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C H A P T E R 2 

The Causes of Diasporic Return: 

A Comparative Perspective 

TAKEYUKI TSUDA AND CHANGZOO SONG 

Introduction: Multiple Returns 

 As mentioned in the previous chapter, this book covers a considerable range of different types 

of diasporic returns.  The causes of their migratory returns and their subsequent socioeconomic 

status in their homelands are therefore quite varied.  Although some of them are first or 1.5 

generation members of the diaspora who return to their natal homelands, others are diasporic 

descendants of the later generations who are ethnic return migrants in their ancestral, ethnic 

homelands.   Some of them are in their homelands long-term or permanently, whereas others are 

temporary sojourners, visitors, or circular migrants.  In addition, we not only look at various groups 

of diasporic Koreans who have returned to South Korea, but also members of the Japanese and 

Hmong diasporas who have returned (or are considering returns) to their respective Asian 

homelands.  

 So how do we make sense of this rather bewildering multiplicity and diversity of returns by 

various diasporic peoples from numerous countries who are of different ethnicities and generations 

and migrate to their respective natal or ethnic homelands for a variety of reasons?   

 In an attempt to account for the large range of diasporic returns that are covered in this book, 

this chapter places Korean diasporic returns in comparative, historical perspective.  We first 

compare the Korean diaspora, both in terms of its history of diasporic dispersal and contemporary 
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return with the other East and Southeast Asian diasporas that are represented in this book, 

highlighting both similarities and differences.  The various reasons why these diasporic peoples 

have returned to their homelands are then discussed, which is followed by a comparative analysis of 

the diasporic engagement policies that homeland governments have adopted to enable and encourage 

their dispersed ethnic populations to “return home.”  In the concluding chapter, Tsuda interrogates 

the concept of return and discusses how the main variables considered in this book—nationality, 

social class, and generation—hierarchically position different groups of diasporic returnees in their 

homelands and structure their ethnic experiences of return.   

Korean Diasporic Returns in Comparative Historical Perspective 

 Since the mid-nineteenth century, increasing numbers of Koreans began to migrate to 

Manchuria and the Russian Far East (also known as the “Maritime Province”).  They were poor 

peasants who suffered from famine caused by droughts and political turmoil, which plagued the 

northern regions of the Korean peninsula in the early 1860s.  After Japan’s colonization of Joseon 

Korea in the early twentieth century, larger numbers of Koreans (this time, including former 

soldiers, government officials, and intellectuals) fled there as well.  Meanwhile in the southern part 

of the country, indentured laborers began to migrate to Hawaii with the help of American 

missionaries in 1903.  7,226 Koreans settled in Hawaii before Japan took over Korea’s diplomatic 

sovereignty in 1905 and stopped this migration(Patterson 1988).  In the 1920s, with the post- World 

War I industrial boom in Japan, tens of thousands Koreans went to Japan as unskilled workers.  

After Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and the consequent establishment of Manchukuo, large 

numbers of Koreans were semi-forced to migrate there and their number exceeded 2 million in the 

early 1940s.  With the outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941, Koreans were conscripted by Japanese 

authorities both as workers in Japan and also as soldiers of the Japanese Empire.  By the end of the 

war, there were more than 2.3 million Koreans in Japan, and the great majority of them returned to 
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their homeland while some 600,000 Koreans remained in Japan.  

 After the Korean War (1950-1953), large numbers of orphans and war brides migrated to the 

United States from South Korea.  Until 1964, about 6,000 war brides and 5,000 orphans went to 

American and the number of international students from South Korea also reached 6,000.  When 

the U.S. government changed its migration law in 1965, these Koreans invited their family members 

and since then, the Korean American community has continued to grow.  In 1962, the South 

Korean government began to promote international migration both to relieve population pressure and 

also to benefit from remittances sent in foreign currencies from Korean migrants abroad.  The 

government sent Koreans to Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay as agricultural migrants from the early 

1960s.  Soon, nurses and miners were sent to West Germany.  Between 1964 and 1973, Korean 

soldiers and workers were also sent to Vietnam during the Vietnam War, and when the war ended, 

many of them migrated to Middle-Eastern countries and Australia as workers.  Korean migration to 

U.S. and other wealthy western countries continued through the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.  The 

number of Koreans and their descendants living in America exceeded 1 million by the late 1990s.  

After the Seoul Olympic Games in 1988, however, emigration from South Korea began to slow, and 

some people began to return to Korea.  After the 1997 Asian financial crisis, however, Korean 

migration increased again and many of them went to Canada, Australia and New Zealand.  In 

general, however, South Korea’s increasing economic prosperity in the past few decades has 

continued to encourage some Korean migrants abroad to return to their natal homeland. 

 Substantial ethnic return migration to South Korea began in the early 1990s.  Especially after 

the China-South Korea diplomatic normalization in 1992, tens of thousands of Korean Chinese came 

to South Korea in search of employment and higher wages in their now wealthy ethnic homeland.  

Though their migration was tightly controlled in the beginning, the South Korean government eased 

entry visa regulations for them and today there are over 600,000 Korean Chinese in South Korea.  
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Similarly, ethnic Koreans from the former Soviet republics such as Uzbekistan and Russia also 

return migrated to South Korea for job opportunities.  As unskilled migrant workers and as people 

from less developed countries, they experience alienation and discrimination in their ethnic 

homeland.  There also have been ethnic return migrants from Japan and the United States.  Korean 

Japanese and Korean Americans tend to visit South Korea for homeland tours, education, and 

professional jobs and generally do not settle in Korea permanently.  Compared to their counterparts 

from China and for the former Soviet Union, they enjoy better treatment and employment 

opportunities.  

 There are some similarities but also differences between Korean diasporic migration patterns 

and those of the two other Asian diasporas considered in this book (the Japanese and Hmong 

diasporas).  The Japanese diaspora, with an estimated population of 3.6 million, is nowhere as large 

as the Korean one, although the country’s population is much greater.  Although substantial 

emigration from Japan started in the 1880s, its geographical dispersal is not as wide as in the Korean 

diaspora, since Japanese emigration was mainly limited to various countries in the Americas 

(principally the United States and Brazil).  Also, the main migratory dispersal of the Japanese 

diaspora occurred before World War II, when Japan was a less developed country.  These Japanese 

emigrants were mainly farmers suffering from difficult conditions in rural areas.   

 The number of postwar Japanese emigrants has been smaller and generally limited to 

businessmen, professionals, and students, most of whom reside temporarily abroad mainly in the 

United States, Canada, and Europe, although they are also found in smaller numbers in other Asian 

countries.  There has therefore been much more postwar Korean diasporic migration and more of it 

is long-term, if not permanent.  The Japanese diaspora is mainly an economic diaspora (Tsuda 

2016:255), since it has consisted of emigrants seeking better economic livelihoods, as well as 

professional and business opportunities in various countries abroad.  There have been virtually no 
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Japanese refugee migrations or forced migrations under colonization, unlike the Korean diaspora.  

 There was limited return migration from the Japanese diaspora back to the homeland before 

World War II.  Although most emigrants to North and South America saw themselves as temporary 

sojourners who intended to return, a majority of them settled permanently abroad and their dreams of 

a diasporic return became further unrealistic after World War II because of Japan’s defeat and 

devastation.  Therefore, sustained return from the diaspora probably did not occur until well into 

the 1970s and 1980s, when larger numbers of corporate, professional, and educational migrants 

began return migrating after their temporary sojourns in Japanese expatriate communities abroad.   

 Ethnic return migration to Japan did not begin until the late 1980s and resembles Korean ethnic 

return migration to some extent.  Because the booming Japanese economy was suffering from a 

severe unskilled labor shortage at that time, the Japanese government openly welcomed the ethnic 

return of Japanese descent nikkeijin from South America to work primarily in the factories of small 

and medium-sized manufacturing firms.  100,000s of Japanese Brazilians, along with smaller 

numbers of Japanese Peruvians, Argentines, and Bolivians, responded because their economic 

livelihoods were being threatened by a severe economic crisis in South America during that period 

(see Chung, this volume; Roth 2002; Tsuda 2003).  There has also been a much more limited ethnic 

return of Japanese Americans to Japan, mainly as temporary professionals, students, and tourists (see 

Tsuda, this volume; 2016:Chs.1, 2, 3, 5; Yamashiro 2017).  

 The Hmong diaspora has a quite different history than the Korean and Japanese diasporas and 

therefore provides an interesting comparative case study.  Unlike other diasporas, the Hmong do 

not have an independent nation-state as an ethnic homeland.  Although they supposedly originated 

somewhere in China, many Hmong in the diaspora remain uncertain about their ethnic history and 

the location of their place of ancestral origin.  According to scholars, the Hmong peoples have a 

long history of diasporic dispersal since the seventeenth century that began in southwest China, 
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where they suffered from political unrest and ethnic persecution.  As a result, they scattered to 

various countries in Southeast Asia, especially Laos, where they have been living for centuries.  

During the Vietnam War, they were recruited by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency as anti-

Communist insurgents and were therefore forced to flee to Thailand when the United States military 

withdrew and the Communist Pathet Lao took over the Laotian government.  The Hmong were 

eventually resettled as refugees in the United States, Australia, France, and other countries, and are 

therefore a victim diaspora.  Since the refugee migrations after the Vietnam War, there has not been 

substantial Hmong emigration from Laos or other Southeast Asian nations, except for a limited 

number of female marriage migrants, who mainly move to marry Hmong men living abroad (Lee 

2016). 

 In contrast to other Asian diasporas, there has not been any notable ethnic return migration of 

diasporic Hmong to China, although a small number of mainly Hmong Americans have travelled to 

the country and visited what appear to be villages with ethnic Hmong (called Miao in China).  

There has been some limited first and 1.5 generation return migration from the United States to Laos 

(the post-Vietnam War country of natal origin for most Hmong in the diaspora), but mainly for 

temporary stays to visit families or to look for spouses.  Because Laos is a poor country with 

limited economic and educational opportunities, there is not much migratory incentive for Hmong 

Americans to return and live there long-term or permanently (see Lee, this volume).   

Why Does the Diaspora Return “Home”? 

“Voluntary” Returns Among Immigrants and Minorities  

 Because of the diversity of the Asian diasporic returns considered in this book, the factors that 

cause such return migration are also quite varied and complex.  Although there are a multitude of 

reasons why diasporic peoples return, our discussion is simplified by that fact that there are certain 
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types of migratory return that are not covered in this book. 

 In general, this edited volume examines only voluntary and legal returns from the diaspora to 

the homeland of migrant workers, professionals and entrepreneurs, students, or adoptees.  

Therefore, it does not look at causes of return migration that are forced or compulsory such as 

temporary guest workers who are compelled to return home after their visas or contracts expire (see 

Xiang 2013b), undocumented immigrants (or immigrant youth involved in gang activity) who are 

forcibly deported (e.g., see Cowan 2013; Smith 2006:Ch. 9; Zilberg 2011), refugees who are 

expelled from host countries and repatriated, or persecuted ethnic minorities who seek refuge in their 

countries of ancestral origin.  The coercive nature of these returns is often the direct or indirect 

product of state power.  Although part of the Korean diaspora as well as the Hmong “victim 

diaspora” were constituted by forced refugee or colonial migrations, their contemporary return 

migrations to the homeland are largely the product of socioeconomic and ethnic factors that do not 

involve direct coercion.  

 As Vathi (2017:9-10) points out, this dichotomous distinction between forced versus voluntary 

returns is not always clear and should be conceptualized more as a continuum.  Nonetheless, the 

causes of diasporic return in the various Asian diasporas that we consider are clearly on the 

voluntary side of this continuum.  The only examples where a certain level of compulsion may 

have been involved are Korean nurses in Germany in the past who had to return after the termination 

of their guest worker contracts (see Ahn, this volume),1 some Korean Chinese who suffered from a 

relative decline in socioeconomic status and initially entered South Korea as illegal immigrants (see 

Song, this volume; Song 2009:284-287), and Korean Japanese in the past who return migrated to 

their ancestral homeland because of ethnic discrimination and lack of opportunity in Japan (see 

Kweon, this volume).   

 In addition, this book does not consider short-term migrant sojourners who return home after 
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several years abroad.  All the case studies in this book are of immigrants and minorities who return 

migrate after they have been living outside their homelands in the diaspora for quite some time, if 

not for generations, as is the case with ethnic return migrants.  Even the first and 1.5 generation 

return migrants we examine in this book have settled abroad long-term in the diaspora.  In fact, 

many of them have lived abroad for much of their lives, as is the case with 1.5 generation Korean 

American immigrants and adoptees and 1.5 generation Hmong Americans.   

The Motivation to Return 

 When analyzing the reasons why some immigrants and minorities who have resided in the 

diaspora for an extended period of time decide to return migrate, it is important not to assume that 

they have a natural attachment to their homelands which causes them to return (see also Yamashiro 

2017:4-6, 12-13).  Indeed, homelands are essential for diasporic peoples as their countries of ethnic 

origin from which they initially scattered around the world and to which they continue to maintain 

actual, imagined, or mythical connections (see Butler 2001:192-194, Brubaker 2005:5-6, Tsuda 

2016:22-253).  However, such homeland affiliations are not always the proximate reasons why they 

wish to return migrate.   

 Although the homeland is where diasporic peoples and their ancestors originated, this does not 

mean they naturally belong in their homelands and are therefore always motivated to return by some 

inherent desire to “go home.”  In fact, home, a stable place of residence that feels secure, 

comfortable, and familiar, is not always located in the homeland (Tsuda 2009a:243).  Since the 

diasporic communities considered in this book consist of immigrants and minorities who have 

resided outside the homeland for decades and generations, they have made “homes” in their 

countries of residence and birth.  Sometimes, these are the only homes they know.   

 Therefore, our case studies show that diasporic return is not primarily driven by primordial 

attachments and an inherent sense of ethnic affinity to and longing for countries of origin.  Instead, 
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it is caused by more instrumental and practical motives, such as economic push factors in developing 

countries and pull factors in developed homeland countries, professional and educational 

opportunities in countries of origin, and recreational tourism.   

 Even the return migration of the first and 1.5 generation to the homeland is not simply 

motivated by a natural desire to eventually go back to their countries of birth where they ethnically 

belong.  For instance, Korean nurses working in Germany plan to reside long-term, if not 

permanently, in their host country and only make relatively brief trips to South Korea for practical 

reasons, such as family reunions and obligations, or to rest and recuperate from the stresses of their 

immigrant lives in a foreign society (see Ahn, this volume).  The need to reconnect with Korean 

culture and their roots seems to be a secondary motivation.  Even Korean American adoptees who 

grew up in white American families do not return to South Korea primarily because they yearn to 

recover their lost cultural heritage and reconnect with their Korean ethnic roots in their homeland 

(see Park Nelson, this volume).  In fact, relatively few migrate to Korea mainly to search for and 

establish relationships with their Korean families.  Likewise, becoming familiar with the Korean 

language and culture were seen as more necessities for survival in Korea and were not the primary 

reasons for their return migration.  Instead, the adoptees give more mundane and pragmatic reasons 

for their returns, which are related to a lack of career opportunities or personal relationship problems 

in the United States.  They mainly work in Korea as English teachers, which is the easiest job for 

them to obtain, and most do not plan to stay long-term or permanently.   

 Similarly, return migration in the Vietnamese diaspora largely consists of former refugees living 

in developed, Western countries who are pursuing professional, business, and educational 

opportunities in their homeland (see Chan and Tran 2011).  As Xiang (2013a:1) notes, the return of 

first generation professionals and entrepreneurial migrants to Asian homelands is driven more by 

enterprise than ethnic nostalgia.  According to Sangmi Lee’s chapter, Hmong immigrant youth in 
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the United States cite practical reasons for possible diasporic return visits, such as research, 

academic exchange, tourism, and missionary or volunteer work, which are not necessarily related to 

a desire to retrace their ethnic history and heritage in their homelands.   

 The ethnic return migration of later-generation diasporic descendants share some similarities 

with the return migration of the first and 1.5 generation since they also are not returning to reconnect 

with their ancestral roots and explore their ethnic heritage.  Instead, many of them are migrating 

from less developed countries in search of jobs and better incomes in more prosperous ancestral 

homelands in the Global North, which need inexpensive, unskilled labor to fuel their economies 

(Tsuda 2009b:21-24).  Again, the motivation to return is based more on instrumental, economic 

factors rather than ancestral ethnic affinities.  This is certainly the case with the Korean Chinese as 

well as the former Soviet Koreans for whom economic difficulties, especially in the marginalized, 

rural areas where they live, have pushed them out of China, Uzbekistan, and Russia and pulled them 

to prosperous South Korea, where they can more readily find higher-paying, albeit, low-skilled 

immigrant jobs (see Song this volume, 2009: 284-287).  Many are staying long-term and 

permanently in the ethnic homeland and some are even naturalizing (see Kim, this volume).  The 

situation is similar for Japanese Brazilians returning from Brazil to Japan (see Chung, this volume; 

Tsuda 2003). 

 Ethnicity seems to play a greater role for ethnic return migrants from developed countries.  

Coming from the richer, Global North, such individuals have much less economic incentive to 

migrate to their ethnic homelands, and therefore their numbers are limited and most of them are 

temporary sojourners.  Although many are seeking professional, educational, or business 

investment opportunities in their countries of ancestral origin, the desire to explore their ethnic roots 

and cultural heritage seems to be a stronger motive compared to ethnic return migrants from poorer, 

developing countries (Tsuda 2009b:24).2   



 11 

 For example, the Korean Japanese ethnic return migrants studied by Sug-In Kweon indicated 

that homeland connectedness and the search for ancestral roots was a strong motivating factor for 

them to return from Japan to South Korea.  This was especially true for Korean Japanese students, 

who have a desire to study the Korean language, history, and culture, especially because they have 

been culturally assimilated in Japan and have lost their ethnic heritage despite retaining their Korean 

nationality over the generations.  None of them mentioned economic considerations as a significant 

reason for their diasporic return.  Likewise, few Japanese Americans migrate to their ancestral 

homeland in response to economic pressures.  A number of them simply go to Japan as tourists, 

although some do pursue educational and professional prospects there.  Nonetheless, a significant 

number of the postwar, second generation and fourth generation youth migrate to Japan because of 

their cultural connectedness to their ancestral homeland, or because they wish to recover their 

Japanese ethnic heritage that they have lost because of generations of assimilation in the United 

States (Tsuda, this volume).   

The Diaspora as an Asset: Diasporic Engagement Policies of Homeland Governments 

 In order to fully understand the causes of diasporic return, we must also consider the role of 

Asian homeland governments, which have reached out to their diasporic populations abroad and 

enabled their return to their ethnic homelands (see Tsuda 2009b:27-30).  Such diasporic 

engagement policies have therefore become an important migratory pull factor that draws the 

diaspora back to the homeland.  They will be analyzed extensively in the next chapter and will also 

be briefly discussed in the subsequent case study chapters. 

 In recent decades, homeland governments have realized that their diasporas are a considerable 

asset and resource, which they need to tap for the benefit of their countries.  Therefore, not only 

have they tried to capture their remittances and political support by becoming deterritorialized 

nation-states that attempt to project state-power over their citizens abroad (Basch, Glick Schiller, and 
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Blanc 1994), these governments have implemented various types of preferential ethnic immigration 

policies to encourage those in the diaspora to return “home” and contribute to their homelands in 

various ways.  South Korea, China, Taiwan, and Vietnam (and to some extent Laos, the 

Philippines, and Cambodia) have encouraged wealthy and highly-skilled members of the diaspora to 

return migrate in order to benefit from their professional skills and promote economic investment 

from abroad. 

 The potential resources and contribution of the diaspora to the homeland has been especially 

important for developing countries in the Global South.  A good example is Vietnam, whose 

diasporic peoples reside in richer, developed countries and have acquired considerable education, 

skills, knowledge, and wealth abroad.  Although the Vietnamese government initially viewed their 

diasporic population, which mainly fled the country after the Communist takeover at the end of 

Vietnam War, as hostile and antagonistic, it now actively facilitates the return of these overseas 

Vietnamese, whose professional and technological expertise as well as business investment can 

further the country’s economic development (see Chan and Tran 2011).  Other homeland 

governments in the Global South have responded in a similar manner and have welcomed back their 

diasporas from the Global North as a type of brain gain (Conway and Potter 2009a:5). 

 However, homeland governments have not only reached out to their diasporic communities in 

the wealthy Global North as valuable assets, but also those residing in less wealthy, developing 

countries as well.  For homelands in the developed world, such return migrants from poorer 

countries in the diaspora can provide relatively inexpensive, unskilled labor power for their 

prosperous economies that help alleviate labor shortages and cut production costs.  In Asia, South 

Korea and Japan are examples of governments which have imported co-ethnic migrant workers from 

their diasporic communities in the developing world for this purpose.  

 Although diasporic engagement policies have been implemented for such instrumental, 
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economic purposes, homeland governments have granted the right of diasporic return because of a 

strong sense of ethnocultural affinity with their diasporic peoples.  Diasporic descendants have 

been imagined as an integral part of a broader deterritorialized ethnic nation of co-ethnics living in 

other countries united by common descent (see Joppke 2005:159), thus invoking a natural ethnic 

connection between the nation-state and its diaspora.  Therefore, homeland governments have been 

willing to welcome back their diasporas, including those of the later-generations who were born 

abroad, because of the essentialized assumption that these “co-ethnics” who share the same 

bloodline would therefore be culturally similar to the host populace as well.  

 For example, when South Korea’s government passed the Overseas Koreans Act in 1999, which 

granted special preferential visas to members of the Korean diaspora, they were defined as Korean 

citizens living abroad or those who lost their Korean nationality due to naturalization abroad.  

However, because this excluded those who emigrated before the establishment of the Republic of 

Korea (South Korea) in 1948 and therefore never held citizenship in the country, the government 

eventually expanded the definition of overseas Koreans to “anyone with Korean blood, regardless of 

their citizenship status.”  As a result, it invoked a broader, blood-based definition of the 

deterritoralized Korean diasporic nation as the potential beneficiaries of its diasporic engagement 

policies (see Kim, this volume).   

 Likewise, when faced with a serious shortage of unskilled labor in the 1980s, Japanese 

immigration policymakers argued for the legal admission of Japanese-descent, nikkeijin migrant 

workers from South America by appealing to an ideology of common descent and cultural affinity 

with their co-ethnics abroad.  Although Japanese immigration policy forbids the importation of 

unskilled foreign workers, government bureaucrats were able to claim that the niikeijin were not 

technically migrant workers, but ancestral migrants who would return to Japan to visit their ethnic 

homeland and explore their cultural heritage (Tsuda 2009b:34-36).   
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 In order to invite their diasporic peoples back to their homelands, Asian governments have 

provided preferential visas to them, which gives them a privileged immigrant status.  South Korea 

offers F-4 visas primarily to Korea Americans (and other ethnic Koreans primarily from Western 

countries), which is the least restrictive visa that grants almost all the rights of Korean citizenship 

except voting.  Since 2007, Korean Chinese and former Soviet Koreans have been able to obtain H-

2 visas, which are intended for low-skilled immigrants and allows them to work for three years in 

South Korea as well as enter and depart the country for five years (Seol and Skrentny 2009:154).  

Likewise, the Japanese government issues indefinitely renewable visas to ethnic return migrants 

which have no activity restrictions and enable them to migrate with family members, even if they are 

not of Japanese descent.  No other unskilled immigrant group in the country is provided with such 

privileged visas.   

 Although such diasporic engagement policies have been crucial for allowing co-ethnics abroad 

to migrate to the homeland, it should be noted that much diasporic return occurs outside the scope of 

such ethnic preference policies.  First and 1.5 generation emigrants in the diaspora who have 

retained their nationality abroad do not need visas to return to their countries of birth.  In fact, most 

first and 1.5 generation return migrants are Korean nationals.  However, those who have 

naturalized abroad and lost their homeland nationality (including Korean adoptees in the United 

States) can take advantage of these preferential visas.   

 In addition, most ethnic return migrants of the later-generations, who were born abroad and are 

nationals of their countries of birth, rely on such preferential visas to gain privileged access to the 

homeland since only a very limited number of them are dual nationals.3  However, some of them 

who return as temporary sojourners can obtain visas for tourists or professionals, or simply utilize 

visa exemption agreements if they are from advanced industrialized countries, as is the case for most 

Japanese and Hmong Americans.   
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Conclusion: De-essentializing Diasporas, Homelands, and Return 

 This chapter has made clear that there are a multitude of reasons why diasporic peoples return to 

their homelands.  For some, return is intended from the point of departure, and indeed a number of 

unskilled and high-skilled migrants do return home as they planned from the beginning after their 

economic, professional, or educational objectives are met abroad.  Many of them, however, end up 

prolonging their stays for various reasons and become long-term, if not permanent immigrants.  For 

them, return has become much less self-evident and preordained as their host countries have 

increasingly become “homes” for them.  And then there are their children and their descendants 

born and raised abroad in the diaspora, for whom their countries of birth are the only homes they 

know.  In fact, the ethnic homeland has essentially become a foreign country for them.  This 

makes their possible diasporic returns even less self-evident. 

 Therefore, diasporic returns cannot always be assumed to be motivated by a simple natural 

affinity to and primordial yearning for the homeland.  Instead, the return and ethnic return migrants 

in our case studies are driven by more mundane and instrumental motives, such as the search for 

better economic livelihoods, professional, business, and educational opportunities, as well as 

tourism, recreation, and family reunions.  Those who are ethnically motivated to return to the 

homeland simply to reconnect with their countries of origin and recover their past lives and ethnic 

heritages are relatively few.  Nonetheless, their diasporic returns are enabled and facilitated by the 

diasporic engagement policies of homeland governments, who imagine them as part of a 

deterritorialized ethnic nation beyond national borders that is essential for the homeland’s prosperity 

and development. 

 Despite the recent emphasis in the literature on return migration, however, we must avoid 

essentializing the relationship between diasporas and their homelands and naturalize returns as an 

inherent part of the diasporic condition.  Since diasporas are often understood as centered around 
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homelands, which may serve to unify its geographically dispersed communities, a desire to return is 

sometimes considered to be an essential characteristic of diasporic peoples (Cohen 1997:22-26, 

Safran 1991).  However, it is important not to homogenize diasporas, since not all of their members 

have strong ethnic attachments to their homelands and even if they do, this does not necessarily 

mean that they wish to eventually return.  Others may continue to nostalgically imagine a future 

return, but never actually do so for various reasons (see also Oxfeld and Long 2004:7).  In fact, 

there is nothing inherent to the diasporic condition that causes everyone to naturally gravitate back to 

their original homelands. 

 Therefore, it is important not to ignore those in the diaspora who do not return.  Although 

scholars in migration studies have extensively studied why people migrate (Massey et. al., 1993 for a 

summary), few have studied why people do not migrate, which is an equally important subject.  

Likewise, when studying diasporic returns, it is necessarily to consider why some members of 

diasporic communities do not return migrate.  There are of course, diasporic refugees who cannot 

return because of continued fear of persecution or ongoing political turmoil in their homelands or 

economic migrants in wealthy host countries who are worried about financial uncertainty if they 

return home to poorer homelands and may feel they are better off remaining abroad.  If they are 

unable to meet their financial goals, they may be unwilling or ashamed to return as apparent failures.  

Some may have children who have been assimilated to the host country or they may have other 

social attachments that prevent them from returning.  Educational migrants may remain after 

obtaining their degrees because they find better professional opportunities in the host country.  

Immigrant-descent minorities born and raised outside the ethnic homeland in rich, developed 

countries may simply find no economic or educational incentive to return migrate if their countries 

of ethnic origin are poorer.  They may also worry about cultural difficulties or a lack of ethnic 

acceptance in their ancestral homelands. 
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 Sangmi Lee’s case of 1.5 and second generation Hmong Americans offers other intriguing 

reasons why diasporas may be unable or unwilling to return.  Not only is it problematic to 

naturalize a diaspora’s affiliation with the homeland, it is sometimes questionable whether the 

existence of a homeland itself is an essential aspect of the diasporic condition (see also Clifford 

1994), since not all diasporas have definitive, territorialized homelands to which they can return.  

Unlike most other diasporas, the Hmong diaspora does not have an independent nation-state as an 

ancestral homeland.  In fact, because of a long history of displacement and dislocation, many 

diasporic Hmong lost their ethnic connections to their country of ancestral origin long ago and a 

number of them are even uncertain about its actual location, making ethnic returns virtually 

impossible.  In fact, a number of Hmong American youth identify with multiple countries as 

possible places of ethnic, refugee, or natal origin.  In addition, they also lack economic or 

educational incentives for returning to these countries, which are poorer, developing countries, and 

some continue to be concerned about past political persecution in their natal homeland of Laos since 

they fled the Communist government as refugees after the Vietnam War. 

 Finally, despite the connotations of the term, “diasporic return” does not indicate an end to the 

migration process.  As noted in the previous chapter, migration cannot be understood to be a 

unilinear and terminal process that ends with settlement and assimilation in the host society.  

Likewise, the eventual return of these immigrants to their countries of origin or ancestry is not 

necessary a final step in the migration process that ends with permanently resettlement back home.  

This is especially the case with professional migrants from developed countries, who engage in 

temporary or circular homeland returns, and subsequently “return again” to their immigrant host 

countries (or countries of birth in the case of ethnic return migrants) or move on to other countries 

after they return to their homelands (see Ahn, this volume, Conway and Potter 2009b:236-237; Ley 

and Kobayashi 2009, Tsuda 2003:).  In this sense, there can be a series of diasporic returns or they 
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may simply be another step in an ongoing migration trajectory where return is eventually followed 

by further migrations (King 2017:257, 259; Upadhya 2013:143; Vathi 2017:2, 12).  

 

 

 

 

 

Notes 

1 However, the Korean nurses that are part of Ahn’s chapter had renewed their employment 

contracts and eventually settled down in Germany long-term or permanently, indicating that they had 

other options besides a mandatory return to South Korea. 

2 If the ethnic homeland is a less-developed country, ethnic return migrants from developed 

countries also sometimes wish to contribute to and improve their poorer, disadvantaged homelands 

(see e.g. Lee 2009; Macpherson and Macpherson 2009). 

3 Children of Korean nationals born outside of South Korea are automatically given South Korean 

citizenship (through jus sanguinis) at birth, but were forced in the past to choose one nationality by a 

certain age if they were dual nationals.  However, under the revised 2010 Nationality Law, they are 

now able to retain their dual nationality if they pledge not to not use their foreign nationality while in 

South Korea. 
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