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abstract

Nature and Limits of Labor Regime of Gaeseong Industrial
Complex

Hwang Gyu-seong

This paper aims to critically evaluate the labor regime of Gaeseong Industrial
Complex in a perspective of political economy. The Complex was based on
low-road paradigm producing low-value-added goods depending on cheap
labor by combining South Korean capital and North Korean labor. The labor
regime were unique in nature in terms of actors, institutional framework and
labor politics. Employment relations were formed among three actors including
North Korean workers, South Korean employers and North Korean authorities,
and their primary objectives were making out the given tasks, profit gain,
and stable management of the complex respectively. They face with each other
within zero-sum game without detour centered on wage level in absence of
performance and risks sharing. But the economically acute situations were
alleviated by different orientation of actors and adoption of North Korean
labor institutions acting like demilitarized zone. Labor politics was composed
of interest politics and self-respect politics. While interest politics was
marginalized by large width of common interest areas, politics of self-respect
had succeeded in managing actual and potential conflicts by minimizing
interaction. The labor regime were characterized as follows. Firstly, a modus
operandi of the regime was instrumentalization of labor. Secondly, the nature
of labor regime was asymmetric low-level equilibrium. The regime was a
low-level equilibrium in that it brought some benefits to all actors at the
conditions of a combination of low-value-added production, low wage, and
low skill, and low participation. It was also asymmetric in that economic
interest of the South Korean employers and political objectives of the North

Korean actors were harmonized in the context of wide common interest areas
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and institutional demilitarized zone. Thirdly, the maintenance factors were
stronger than destructive ones, making the regime enjoyed a high level of
stability. But the regime enjoyed high level of durability by preserving elements
outweighing disrupting ones. It is a paradox that the improvements of economic
performance by the asymmetric low-level labor regime tends to proves the
excellence of the strategy. The key task of future economic cooperation is
to create a model with a high-road joint-venture partnership paradigm. It is
highly recommended that the two Koreas invest jointly to establish a
corporation, and workers from both Koreas are working together, aiming for

a virtuous circle among high-quality production and high-wage.

Keywords : Gaeseong industrial complex, inter - Korean economic cooperation, labor,

labor regime, North Korea, labor politics



