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Moving Through and Embeddedness: A Case of an Establishment Process of
Cambodian Workers’ Association in Ansan City, South Korea

Hiroki Bell

After 1960s, the concept of cultures, coinciding with that of communities, as
bounded, territorialized, non-historical and unchanged units has been criticized. This
series of criticism helped to introduce new topics focusing on socio-cultural dynamics
and instability. However, ironically, globalization studies and studies on
multiculturalism contain the old concept of cultures and communities by looking at
from high angle perspective. From this perspective, the world is imagined as if space
of flows invades stable places and divides them into fragments. Therefore it insists on
the concept of ethnic identity that is assumed as a bases of collectivity as well as the
cause of fragmentation. Previous studies dealing with migrant workers’ “communities”
in South Korea also demonstrate the existence of these trends.

In contrast, this article proposes a walkers’ perspective in de Certeau’s term.
Walkers walk around cities so as to compose their stories and create their own spaces.
de Certeau calls it a “practice of space”. In this perspective, migrant workers can be
comprehended as someone “moving though” on a vehicle, because they are not accepted
as settlers but only as temporal residents.

This article is dealing with a case of an establishment process of Cambodian
workers’ association in Ansan, which is well known as “Borderless Village” in South
Korea. This association was established through support from a media activist
organization which did not aim to organize any “migrant communities” at the beginning.
Media activists tried to set up an open place for all migrant workers who were
interested in studying film making. On the one hand, migrant workers are temporal
residents and therefore they are supposed to “move through”. On the other hand,
pointing a camera at a certain object requires one to keep a distance with the object, an
action that displays another manner of “moving through”. However, both media
activists and migrant workers do not only “move through” but also walk in a city. The
media activist organization is a meeting place for them to meet each other. This
Cambodian workers’ association was established for sustaining this place that was
getting a shelter for Cambodian workers. But in this process, the association needed to
“embed” a Korean media activist as an anchor for Cambodian workers’ networks. This
case demonstrates that “migrant communities” are not based on ethnic identity but on

an anchor of the networks, who is “embedded” and always presented in a certain place.
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labor migration, South Korea, migrant community, social support, practice of space

131



