Well-known 
company CEO

Canada 1. Property exceeds 40 million 
KRW

2. Forged invitation letter
3. bribery

Case 2 National 
Assembly 
member

Canada 1. Property exceeds 40 million 
KRW

2. Divorce on paper (disguised
divorce) to immigrate and 
conceal property

Case 3 Owner of 
Savoy Hotel 
Seoul

The United 
States

1. Forged documents to 
conceal that his wife and 
son immigrated

2. bribery

Case 4 Broadcasting 
journalist

Canada 1. Disguising assets to 
emigrate

According to a newspaper article, of the 84 famous people investigated as 

possible criminals engaging in disguised emigration, all had been banned from 
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overseas travel.106 This was because they could easily leave South Korea and travel 

overseas with their emigrant passport. They had children and wives already overseas, 

while they were trapped in South Korea due to their social status. Thus, the ROK 

government saw those people as potential criminals according to Emergency Decree 

Number Nine. 

These kinds of forgeries, illegalities, and evasions of the law were carried 

out by upper and middle class people. Even though those people had well-

accomplished careers in South Korea, they nevertheless tried to leave. This fact 

could have been a potential source of negativity and bitterness toward emigration,

since emigration would have been interpreted as only for the privileged, as the lower 

class could not afford emigration costs. Without the government’s financial support, 

emigration for the lower class was impossible. The emigration policy was 

inappropriate for achieve the purposes the government had in mind. 

In 1975, the government saw disguised immigration increase, while social 

unrest ran rampant with the fall of Saigon.107 With the fear of communism spreading,

the privileged and upper class of South Korea looked for options to leave. Due to 

106“Wijangimin ganeunghan myeongsa 84myeong paaghae yeohaenggyuje deung jochi” 
84 [Grasping 84 Possible Criminals 

of Disguised Emigration Banned from Travelling], Dong-A Ilbo, June 3, 1975.
107“Buyucheung wijangimin iljesusa” [Investigating Disguised 
Emigration of the Wealthy], Dong-A Ilbo, April 12, 1975.
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this fact, the property and income statuses of privileged emigration applicants

became pre-screened by the National Tax Administration.108

As more examples of disguised emigration – especially socially visible 

examples - were published, newspapers became more and more nationalistic. One 

editorial in a newspaper described upper class emigrants as traitors and people who 

put their own lives ahead of the fatherland and the nation. In addition, it was 

explained that, to quell the designs of the ‘North Korean puppet regime’ from 

invoking, national power should be cultivated in a unified manner.109 Although there 

was severe criticism of emigrants of the upper class as traitors who would escape if 

war broke out, it was not just the privileged that attempted to emigrate. Even people 

whose living standards were below those of the middle class tried to emigrate via

emigration brokers, who guided them through the process of disguised emigration.110

Over the course of the year 1975, when Emergency Decree Number Nine 

was enacted, there were more than 170 newspaper articles pertaining to disguised 

emigration, the years prior or subsequent to 1975 featured less than 30 articles, as 

108“Iminsincheongja jaesan josa” [Inspecting Property of 
Emigration Applicants], Maeil Business Newspaper, April 21, 1975.
109“Daetonglyeonggingeubjochi 9ho ileohge bonda” 9
[Presidential Emergency Decree Number Nine Seen in This Light], Kyunghyang Shinmun,
May 14, 1975.
110“Gongmuwonbujeong, wijangimin, geu siltaewa munjejeom” , , 

[Officials Bribery, Disguised Emigration, the Status and problems]. Dong-
A Ilbo. May 28, 1975.



72

divulged by the NAVER newspaper archive. Articles related to the outflow of 

foreign currency peaked in 1975 as well, with more than 160 articles on the subject.

Emergency Decree Number Nine: Restrictions and 

Responses

As made evident in newspapers at the time, restrictions on emigration were 

made according to articles 3 and 4 of Emergency Decree Number Nine to prevent 

the flight of property abroad and disguised emigration. It is noteworthy that 

Emergency Decree Number Nine was issued on May 14, 1975, just thirteen days 

after the Fall of Saigon. The fall of Saigon in 1975 marked the strengthening

presence of Communism in Asia. Among pro-American governments in Asia, 

Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam communized in 1975. This left South Korea a lone 

survivor battling communism at its front door,111 even while it tried to redefine its

relationship with North Korea in the wake of Nixon’s visit to China in 1972. 

The Fall of Saigon had a big influence on the Korean peninsula, particularly in 

terms of the Yushin Constitution. For the Yushin Constitution itself, the collapse of 

South Vietnam was justification for dictatorship as protection from communism. 

Thus, the ROK government utilized the Fall of Saigon as an opportunity to suppress 

the anti-Yushin movement. This was evident in the passing of Emergency Decree 

111“Mag naelin jeonhu 1sedae inmulgwa chejeui buchim” 1
[Figures in the First Generation after the War, and Ups and Downs of Their 

System.], Kyunghyang Shinmun, December 23, 1975.
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Number Nine. Articles 3 and 4 were implemented as a means of keeping foreign 

money within the country and, at the same time, protecting the country from fleeing 

citizens who might harm the country with their actions. One newspaper article 

interpreted the content of these articles as inspiring a sense of unity in the people.112

The restrictions seemed to work strictly and exclusively with regard to escape 

emigration. Table 4-4 summarizes the number of cases in violation of Emergency 

Decree Number Nine, showing the results of the implementation of Emergency 

Decree Number Nine. It was clear that Emergency Decree Number Nine was a

greatly most authoritarian measure, yet there were only 14 cases out of 540 in which 

the people involved were prosecuted, amounting to only 2.6% of all cases. Even with 

all protocols in place, prosecutors still found emigration fraud sparse within the 

upper class. It is possible that it was difficult to catch violators of Article 3 and 4 or 

simply that people did not attempt to emigrate. In this sense, Emergency Decree 

Number Nine may have influenced the freedom of movement of the upper class in a 

psychological manner. In other words, perhaps it demoralized the South Korean 

people.

112 “Chonghwaanbo choseogdajyeo gingeubjochi 9ho seonpo baegyeong” 
9 [The Background of Proclamation of Emergency Decree 

Number Nine], Kyunghyang	Shinmun, May 14, 1975.
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Table 4-4 Forms of Violation of Emergency Decree Number Nine113

Types 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 Total 
(%)

Anti-
government 
protest

Non-
attempt 4 2 6 32 3 47(8.7)

Attempt 4 1 2 7(1.3)
Detention 
center 
protest

47 2 49(9.1)

Anti-government rally 1 1 1 3(0.6)
Handout production,
distribution, possession 15 14 27 36 18 110

(20.4)
Yushin Constitution
criticism, denial 2 7 3 10 1 23(4.3)

creating posters 2 1 3(0.6)
Espionage 2 1 3(0.6)
Reality 
distortion, 
falsification 
of acts

Non-
drinking 59 59 54 34 13 219(40.6)

drinking 25 11 7 9 2 54(10.0)

Emergency Decree
defamation 1 1 1 3(0.6)

Asset flight 6 6(1.1)
Overseas Emigration 6 1 1 8(1.5)
Bribery 2 2 1 5(0.9)
Total (number of cases) 126 97 101 175 41 540 (100)

Nonetheless, there remained concern over the fact that the total number of 

emigrants did not decrease. Since the upper class was not the main group emigrating, 

the Emergency Decree had little effect on emigrants. Yoon114 explains that most 

emigration was committed by the middle class, who were the benefactors of South 

Korea’s economic success, but that this quick rise by the middle class led to a 

113Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Republic of Korea. “Gingeubjochie uihan 
ingwonchimhae sageon ” [Cases of a violation of human 
rights by Emergence Decrees. http://www.jinsil.go.kr/ (accessed September 30, 2014)
114 Yoon, On my own: Korean businesses and race relations in America. 
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continued expectation of upward mobility. Thus finding it difficult to be successful 

with the increased competition in Korea, many opted for emigration. This testifies 

to the fact that the number of emigrants were not affected by the strict restrictions on 

emigration policies. Moreover, most violators of articles 3 and 4 of Emergency 

Decree Number Nine, as reported in newspaper articles in 1975, were among the 

upper class115 and there were not many prosecutions. 

The restrictions on emigration were focused on the upper class who aimed 

to emigrate, but the major social group engaging in emigration was the middle class. 

Consequently, the number of emigrants headed to the United States and Canada was 

not affected. The restrictive emigration policy of the ROK government was effective 

in prohibiting improper emigration by the upper class, but it was not effective in 

prohibiting the emigration of the middle and lower classes. Therefore, shortly after 

the first revised emigration policies took effect, their only influence was on the 

decrease in the number of emigrants to the United States. Yet, the influence did not 

last as the number of South Korean emigrants to the United States decreased only 

for two years, in 1975 and 1976. The rate of decrease in Korean immigrants who 

headed to the United States was only 6%, so there really was no significant 

fluctuation in the total number of Korean emigrants in the mid-1970s. Rather, the 

restricted emigration policy of the ROK government was a reaction responding to 

the Fall of Saigon and the ground gained by communism among Southeast Asian 

115 “Yuhyeongbyeollo bon imintalchul” [Escape Emigration by 
Types], Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 26, 1975.
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governments. By investigating the emigration crimes of the upper class, the ROK 

government tried to exercise psychological control over South Korean society.
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5. Conclusion

This study has substantiated the claim that South Korean emigration policy 

was more affected by external factors than internal factors. While previous studies 

have examined the change in emigration policy in 1975, the current study also 

exposed the amendment to emigration policy meant to relax restrictions on potential 

receiving countries in 1973. This amendment expanded potential receiving countries

to including non-hostile communist states. 

South Korean society in the 1960s experienced poverty and unemployment 

due to overpopulation and limited resources. These acted as push factors motivating 

certain groups within South Korean to emigrate. On the other hand, the economic 

boom in Canada and the United States acted as a pull factor drawing South Koreans 

in. In 1973, the amendment to the Emigration Act, offering a more simplified 

emigration process, created the possibility for South Korean emigrants to be eligible 

to move to non-hostile communist states. 

In 1975, however, a more restrictive emigration policy was passed, adherent 

to the principles of Emergency Decree Number Nine. Previous studies do not 

mention that Emergency Decree Number Nine contained articles pertaining to 

overseas asset flight and improper overseas emigration. Evidence gleaned from 

newspapers at the time attests to the fact that the Ministry of Health and Social 
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Affairs had institutionalized the regulation responsible to Emergency Decree 

Number Nine. 

The strict regulation of emigration policy in 1975 corresponded to the 

Détente policy of the Nixon administration in the early 1970s and the spread of 

communism in Southeast Asia in the mid-1970s. Due to an uncertain international 

environment, the ROK government seemed concerned that South Koreans might be 

agitated psychologically if those among the elites and upper class began to emigrate 

in substantial numbers. Thus, one can assert that the alteration of South Korean 

emigration policy was a response to international rather than domestic circumstances. 

The major social group actively emigrating was the middle class, rather than the 

elites or upper class. 

However, there were surveys in 1978 specifying that Korean emigrants left 

their home country due to economic rather than security reasons. Emigration 

applicants indicated that their motivations for leaving South Korea were to reunite 

with their families overseas, to provide a better education and to pursue a more 

affluent life, with 51.5% people intending to return to their fatherland.116 Those who 

espoused the national security problem as a motivation for emigration motivation 

constituted just 8.1% of respondents. Accordingly, newspaper articles criticized 

Korean emigrants with no ‘appropriate reasons’ for emigration. Newspapers 

116“Jeongug pyeonggyunsujunboda hwolssin nopeun haeoe ijuja haglyeog”
[Overseas Emigrants’ Education Background 

is Higher than National Average], Kyunghyang Shinmun, July 31, 1979.
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portrayed Korean emigrants as traitors. However, Korean emigrants were proud to 

be Korean even if they were living in the United States, Canada and South America,

as 97.4% answered that they emigrated with patriotism.117

South Korean emigration policy and the American and Canadian 

immigration policies affected the fluctuations in the rate of Korean emigration.

Meanwhile, domestic and international factors affected the decrease in the number 

of Korean emigrants in the mid-1970s. This study proves that the critical factor in 

this process was external rather than internal. 

Due to economic circumstance, the United States changed its immigration 

policy to encourage family reunions rather than attracting skilled immigrants. This 

change did not affect the number of Korean immigrants since invitation emigration

increased to take the place of employment immigration. Canadian immigration 

policy also preferred family reunion immigration rather than employment 

immigration. The number of Korean immigrants to Canada decreased by more than 

20% in 1976. There were many Korean immigrants in the United States who could 

invite their relatives to reunite, while the number of Korean immigrants in Canada 

was low compared to that of the United States. 

This study did not analyze the immigration policy of the United States and 

Canada in detail. This is because this study mainly focused on the fact that Korean 

117“Haeoegeoju gyopo uisigjosa” [Survey on Ethics of Overseas 
Korean], Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 31, 1978.
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emigrants were not actively drawn to Canada and the United States in the mid-1970s

due to economic recession. 
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