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South Korea’s native-English-speaking hakwon (South Korea’s version of a pri-
vate language school) instructor population is college-educated, well paid, and 
yet suffers from a lack of empowerment via a representative organization of 
its own creation. Of the attempts made by instructors to form such an NGO to 
advocate on their behalf the Association of Teachers of English in Korea (ATEK) 
stands out as perhaps the most ambitious, in spite of its rather short tenure and 
eventual collapse. Typical explanations given for that collapse can be divided 
DPRQJ�WKRVH�LQWHUQDO��VXFK�DV�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ��DQG�H[WHUQDO��VXFK�DV�RQOLQH�KDUDVV-
PHQW��EXW�WKLV�SDSHU�VHHNV�WR�VKRZ�WKDW�VXFK�H[SODQDWLRQV�UHPDLQ�LQVXIÀFLHQW��
Using material obtained through interviews with former members, along with 
information gleaned from various online sources, this paper argues that a lack 
RI�RIÀFLDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�E\�WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�FDQ�
be seen as the proverbial straw that broke the back of ATEK. Further, application 
of theoretical material presented in Bringing Transnational Relations Back in: 
Introduction by Thomas Risse-Kappen, regarding the way in which domestic gov-
ernmental structure can either allow transnational actors access to that struc-
ture or not, will show that domestic actors such as ATEK are subject to the same 
sort of institutional discrimination. It is the author’s hope that the examination 
of ATEK’s collapse presented in this paper will constitute a useful framework to 
guide upstart instructor NGOs of the future, so that similar problems can be suc-
cessfully avoided.

Introduction

Ethnic homogeneity is a highly contentious issue central to, and with rami-
ÀFDWLRQV�IRU��SROLFLHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�DUHDV�DV�GLYHUVH�DV�GHPRJUDSKLFV��HGXFD-
tion, marriage, migration, activism, and human rights. The Korean people 
have long held that theirs was a land of one people, but in contemporary 
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South Korean society this concept is being challenged. One way in which 
ethnic homogeneity in South Korea is being directly challenged can be ob-
served in the size of the foreign resident population, which calls South Ko-
UHD�KRPH��$V�RI�-XQH������DERXW������SHUFHQW�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD·V�SRSXODWLRQ�
was made up of non-Koreans,� and according to the South Korean Ministry 
RI�6WDWLVWLFV��E\�0D\�RI������WKH�QXPEHU�RI�QRQ�.RUHDQV�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�6RXWK�
Korea was approximately 760,000.2 In addition to these, approximately 
��������RWKHU�IRUHLJQ�UHVLGHQWV�DUH�GHVFULEHG�DV�QRW�HFRQRPLFDOO\�DFWLYH��
and listed as such for three reasons: “‘Child care and home duties,’ ‘Rest-
ed,’ and ‘Attending a regular school.’”� Thus it can be assumed that these 
are dependent family members of migrant workers residing and working 
in South Korea. In this way it is clear that many among these workers have 
settled in South Korea, with their families, to make a life for themselves. 
However, to say that South Korea’s migrant worker population’s relationship 
with its host country has been a rocky one, essentially from the start, would 
be something of an understatement. It is not the purpose of this paper to go 
into detail about the formation and activities of both Korean and foreigner 
led domestic NGOs advocating on behalf of this industrial migrant worker 
PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�IRUHLJQ�UHVLGHQW�FRPPXQLW\�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD��+RZHYHU��VXIÀFH�
it to say that with the opening of the South Korean labor market to migrant 
ZRUNHUV�LQ������1*2�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�DFWLYLVP�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�WKLV�FRPPXQLW\�
followed quickly and has remained a constant feature ever since.

In contrast, South Korea’s migrant native-English-speaking English lan-
guage instructor population, members of which work at either public or pri-
vate schools or universities (hereafter, instructors), numbered roughly some 
�������DV�RI������4 Yet the E2 (foreign language teacher) visa holding seg-
PHQW�RI� WKDW�SRSXODWLRQ��VRPH�������� LQGLYLGXDOV�DV�RI������� lacks do-
mestic representation through an NGO of its own formation. To date only 
one such organization has emerged to advocate on behalf of this portion 
of the greater migrant population. The Association for Teachers of English 

�� +\XN�5DH�.LP��´1*2V�DQG�WKH�*RYHUQDQFH�RI�0LJUDWLRQ�µ�LQ�State-centric to Contested Social Gov-
ernance in Korea��/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH�������������

�� ´�����)RUHLJQHU�/DERXU�)RUFH�6XUYH\�µ�Statistics Korea,�ODVW�PRGLÀHG�1RYHPEHU����������KWWS���
NRVWDW�JR�NU�SRUWDO�HQJOLVK�QHZV�����LQGH[�ERDUG"EPRGH UHDG	E6HT 	D6HT ������	SDJH1R
 �	URZ1XP ��	QDY&RXQW ��	FXUU3J 	V7DUJHW WLWOH	V7[W���DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������

�� ,ELG�
4 “Animosity against English Teachers in Seoul,” Global Post��ODVW�PRGLÀHG�0D\�����������KWWS���

ZZZ�JOREDOSRVW�FRP�GLVSDWFK�VRXWK�NRUHD��������HQJOLVK�WHDFKHUV�VHRXO�UDFLVP���DFFHVVHG�
1RYHPEHU�������������DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������

�� ´1XPEHU�RI�(��9LVD�+ROGHUV�E\�5HJLRQ�DQG�*HQGHU�µ English N Korea,�ODVW�PRGLÀHG�-XQH�������
ZZZ�HQJOLVKQNRUHD�FRP�GRZQORDG�6WDWLVWLFVBQB+RPHSDJHV�SGI�˪��DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������
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in Korea (hereafter, ATEK) was an incipient NGO with sustained operations 
IURP�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�RI������WR�DERXW�$SULO�RI�������([DFW�GDWHV�DUH�GLIÀFXOW�
to pinpoint as the organization never fully crystalized as a formal NGO for 
several reasons which will be discussed in detail below.

Conversely, as was mentioned above, South Korea’s much larger indus-
WULDO�PLJUDQW�SRSXODWLRQ�KDV�ORQJ�EHQHÀWWHG�IURP�WKH�DVVLVWDQFH�RI�.RUHDQ�
NGOs, particularly religious NGOs. Under the Korean Confederation of Trade 
Unions, industrial migrant workers formed the Equality Trade Union - Mi-
grants’ Branch, which later transformed into the independent Migrants’ 
Trade Union. While the Korean government has refused to recognize the 
legality of the independently founded migrant workers’ union, the highly 
educated and economically empowered migrant English teaching popula-
tion of South Korea can certainly envy such an achievement. So, in terms of 
the foundation of a domestic body for the purposes of advocacy, how have 
industrial migrants achieved the success which has eluded instructors?

Instead of investigating the factors which led to the creation of ATEK, this 
paper will constitute a thorough examination of the causes of its disintegra-
tion. First, an examination of material assembled from qualitative interviews 
FRQGXFWHG�ZLWK� IRUPHU�$7(.�RIÀFHUV�DQG�PHPEHUV�ZLOO� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKDW�
chief among internal causes of ATEK’s disintegration were that organiza-
tion’s alienation of and subsequent failure to successfully mobilize key el-
ements within its potential membership pool of instructors, namely those 
KROGLQJ�)�YLVDV��DQG�IXUWKHU�WKDW�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�ZDV�SODJXHG�E\�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ��
Second, by contrasting portions of that same interview material with mate-
rial published online this paper will demonstrate that ATEK suffered further 
from external problems including attacks levied against it from outside the 
LQVWUXFWRU�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�DQ�LQDELOLW\�WR�REWDLQ�RIÀFLDO�1*2�VWDWXV�IURP�WKH�
Korean government itself. Third, by applying theoretical material presented 
in Thomas Risse-Kappen’s article Bringing Transnational Relations Back in: 
Introduction, regarding the role of domestic governmental structure in fa-
cilitating or blocking access to that structure by transnational actors, this 
paper will show that despite being a domestic actor ATEK failed at least 
in part because of South Korea’s having, as Risse-Kappen puts it, a state-
dominated domestic governmental structure. In this way, it is the argument 
of this paper that ATEK did not disintegrate under the weight of commonly 
understood internal and external pressures alone, but also in part due the 
VSHFLÀF�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�VWDWH��ZKLFK�PDGH�JDLQLQJ�DFFHVV�WR�
that state’s political systems a virtual impossibility.
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Causes of the Disintegration of ATEK: Interviews with Informants

To get as clear a picture of the situation concerning the disintegration of 
ATEK as possible, in order to understand it as fully as possible, it was neces-
sary to contact and interview several people directly involved in the founda-
tion and running of the organization. While the initial research goal was to 
contact as many people as possible it quickly became clear that due to the 
particular circumstances of ATEK’s disintegration a focus on obtaining an 
unbiased account of that disintegration would likely be a far more fruitful 
goal. Snowball sampling methodology was initially employed to this end, be-
JLQQLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�LQIRUPDQW��5RE�2���ZKR�UHFRPPHQGHG�VHYHUDO�IXUWKHU�
informants with whom to get in contact for potential interviews.

8OWLPDWHO\��D� WRWDO�RI�ÀYH� LQIRUPDQWV�ZHUH�FRQWDFWHG�RQOLQH�DQG�DVNHG�
the question, “Why, in your opinion, did ATEK fail?” Limitations which had to 
be reconciled included the rather small size of this sample set, the fact that 
one could quite naturally question the reliability of the informants therein, 
and the particularly sensitive nature of the disintegration of the organiza-
tion (one informant told me he was, “going to try to keep [his] emotions 
out of it…”). Therefore, it was incumbent upon the author to investigate the 
possibility that tangential perspectives of the story of ATEK’s disintegration 
might provide further insight and paint a fuller picture of it. Thus, it became 
necessary to investigate the existence of various forms of pertinent online 
material as well. Gathered below is a summary of the material gleaned from 
those interviews and online material.

5RE�2��ZDV�$7(.·V�1DWLRQDO�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV�2IÀFHU�IURP�$SULO�RI������
to January of the following year, and a member of ATEK’s Executive Council, 
ZKLFK�DOVR�LQFOXGHG�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ·V�SUHVLGHQW�DQG�RWKHU�QDWLRQDO�RIÀFHUV��
In that capacity he participated in voting on issues and advised the council 
as to the public relations implications of ATEK’s actions and projects. Fi-
nally, he was also in charge of managing the organization’s public relations 
through various forms of media, doing interviews, writing press releases, 
and responding to inquiries and criticisms.6

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�ÀUVW�LQIRUPDQW��WKH�PRVW�FHQWUDO�UHDVRQ�IRU�WKH�GRZQIDOO�
of ATEK was its having gotten a poor start. The organization’s initial opera-
tion, entitled the “Equal Checks for All” campaign, was unintentionally divi-
sive, essentially pitting the longer-term resident instructors, whose mem-
bership would ultimately turn out to be quite valuable to the organization, 

�� 5RE�2���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
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against other resident instructors.7 To explain, the South Korean law this 
campaign was focused on changing required E2 visa holding instructors to 
undergo medical exams, including HIV screenings. Exempted from such ex-
ams were F-visa holders, a group which includes visiting and resident ethnic 
Koreans not holding Korean citizenship and spouses of Korean citizens, of 
whom many were long-term residents of South Korea. These people either 
correctly or incorrectly felt that any changes the campaign might engender 
ZRXOG�QRW�EH�EHQHÀFLDO�WR�WKHLU�VSHFLÀF�OLIH�VLWXDWLRQV��IRU�LI�WKH�FDPSDLJQ�
were successful they too would be subject to such medical exams.

This was compounded by Rob O.’s opinion that whereas it was poten-
tially easier for short-term E2 visa holding residents, who perhaps felt, “the 
exit option is attractive enough,” to simply pack up and leave South Korea 
when the going got tough, those holding F-visas had invested themselves 
in marriages here.� Hence the membership of longer-term F-visa holding 
instructors simply ended up being of more value for the organization. The 
“Equal Checks for All” campaign unfortunately alienated this segment of 
the membership pool. Finally, according to Rob O. the organization was also 
plagued by internal problems, ultimately being “brought down by a toxic mix 
of personalities.”9

Darren B. was ATEK’s Vice President and Chair of the National Council 
IURP� URXJKO\������ WR�������$V� YLFH�SUHVLGHQW�� KLV� UROH�ZDV� WR�DVVLVW� WKH�
president and take that person’s place during absences, while as National 
Council Chair he led the meetings held by that body which focused on a wide 
variety of topics from scheduling and voting to the organization’s agenda.��

0LUURULQJ�FRPPHQWV�PDGH�E\�5RE�2��UHJDUGLQJ�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ��'DUUHQ�%��FRQ-
ÀUPHG�WKDW�GLYLVLYHQHVV�ZDV�QRW�XQLTXH�WR�$7(.·V�PHPEHUVKLS�SRRO�DORQH��
WKHUH�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�
itself among those who worked for it. According to this second informant 
ATEK suffered from a, “lack of quality people,” which meant that the organi-
zation was very limited in its recruiting options. This meant that ATEK and 
its members were forced to, “recruit anyone and everyone, and put up with 
PDVVHV�RI�>EXOOVKLW@�µ�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�'DUUHQ�%��WKLV�PDGH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�GLVPLVV�
SRWHQWLDOO\�GLIÀFXOW�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�PHPEHUV�ZKR�LQHYLWDEO\�HQGHG�XS�GLVDJUHH-
ing with other members,���ZKLFK�QHFHVVDULO\� OHG� WR� WKH� LQ�ÀJKWLQJ�5RE�2��
mentioned.
�� 5RE�2���LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� ,ELG�
9 Ibid.
��� 'DUUHQ�%���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
��� 'DUUHQ�%���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������



112 YONSEI JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

Furthermore, according to Darren B., “Nobody [would] admit they lost 
because procedures for dispute resolution weren’t clear,” hence in his opin-
ion the personnel problem was compounded by ATEK’s lack of mechanisms 
for the resolution of internal disputes. This problem led inexorably to a frac-
tured organizational focus, which in the informant’s opinion ran the gamut 
of possibilities. There were those who felt the organization should strive to 
increase public visibility through the provision of services for members. Oth-
ers, of the opposite opinion, felt that a neutral course could be struck by un-
dertaking a minimal amount of activities. Ultimately, the organization ended 
up split between two factions, neither of which would agree to understand 
the organization’s charter in the same way. Regardless of which side was 
right or wrong it did not matter, because dispute resolution mechanisms 
did not exist, and furthermore, in Darren B.’s opinion, neither did, “central 
leadership.”��

Jared A. was ATEK’s membership coordinator in Incheon, having organ-
L]HG�$7(.·V�ÀUVW�PHHWLQJ�WKHUH�LQ�)HEUXDU\�RI�������+H�ZDV�VXEVHTXHQWO\�
the organization’s chairperson in Incheon for a little more than a year from 
ODWH������WR�HDUO\�������GXULQJ�ZKLFK�WLPH�KH�ZDV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�FRRUGL-
nating the activities of active members in Incheon and attending national 
meetings in which he participated in raising, discussing, and voting on vari-
ous issues.��

According to this third informant, “ATEK was founded by ordinary people 
with good intentions,”�� which arguably resonates strongly with what Darren 
B. mentioned about the organization lacking mechanisms for the manage-
ment and settlement of disputes. It stands to reason that at an initial phase 
the ordinary and good-intentioned people of ATEK simply did not feel or re-
alize that they needed such mechanisms as all they were trying to do was 
help people. Who would disagree with or try to undermine such a goal? Fur-
ther, Jared A.’s comments mesh with the implication inherent to Rob O.’s: 
“ATEK’s struggles began when they alienated the very people upon whom 
they most depended for success -- the F-Visa holders.”�� In Jared A.’s own 
words, “Ultimately, the polar-opposite combination of inexperience, transi-
ence, and volunteer leadership were unable to gain traction towards even 
GHÀQLQJ�FRPPRQ�JRDOV��OHW�DORQH�DFKLHYLQJ�DQ\�µ�� So while the organization 
was busily, though unintentionally, alienating those among the instructor 
�� Ibid.
��� -DUHG�$���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU����������
��� -DUHG�$���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
��� 5RE�2���LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
��� -DUHG�$���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
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community who would potentially have been the most valuable assets to 
the organization it was simultaneously not focused enough to successfully 
remedy such a failure. This mirrors the opinion expressed by Darren B. re-
garding ATEK’s not having had a clear focus, an opinion expressed by the 
next informant whose comments are summarized below.

%U\DQ�+��ZDV�WKH�HWKLFV�RIÀFHU�IRU�$7(.·V�6HRXO�FKDSWHU�IRU�D�IHZ�PRQWKV�
during the end of 2009. Aside from being tasked with assisting in writing 
and codifying the organization’s charter he described the job as comprising 
a role of checking and balancing the organization, but with a relative degree 
of autonomy.��

This fourth informant felt that, “ATEK had failures at multiple levels, 
planning, execution, and leadership.” The organization was initially over-
designed as something much larger and more complex than it needed to 
be because its founders unrealistically wanted ATEK to represent every 
instructor in South Korea, even those who only planned to spend a very 
short amount of time living and working in that country. This unreasonable 
goal was supposed to be facilitated, in the opinion of Bryan H., by an or-
ganizational structure that was far too complex, meaning that new rules and 
UHJXODWLRQV�ZHUH�GLIÀFXOW� WR� LPSRVH�DQG� WKDW� MRLQLQJ� WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�ZDV�
far more complicated than it should have been. Further, because of, “lofty 
goals and aspiration [sic.], the original founders created a [spider web] of 
checks and balances.”�� This unrealistic initial goal resonates strongly with 
what Rob O. stated about the organization’s having gotten off to a bad start. 
Further, the overly-complex structure described by Bryan H. arguably echoes 
what Darren B. mentioned about ATEK’s having lacked internal mechanisms 
IRU� FRQÁLFW� UHVROXWLRQ��%U\DQ�+�� FRQWLQXHG�� ´,QVWHDG�RI� VWDUWLQJ� VPDOO� DQG�
simple, they came out of the gate saying they repped [sic.] everyone and 
were focused on changing a system that didn’t really need changing,” hence 
his opinion that the organization came undone partly because of a focus on 
unrealistic goals.��

Greg D. joined ATEK early in the organization’s formation and rose 
quickly to the position of chairperson of the Gyeongnam Chapter in March 
of 2009, becoming ATEK’s communications’ director in May of that year. He 
VXEVHTXHQWO\�EHFDPH�$7(.·V�ÀUVW�HOHFWHG�SUHVLGHQW�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�RI�������
a position he held for one year.20 His main function as president was the cre-

��� %U\DQ�+���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU����������
��� %U\DQ�+���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
�� Ibid.
20� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
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ation and implementation of organizational policy, but as the organization’s 
leader, jobs left undone often fell to him. In this way, at any one time he 
could have been focused on recruiting and training new members, helping 
ZLWK�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�RI�QHZ�QDWLRQDO�DQG�ORFDO�RIÀFHUV��SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�FRQIHU-
ences and government events, and helping out with the day to day running 
of the organization.��

$FFRUGLQJ� WR� WKLV� ÀIWK� LQIRUPDQW� WKH�FDXVHV�RI�$7(.·V� IDLOXUH� LQYROYHG�
reasons related to four groups of people. First, the organization was subject 
to online harassment by F-visa holding long-term resident instructors who, 
the informant felt, saw ATEK and its “Equal Checks for All” campaign as an 
upset to the established status quo; this opinion was also mentioned by Rob 
O.. Second, Greg D. was the only informant to have mentioned ATEK hav-
ing been attacked externally by, “Korean nationalists,” who, in his opinion, 
feel that foreigners in Korea, “are stealing their women, raping, miseducat-
ing, and destroying their culture. ATEK gave them a focal point to aim their 
sights on.” Greg D. also mentioned attempting legal action against a group 
known as Anti-English Spectrum (hereafter, AES), but says that the case was 
summarily dismissed despite feeling his accusations against that organiza-
tion were well documented.22 While the leveling of racism and xenophobia 
against a foreign community is certainly nothing new, this information was 
unfortunately not corroborated by material provided by the other four inform-
ants, but instead will be discussed below with regard to the online research 
portion of this paper.

Third, Greg D. went into great detail concerning the existence of exten-
VLYH�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��DV�ZDV�PHQWLRQHG�E\�5RE�2��DQG�'DU-
ren B.. In short, the organization was split among two factions, one of which 
the informant discussed as, “usurpers,” who, “joined the organization with 
WKH�LGHD�RI�FKDQJLQJ�LW�IURP�D�QRQ�SURÀW�JURXS�WR�D�>IRU�SURÀW@�EXVLQHVV�ZLWK�
no democratic council.” Such incompatible views concerning the direction 
and focus of the organization, as was also mentioned by Darren B., could 
not be mediated, as the organization was both overly complex, as was dis-
FXVVHG�E\�%U\DQ�+���DQG�ODFNHG�PHFKDQLVPV�IRU�LQWHUQDO�FRQÁLFW�UHVROXWLRQ��
as Darren B. mentioned.��

)LQDOO\��DQG�PRVW�LPSRUWDQWO\�IRU�WKH�ÀQDO�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKLV�SDSHU��*UHJ�'��
leveled blame directly at the Korean government itself. According to him 
ATEK was subject to a great deal of confusion when he attempted to register 

��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU����������
22� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� Ibid.
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the group nationally as an NGO, despite initially being told that legally ATEK 
would be able to be so registered. Subsequently Greg D. was sent from one 
JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFH�WR�WKH�QH[W�LQ�D�IUXLWOHVV�VHDUFK�IRU�HYHQ�RQH�JRYHUQPHQW�
RIÀFLDO�RU�HPSOR\HH�ZKR�FRXOG�SURYLGH�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�QHFHVVDU\�WR�JHW�$7(.�
registered as an NGO. In his own words Greg D. stated that, “Magically every 
RIÀFH�,�ZHQW�WR�DQG�HYHU\�RIÀFHU�,�PHW�KDG�QR�LGHD�KRZ�µ�WR�UHJLVWHU�$7(.�DV�
an NGO in South Korea.24 Whether ATEK was being intentionally given the 
run-around or was simply suffering from an overabundance of institution-
al red tape will likely never be known and therefore cannot be speculated 
upon. However, the fact remains that upon attempting to register ATEK as an 
NGO, Greg D. was stymied at every turn.

In Greg D.’s opinion, the fact that only “large” and well-established IN-
GOs had ever successfully registered within South Korea, meant there was 
perhaps a disconnect vis-à-vis ATEK’s ability for registration, as no such 
“small,” domestic, or less well known group had ever done so before.�� Obvi-
ously South Korea has NGOs of its own, but the point to be understood here 
is that South Korea’s instructor community lacks even a single advocacy 
group, made up of foreign membership, which is both autonomous from 
DVVRFLDWHG� .RUHDQ� JURXSV� DQG� RIÀFLDOO\� UHFRJQL]HG� E\� WKH� 6RXWK� .RUHDQ�
government. Furthermore, it is important to note here that such obstacles, 
as were mentioned above with regard to the Migrants’ Trade Union, seem 
all too common or even constitute quasi-institutional practice in South Ko-
UHD��)RU��DORQJ�ZLWK�UHIXVLQJ�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�078�DV�DQ�RIÀFLDO�XQLRQ��´WKH�
South Korean government has consistently deported MTU leaders,”26 such 
as happened to then MTU President Torna Limbu and Vice President Abdus 
6DEXU�RQ�0D\����������27 and more recently to another former MTU presi-
dent, Michel Catuira, who even after successfully appealing a government 
GHSRUWDWLRQ�RUGHU�LQ������ZDV�VXEVHTXHQWO\�EDUUHG�IURP�UH�HQWHULQJ�6RXWK�
Korea the following year.�� This sort of apparently institutional denial of the 
legitimacy of migrant generated advocacy groups, in the form of domestic 
1*2V��ZLOO�EH�IXUWKHU�H[SORUHG�EHORZ�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKLV�SDSHU�

24 Ibid.
�� Ibid.
26 “Migrants’ Trade Union in South Korea Grows, Gains International Support,” AFL-CIO Now, last 

PRGLÀHG�-DQXDU\�����������KWWS���ZZZ�DÁFLR�RUJ�%ORJ�*OREDO�$FWLRQ�0LJUDQWV�7UDGH�8QLRQ�LQ�
6RXWK�.RUHD�*URZV�*DLQV�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�6XSSRUW���DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����������

27 “Migrants’ Trade Union Leaders Deported,” International Trade Union Confederation��ODVW�PRGLÀHG�
0D\�����������KWWS���ZZZ�LWXF�FVL�RUJ�NRUHD�PLJUDQWV�WUDGH�XQLRQ�OHDGHUV���DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU�
����������

�� “Former Migrant Union Organizer Denied Entry,” The Hankyoreh,�ODVW�PRGLÀHG�0D\����������KWWS���
ZZZ�KDQL�FR�NU�DUWL�HQJOLVKBHGLWLRQ�HBLQWHUQDWLRQDO��������KWPO���DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����������
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The following is a quick summary of the opinions expressed by the inform-
ants listed above.

���5RE�2���$�SRRU�VWDUW��DOLHQDWLRQ�RI�)�YLVD�KROGHUV��LQ�ÀJKWLQJ
���'DUUHQ�%���,Q�ÀJKWLQJ��QR�PHFKDQLVPV�IRU�LQWHUQDO�FRQÁLFW�UHVROXWLRQ���

      lack of focus
���-DUHG�$���/DFN�RI�H[SHULHQFH��DOLHQDWLRQ�RI�)�YLVD�KROGHUV��ODFN�RI�IRFXV
4. Bryan H.: Unrealistic goals, overly complex internal structure
���*UHJ�'���$OLHQDWLRQ�RI�)�YLVD�KROGHUV��H[WHUQDO�DWWDFNV�E\�´.RUHDQ�1D�
��WLRQDOLVWV�µ�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ��JRYHUQPHQW�REVWUXFWLRQ

Causes of the Disintegration of ATEK: Online Materials

Upon doing online research into the disintegration of ATEK, in the interest 
of presenting as full a picture as possible of opinions concerning such, it 
was discovered that the most complete published records in existence were 
those written by bloggers living in South Korea. One such article, “ATEK is 
'HDG��/HW·V�%XU\�LW��$�(XORJ\µ��ZDV�ZULWWHQ�E\�WKLV�SDSHU·V�ÀUVW�LQIRUPDQW��5RE�
O., known in the blogosphere as “Roboseyo.” Among the article’s seven rea-
sons listed for ATEK’s disintegration, all three summarized above are includ-
ed in detail.29 Additionally, the “Korean nationalists” mentioned by Greg D. 
DUH�EULHÁ\�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�WKH�JURXS�$QWL�(QJOLVK�6SHFWUXP��WKRXJK�
XQIRUWXQDWHO\� WKH�ÀQDO�SRLQW�PDGH�E\�*UHJ�'��FRQFHUQLQJ�JRYHUQPHQW�RE-
VWUXFWLRQ�RI�$7(.·V�UHFHLYLQJ�RIÀFLDO�1*2�VWDWXV�LV�QRW�EURDFKHG�

+RZHYHU��LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKDW�DUWLFOH·V�ÀUVW�VHQWHQFH�LV�D�OLQN�WR�DQRWKHU�DUWL-
cle entitled “ATEK: the Great White Hoax”, published on a website called The 
Three Wise Monkeys, which is described on its “About” page as, “a weekly 
updated blogazine [sic.] with inside-out reportage, interviews, images, vid-
eos and everything else we can frame into it that is provocative, smart, en-
tertaining and takes on life here from the Korean Peninsula.”�� The article 
takes the form of a three part exploration of the history of ATEK’s formation, 
activities, troubles, and speculates on several possible reasons for the or-
JDQL]DWLRQ·V�GLVLQWHJUDWLRQ�� LQFOXGLQJ�DOO�RI� WKRVH�GLVFXVVHG�E\� WKH�ÀYH� LQ-
formants interviewed for this paper, without exception.

However, it must be noted that informant opinions expressed about this 
article were by no means only all positive or negative. Rob O. described 

29 “ATEK is Dead; Let’s Bury it: a Eulogy,” Roboseyo Blogspot, ODVW�PRGLÀHG�0DUFK�����������KWWS���
URERVH\R�EORJVSRW�NU���������DWHN�HXORJ\�KWPO���DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������

�� “About,” The Three Wise Monkeys��ODVW�PRGLÀHG�������KWWS���WKHWKUHHZLVHPRQNH\V�FRP�DERXW�����
�DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����������
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the article as, “very one-sided and overwhelmingly negative,” because its 
authors apparently gave those of the opposite opinion expressed in the ar-
ticle no opportunity to refute it.�� On the other hand, Bryan H. expressed 
his opinion of the article saying it was, “written in more of a gonzo jour-
QDOLVWLF� ÁDLU�� EXW� WKH\� GLG� WKHLU� GXH� GLOLJHQFH� DQG� >LW·V@� D� JUHDW� DUWLFOH� RQ�
the organization.”�� Conversely, Greg D. characterized the article as, “a hit 
piece,” written without the authors having conducted interviews or meet-
ings with any members of ATEK, that the article contained false accusations 
DQG�UXPRUV��DQG�ÀQDOO\�KLV�RSLQLRQ�WKDW�WKH�UHDO�PRWLYDWLRQ�IRU�ZULWLQJ�WKH�
article lie in the fact that the subject was controversial and would garner the 
ZHEVLWH�PRUH�WUDIÀF��� Ultimately, published material concerning the history 
and activities of ATEK is extremely limited, leaving “ATEK: the Great White 
Hoax” as the lone published comprehensive examination of ATEK. Thus, in 
the opinion of this author, a critical examination of the points raised in the 
article would seem necessary in order to paint a fuller picture of the reasons 
surrounding the disintegration of ATEK. In this way, how closely the material 
of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” corresponds with the substance of inter-
view material presented above must be determined.

$PRQJ�WKH�UHDVRQV�IRU�$7(.·V�GLVLQWHJUDWLRQ�OLVWHG�E\�WKH�ÀYH�LQIRUPDQWV�
LQWHUYLHZHG�IRU�WKLV�SDSHU�ERWK�´DOLHQDWLRQ�RI�)�YLVD�KROGHUVµ�DQG�´LQ�ÀJKW-
ing” were given three times each. Part two of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” 
EHJLQV�E\�DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�FDXVHV�RI�WKLV�ÀUVW�SUREOHP�GLUHFWO\��´VRPH�H[SDWV�
with visas other than the E2 opposed the [“Equal Checks for All” campaign] 
for both sensible and self-serving reasons—they’d married a Korean citizen, 
had a master or doctorate degree, or some other condition that provided 
an exemption for the common work visa. Why should they be subjected to 
HIV/Drug tests in addition to full physicals and the hassle of obtaining an 
FBI check?”�� Obviously this dovetails precisely with what was stated by Rob 
2���-DUHG�$��DQG�*UHJ�'���,Q�ÀJKWLQJ�LV�OLNHZLVH�GLVFXVVHG�GLUHFWO\�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�
LQVWDOOPHQW�RI�WKH�DUWLFOH��´LW·V�KDUG�WR�SUHYHQW�LQÀJKWLQJ�LQ�DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�
that’s desperate to make progress, faces constant critiques and requires 
council representatives to dedicate their time for free.”�� This resonates 

��� 5RE�2���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
��� %U\DQ�+���RQOLQH�WHVW�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��'HFHPEHU���������
��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� “ATEK: the Great White Hoax (Pt. 2),” The Three Wise Monkeys,�ODVW�PRGLÀHG�0DUFK�����������

KWWS���WKHWKUHHZLVHPRQNH\V�FRP������������DWHN�WKH�JUHDW�ZKLWH�KRD[�SW������DFFHVVHG�1R-
YHPEHU�����������

�� “ATEK: the Great White Hoax,” The Three Wise Monkeys, ODVW�PRGLÀHG�0DUFK�����������KWWS���WKH-
WKUHHZLVHPRQNH\V�FRP������������DWHN�WKH�JUHDW�ZKLWH�KRD[����DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������
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strongly with what Darren B. characterized as the gravest challenge faced 
by the organization. Thus, while opinions of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” 
expressed in the interviews summarized above can hardly be characterized 
as only positive, it can at least be assumed that the article includes mate-
rial of generally the same substance as was given in those interviews. That 
the article presents this material with a rather negative tone can be ignored 
in favor of attempting to draw from the article material which supports the 
informant interviews; as was shown above, such material is plentiful.

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�VXSSRUWLQJ�WKH�DOLHQDWLRQ�RI�)�YLVD�KROGHUV�DQG�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ�
claims “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” includes material which parallels the 
second reason provided by Greg D., who stated his opinion that “Korean na-
tionalists” were somewhat to blame for the disintegration of ATEK.�� In part 
two of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” two incidents are discussed which led 
to animosity being directed at the foreign population in South Korea in the 
IRUP�RI�[HQRSKRELD�DQG�QDWLRQDOLVP��ÀUVW��WKH������GHDWKV�RI�6KLQ�+\R�6XQ�
and Shim Mi Son, two fourteen-year-old Korean girls, who were accidentally 
hit and run over by a US military vehicle, the operators of which were acquit-
WHG�RI�QHJOLJHQW�KRPLFLGH��DQG�VHFRQG��D������VFDQGDO�VXUURXQGLQJ�SRVWV�
made on a website called English Spectrum in which an individual identify-
ing himself as “the Player” posted lewd pictures of young Korean women 
DORQJ�ZLWK�´DGYLFHµ�IRU�ÀQGLQJ�VXFK�ZRPHQ�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�FDVXDO�VH[��
In part two of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” this second incident is credited 
as the direct impetus behind the birth of the group known as Anti-English 
Spectrum,��� WKH� VDPH�JURXS�ZKLFK�*UHJ�'�� LGHQWLÀHG�DV� WKH� ´.RUHDQ�QD-
tionalists” who focused their destructive energy on ATEK.�� Thus while Greg 
D. was the only informant who mentioned such a link between ATEK and 
these “Korean nationalists,”�� such a claim is reinforced by the second por-
tion of “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” in which AES is characterized as, “a 
vigilante Korean group,” which, “mainly exaggerates and exacerbates any 
information that builds the case against evil English educators residing in 
South Korea.”40 Greg D. also discussed ATEK’s failed attempt to address 
the situation with AES through legal channels, saying essentially that the 
case was dropped by the police,�� a detail further supported by the article 
which concluded its discussion of AES with this eye-opening statement: “It 

��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� “ATEK: the Great White Hoax (Pt. 2)”.
��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� Ibid.
40 “ATEK: the Great White Hoax (Pt. 2)”.
��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
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is reported that law enforcement appreciates some efforts of AES given that 
the group acts a bit like an arm of the law in cases where the law may not 
have the manpower.”42 Thus what is being further hinted at is tacit govern-
ment approval of, or at least an allowance for, the activities of this group in 
supplementing the police to the clear detriment of the lives and livelihoods 
of the instructor community.

Greg D.’s fourth reason for the disintegration of ATEK, government ob-
struction, is further supported by material from part two of “ATEK: the Great 
:KLWH�+RD[�µ�2Q�-XQH����������DQ�$7(.�RIÀFHU�QDPHG�0DUN�%DUWKHOHP\�DW-
tended a meeting of the Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency (SMPA)’s Foreign 
Affairs Advisory Committee, which essentially constituted a dialogue be-
tween the non-Korean members of the committee and top representatives 
of law enforcement in Seoul. The committee’s members came from several 
countries whose nationals call South Korea home including the Philippines, 
Nigeria, China, as well as a few of the seven English-speaking nations of 
which E2 visa holders are required to be citizens. The opposite side included 
Kim Ki-yong, the then director of the National Security Department.�� This 
ÀUVW�VWHS�DW�EXLOGLQJ�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�LQVWUXFWRU�FRPPXQLW\��DOEHLW�
with ATEK as its mouthpiece, and a central branch of the South Korean 
government was followed by the SMPA inviting Mark Barthelemy to present 
at a lecture series entitled the “Multicultural Training Program.” About this 
Barthelemy was quoted as saying, “It is a great honor to participate in these 
trainings and to represent ATEK on the committee ... SMPA’s willingness 
to reach out to expat communities is a major step forward. Giving ATEK’s 
members a voice will enhance the city’s readiness, and will boost Seoul’s 
image as a truly world-class city that welcomes people from everywhere.”44 
%DUWKHOHP\·V�HQWKXVLDVP�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�VKDUHG�E\�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀ-
cials as Choi Ho-ryul, Deputy Director of Foreign Affairs, commented on Bar-
thelemy’s lecture, given bilingually in English and Korean, saying, “Mark’s 
HQWHUWDLQLQJ� DQG� LQIRUPDWLYH� SUHVHQWDWLRQ� SURYLGHG� RXU� ÀHOG� RIÀFHUV�ZLWK�
invaluable advice for engaging expat residents and tourists across cultur-
al and language barriers.”�� It seems rather obvious that a relationship of 
VXFK�GXDOO\�UHFRJQL]HG�PXWXDO�EHQHÀW�ZRXOG�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�IRVWHUHG�E\�ERWK�
sides, but that does not seem to have been the case.

42 “ATEK: the Great White Hoax (Pt. 2)”.
�� “English teachers’ group connects Seoul police with expats,” Korea Herald��ODVW�PRGLÀHG�-XO\�����

������KWWS���ZZZ�NRUHDKHUDOG�FRP�YLHZ�SKS"XG �����������������DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����
������

44 “ATEK: the Great White Hoax (Pt. 2)”.
�� Ibid.
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Barely a year later it was published in “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” that 
the relationship between ATEK and the Seoul Police had apparently come 
to an abrupt end and that Barthelemy had at some point in the previous 
year ceased his membership with ATEK. Further, his vacancy on the Foreign 
$IIDLUV�$GYLVRU\�&RPPLWWHH�KDG�DSSDUHQWO\�QRW�EHHQ�ÀOOHG�E\�DQRWKHU�$7(.�
PHPEHU��/LNHZLVH��WKH�6HRXO�3ROLFH�KDG�IDLOHG�WR�IROORZ�WKH�ÀUVW�)RUHLJQ�$I-
IDLUV� $GYLVRU\� &RPPLWWHH�PHHWLQJ� XS�ZLWK� DQRWKHU� DV� RI�0DUFK� ������ ,Q�
researching “ATEK: the Great White Hoax” the authors of that article were 
told by a Lieutenant Kim of the Seoul Police’s public relations department 
that ATEK was not a member of the Foreign Affairs Advisory Committee. 
They quote him as saying, “The Foreign Affairs Advisory Commission [sic.] 
is composed of commissioners, which means an organization cannot be a 
member of the commission,” and further explained that questions related 
directly to Barthelemy were, “met with obliviousness.”46 

While it presumably was not Barthelemy’s charge to build a relation-
ship with the Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency with the ultimate goal of 
having ATEK registered as a domestic NGO, creating such a relationship 
would have no doubt bestowed upon ATEK a certain measure of clout in that 
regard. Furthermore, can it be assumed that calling the Foreign Affairs Advi-
sory Committee a “commission” was simply the lieutenant’s mistake? Was 
it a typo in the article? Or should it be assumed that the “committee” was 
changed in some way, ultimately making it a “commission?” Such confusion 
may seem unremarkable, but when seen as part of an overarching pattern 
of dysfunction and even possible obstruction, it cannot simply be dismissed. 
Finally, while this sort of information can only be speculated upon it seems 
DW�OHDVW�SODXVLEOH�WKDW�ZKHUH�WKHUH�LV�VPRNH��WKHUH�LV�ÀUH��DQG�SUHVXPDEO\�
there is more to this story than has been published in the public record. Un-
fortunately, for the purposes of this paper the author was unable to contact 
Mark Barthelemy directly for an interview. However, a possible explanation 
of the situation comes in the form of the theory explained in the next section 
of this paper.

Thomas Risse-Kappen and Domestic Governmental Structure: Theoreti-
cal Implications

,Q�WKH�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�KLV������ERRN��Bringing Transnational Relations Back 
In, Thomas Risse-Kappen argues that, “The extent to which transnational 
actors gain access to the political systems seems to be primarily a function 

46 Ibid.
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of the state structure. National governments ultimately determine whether 
foreign societal actors are allowed to enter the country and to pursue their 
goals in conjunction with national actors,” (italics in the original).47 He goes 
on to identify three ways in which states can be categorized according to 
WKHLU�GRPHVWLF�VWUXFWXUH��:LWK�VSHFLÀF�UHJDUG�WR�WKH�FDVH�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD��
Risse-Kappen places that country within the state-dominated domestic gov-
HUQPHQWDO�VWUXFWXUH��ZKLFK�KH�W\SLÀHV�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�WKUHH�WUDLWV��)LUVW��KH�
characterizes South Korea as a “centralized state,” exhibiting centralized 
political institutions concentrating executive authority at the apex of the po-
litical structure. Governmental systems of this sort are typically relatively 
independent of the state legislature and, “emphasize the state as caretaker 
of the needs of the citizens.”���6HFRQG��5LVVH�.DSSHQ�LGHQWLÀHV�6RXWK�.RUHD�
ZLWKLQ�WKH�FDWHJRU\�RI�´ZHDN�VRFLHWLHV�µ�W\SLÀHG�E\�DQ�LQWHUQDO�ZHDNQHVV�RI�
civil society, and states that such weakness stems from cleavages of class 
and/or ideology.49 Civil society within states of this category would presum-
DEO\�ÀQG�LW�UDWKHU�GLIÀFXOW�WR�PRELOL]H�FLWL]HQV�IRU�SROLWLFDO�FDXVHV�EHFDXVH�RI�
a distinct lack of consolidated economic, industrial, or religious social and/
or advocacy organizations. Third, Risse-Kappen places South Korea with-
LQ� WKH�FDWHJRU\�RI� VWDWHV�H[KLELWLQJ� ´FRQVHQVXDO�SROLF\�QHWZRUNV�µ� W\SLÀHG�
by rather well developed and powerful political intermediary groups. Such 
groups, political parties for example, act as channels for the aggregation of 
the demands of the populace about which compromises are made among 
the political parties themselves, quite separate from direct involvement by 
the populace; these groups then channel certain information into the higher 
areas of government.��

The most obvious implication of this argument is that a given transna-
tional actor’s potential for successfully accessing a state-dominated political 
structure can be contrasted with such success vis-à-vis what he deems a 
society-dominated state like the United States of America. The difference 
implicit to this dichotomy is the centralized governmental structure of the 
IRUPHU��ZKLFK�OHDGV�WR�WUDQVQDWLRQDO�DFWRU�GLIÀFXOW\�DFFHVVLQJ�SROLWLFDO�V\V-
tems and domestic institutions, and the fragmented governmental structure 
of the latter, leading to the opposite situation. Risse-Kappen also argues 
WKDW�ZKLOH�D�VWDWH�OLNH�6RXWK�.RUHD�PD\�EH�LQLWLDOO\�TXLWH�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�D�WUDQV-

47 Thomas Risse-Kappen, “Bringing Transnational Relations back in: Introduction,” in Bringing Trans-
national Relations Back In: Non-state Actors, Domestic Structures, and International Institutions 
�&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������

�� Ibid., 22.
49 Ibid..
�� Ibid.
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national actor to access, the potential for that actor to induce change once 
this initial challenge has been mastered is quite high. Conversely he argues 
that the opposite would be true for a state like the US. wherein the gov-
ernment’s inherently fragmented nature makes building coalitions among 
D�KRVW�RI�JURXSV�PDQLIHVWLQJ�GLVSDUDWH�YLHZV�DQG�JRDOV�PXFK�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW��
Thus while penetrating such a system may be initially accomplished with 
UHODWLYH�HDVH��JXDUDQWHHLQJ�SROLF\�LPSDFW�LV�IDU�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW��� While it is im-
portant to note this second of Risse-Kappen’s two arguments, if for no other 
reason than to include within this paper a full summary of the cited writing, 
for the purposes of this paper’s argument implications of Risse-Kappen’s 
second argument will not be further explored.

Returning to Risse-Kappen’s characterization of a state-dominated po-
litical structure like that of South Korea, the functions inherent to such a 
domestic political structure are echoed by Kim Nam Kook in Catalysers in 
the Promotion of Migrants’ Rights: Church-Based NGOs in South Korea. In 
GLVFXVVLQJ� 6RXWK� .RUHD·V� GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�PRYHPHQW� RI� WKH� ����V�� .LP�
VWDWHV��´2QH�FDQ�ÀQG�D�FRPPRQ�SDWWHUQ�LQ�WKH�SURFHGXUH�RI�.RUHDQ�GHPRF-
ratization: citizens initiate changes through militant collective action, then 
WKH�UHJLPH�VXUUHQGHUV��DQG�ÀQDOO\�FLWL]HQV�DUH�H[FOXGHG�LQ�WKH�VWDJH�RI�LQVWL-
tutionalization that results from militant struggle.”�� This institutionalization 
no doubt takes place among the political intermediary groups Risse-Kappen 
discussed, for as Kim continues, “Explosive debates were often excluded 
or distorted by the incumbent political elites, not least in the aggregation 
process that occurred at the National Assembly.”��

)LQDOO\��.LP�VSHFLÀFDOO\�GLVFXVVHV�WKH� LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI� WKLV�SDWWHUQ�ZLWK�
UHJDUG�WR�WKH�-XQH������SURWHVW�PRYHPHQW�DJDLQVW�6RXWK�.RUHD·V�PLOLWDU\�
regime, characterizing it thusly: “Extensive participation by citizens at the 
beginning stage was not swiftly turned into a new political organization of 
their own and was simply replaced by negotiations between the existing po-
litical parties in the process of legislation and thus resulted in the extended 
WHQXUH�RI�WKH�PLOLWDU\�UHJLPH�XQWLO������µ�� It is centrally important to the 
argument of this paper to note that while Risse-Kappen makes very sound 
arguments vis-à-vis the ability of transnational actors to access the political 
systems of states of varying governmental structures, he does not address 
the ability or inability of domestic actors to do the same. However, as was 
�� Ibid., 26
�� Nam-Kook Kim, “The Migrant Workers’ Movement in Democratic Consolidation of Korea,” Journal 

of Contemporary Asia �����1RYHPEHU��������S������
��� ,ELG����������
��� ,ELG������
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discussed above, Kim’s characterization of the South Korean democratiza-
WLRQ�PRYHPHQW�RI�WKH�����V�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�VWURQJ�GRPHVWLF�
parallels with Risse-Kappen’s arguments vis-à-vis transnational actors. For 
it would seem that Korean citizens themselves were blocked by South Ko-
rea’s domestic governmental structure and as such were unable to directly 
take part in institutionalization of the legislative changes their protests had 
at least incited. Likewise, as was discussed above, the industrial migrants’ 
PRYHPHQW�KDV�EHHQ�XQDEOH�WR�KDYH�WKHLU�XQLRQ��WKH�078��RIÀFLDOO\�UHFRJ-
nized by the South Korean government, and their leaders are almost rou-
tinely rounded up for deportation.

Thus the inability to access a given government’s political systems is 
particularly relevant with regard to the case of migration, which involves 
both the international and domestic spheres directly. Case in point, instruc-
tors in South Korea constitute an internationally migratory population resid-
ing domestically within the country. While some of these instructors are no 
doubt ethnically Korean and hence constitute international returnees, the 
vast majority of these instructors are expatriates who can legally only teach 
English in South Korea if they are nationals of one of seven English-speaking 
countries: Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, South Africa, the United 
.LQJGRP��DQG�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��7KHUHIRUH�LI�6RXWK�.RUHD�LV�ÀUVW�FRQVLGHUHG�
a “centralized state” which sees itself as the caretaker of its own citizens, 
what is the role of that government with regard to foreign nationals residing 
within its borders? Can it be assumed that instructors are not going to be 
taken care of in the same way as South Korean nationals also residing do-
PHVWLFDOO\"�6HFRQG��LI�6RXWK�.RUHD��DV�D�´ZHDN�VRFLHW\�µ�LV�W\SLÀHG�E\�FODVV�
and ideological cleavages, would non-citizenship not automatically lead to a 
deepening of such divisions? Can it be assumed that instructors would likely 
be more, rather than less, unable to connect with South Korean civil society 
groups or form similar groups of their own? Third, if access to the top of the 
South Korean governmental power structure is even potentially controlled 
by “consensual policy networks,” made up of strong political intermediaries 
like political parties, what ability might instructors have to sway the opinions 
DQG�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�DFWLRQV�RI�VXFK�JURXSV��ZLWKRXW�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�YRWH"�&DQ�
it be assumed that instructors have little or no ability to make their voices 
heard by and express their needs to those in the South Korean government 
WDNLQJ�SDUW�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�SROLF\"

Finally, if Korean citizens themselves within their own country cannot 
SDUWLFLSDWH�GLUHFWO\�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�OHJLVODWLYH�FKDQJHV�WKH\�
have directly initiated through collective action, what hope do instructors, 
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as foreign nationals residing in South Korea, have of achieving that goal? In 
this way, it seems more than reasonable to assume that the political struc-
ture of South Korea’s government is at least partially to blame for the in-
ability of ATEK to register domestically as an NGO, in the same way that 
WKH�078�KDV� OLNHZLVH�EHHQ�XQDEOH� WR�REWDLQ�RIÀFLDO� UHFRJQLWLRQ� IURP�WKDW�
same government. It remains to be speculated over whether or not ATEK, 
upon having been able to successfully register as an NGO, would have thus 
obtained enough legitimacy, clout, recognition, or what have you from the 
instructor community to overcome its internal problems, but it can be as-
sumed that having successfully registered as such would not have caused 
the organization further injury or setback. Unfortunately, before that could 
happen ATEK disintegrated.

Conclusion

While it is not the purpose of this paper to speculate about which single 
reason directly caused the disintegration of ATEK, the inability of that group 
to successfully register as an NGO with the South Korean government can 
DUJXDEO\�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�WKH�SURYHUELDO�ÀQDO�VWUDZ�WKDW�EURNH�WKH�FDPHO·V�
back. Having started by alienating the most important portion of its mem-
EHUVKLS�EDVH��SODJXHG�E\�LQWHUQDO�GLYLVLRQ��VXIIHULQJ�IURP�D�ODFN�RI�XQLÀHG�
focus, and subject to external attacks by Koreans and non-Koreans alike 
ATEK had still managed to continue moving forward. However, it seems that 
$7(.�ZDV�ÀQDOO\�XQGRQH�E\�DQ�LQDELOLW\�WR�DFFHVV�WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�SROLWLFDO�
system, which could have bestowed upon the organization a measure of le-
JLWLPDF\�WKURXJK�RIÀFLDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�1*2�VWDWXV��WKH�JOXH�WKDW�PLJKW�KDYH�
held ATEK together. In this way, the only plausible remedy would involve the 
South Korean government’s inauguration of an institutional system whereby 
civil society organizations, composed of non-Korean membership and op-
HUDWLQJ�GRPHVWLFDOO\��FRXOG�TXLFNO\�DQG�HDVLO\�DSSO\�IRU�DQG�UHFHLYH�RIÀFLDO�
government recognition as NGOs. Such a framework would constitute a 
strong move toward ensuring that advocacy for South Korea’s instructors, 
industrial migrant workers, and foreign brides, including protection of their 
human rights, is a goal the South Korean government is interested in pursu-
ing. Ultimately, the fact of the matter is that the non-Korean population of 
South Korea is growing, and as such the government has a responsibility to 
see to it that that population is allowed to advocate on its own behalf.

Today however the situation is much the same as it was before ATEK was 
founded for almost all of South Korea’s native English-speaking English lan-
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guage instructors. The community is migratory in nature, meaning instruc-
tors tend to fall into one of two resident categories: long and short term. 
Short-term residents make up the vast majority of the population, every day 
going about living their lives and doing their jobs for the most part protected 
by neither their home country nor the country which they now call home. 
With regard to redress, they are for the most part advocated for by neither 
powerful international nongovernmental organizations nor small grassroots 
associations of their own creation. While some among the community once 
sought to improve both the quality of their life and work situations here in 
South Korea through the previously discussed Association for Teachers of 
English in Korea, that organization succumbed to a lethal combination of 
mistakes, attacks, and impediments to the development which would per-
haps have bestowed upon it the legitimacy it required to overcome its vari-
ous failings. During his interview Greg D. described ATEK as he envisioned 
LW��DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�E\�ZKLFK�(QJOLVK�WHDFKHUV�ZRXOG�VHOÁHVVO\�XVH�WKHLU�SHU-
VRQDO�H[SHULHQFHV�WR�SD\�WKH�EHQHÀWV�IRUZDUG�VXFFHVVLYHO\�WR�HDFK�JURXS�RI�
newly arrived instructors. “Imagine if an ATEK rep met you at the airport or 
online before you arrived,”�� he said. Such lofty goals may sound idealistic 
or even downright impossible to accomplish, but those criticisms cannot 
negate the validity of one last point he made: “Korea needs strong civil soci-
ety organizations.”�� Today South Korea’s approximately 22,000 instructors 
ultimately need only one. Y

��� *UHJ�'���RQOLQH�WH[W�PHVVDJH�WR�WKH�DXWKRU��1RYHPEHU����������
�� Ibid.


