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Introduction

The functioning of diaspora economies under institutional constraints remains
a significant topic in contemporary social and economic history. The Korean diaspora
in the Soviet Union represents a particularly compelling case due to its forced
migration history and subsequent economic adaptation.

Following the 1937 deportation, Koryo-saram communities were integrated
into the Soviet planned economy, which imposed strict limitations on private
initiative and resource allocation. In response to these constraints, alternative forms
of economic organization emerged, among which the kobonji system became one
of the most prominent (Khan, 2006; Kim, 2016).

This study aims to analyze kobonji not merely as an agricultural practice but as
a complex adaptive system that combined elements of informal economy, ethnic
entrepreneurship, and social capital.

Literature Review and Research Gap

Existing research has explored koboniji primarily within the framework of ethnic
entrepreneurship and diaspora economic behavior (Kim, 2016; Nam, 2015; Ten,
2017). These studies emphasize its role in increasing agricultural productivity and
generating income for Korean families.

However, several limitations can be identified in the current body of literature.
First, kobonji is often treated as a purely economic phenomenon, with insufficient
attention paid to its institutional and socio-cultural dimensions. Second, there is a
lack of integrative analysis that situates kobonji within broader theoretical
frameworks such as informal institutions and social capital theory. Third, regional
studies remain fragmented and do not fully capture the systemic nature of kobonji
across the Soviet space.

Research gap:

There is a need for a comprehensive reinterpretation of kobonji as a
multidimensional institution that integrates economic efficiency, social organization,
and cultural reproduction under conditions of institutional constraint.
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Novelty and Contribution

The novelty of this study lies in:

e reinterpreting kobonji as a hybrid informal institution, rather than solely an
economic practice;

e integrating economic, sociological, and historical perspectives into a unified
analytical framework;

e demonstrating the role of kobonji in generating social capital and
entrepreneurial competencies;

e positioning kobonji within broader discussions of adaptive strategies in
constrained economies.

Theoretical contribution:

This study contributes to the literature by expanding the understanding of
diaspora economies and informal institutions, showing how ethnic communities can
create efficient parallel systems within restrictive economic environments.

Methodology

The research is based on a qualitative methodological framework combining:

e historical-comparative analysis,

e SOCiO-economic analysis,

e ethnosociological interpretation.

Primary and secondary sources include archival materials, statistical data, and
academic publications (Abdullaeva, 2025; Kim, 2016; Khan, 2006).

Discussion

The emergence of the koboniji system can be understood as a rational adaptive
response to the structural inefficiencies of the Soviet planned economy. Within a
system characterized by centralized control, limited incentives, and low productivity,
Korean farmers developed an alternative organizational model that allowed for
greater flexibility and efficiency.

Kobonji operated through seasonal migration, where groups of Korean
families formed labor brigades and temporarily relocated to regions with favorable
agricultural conditions. By leasing land and organizing production independently,
these groups bypassed many of the constraints imposed by the collective farm
system. The division of land into shares (gobon) created a hybrid structure
combining individual responsibility with collective coordination (Kim, 2016).

The system'’s effectiveness was largely due to its ability to mobilize family labor
and apply intensive agricultural techniques. Unlike collective farms, which suffered
from bureaucratic inefficiencies, kobonji brigades were able to make rapid decisions,
optimize resource use, and maintain strict labor discipline. As a result, their
productivity often exceeded that of state farms by two to three times (Nam, 2015).

From a theoretical perspective, kobonji can be interpreted as an informal
institution that compensated for the failures of formal economic structures. It
functioned as a parallel system that operated within, yet partially outside, the official
economy. This dual nature allowed it to remain adaptable while still benefiting from
the broader institutional environment.

Akey factor underlying the success of kobonji was the presence of strong social
capital within the Korean diaspora. Trust-based relationships, kinship networks, and
shared cultural norms facilitated coordination and reduced transaction costs. These

All rights reserved | Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License 2026



MiXXHapOAHWI HayKOBUIA XypHan «paank Hayku» | Ne 66 (kBiTeHb, 2026)
ISSN 2710-3056

elements enabled efficient collective action without the need for formal enforcement
mechanisms (Ten, 2017).

In addition to its economic role, koboniji played a significant part in maintaining
social cohesion and cultural identity. The collective living and working conditions of
seasonal brigades created a space for the reproduction of cultural practices,
including language, traditions, and social norms. This was particularly important in
the context of diaspora communities facing assimilation pressures (Abdullaeva,
2025).

Moreover, kobonji contributed to the development of entrepreneurial skills
among its participants. The need to manage production, negotiate with local
authorities, and sell agricultural products fostered competencies that later proved
essential in the transition to a market economy. Many former participants
successfully adapted to post-Soviet economic conditions by engaging in private
business activities (Khan, 2006).

The decline of kobonji after the collapse of the Soviet Union reflects broader
structural transformations. The introduction of market mechanisms, private land
ownership, and national borders reduced the need for such informal arrangements.
However, the principles underlying kobonji—flexibility, cooperation, and
entrepreneurial initiative—continued to shape the economic behavior of the Korean
diaspora.

Results

The study demonstrates that kobonji was an effective adaptive mechanism
that:

e ensured high agricultural productivity,

» compensated for inefficiencies of the planned economy,

« facilitated the formation of social capital,

e contributed to the development of entrepreneurial competencies,

e supported the preservation of cultural identity.

Conclusion

Kobonji represents a unique example of how diaspora communities can
develop innovative economic systems under conditions of institutional constraint. It
functioned as a hybrid informal institution that combined economic efficiency with
social cohesion and cultural continuity.

Although the system has largely disappeared, its legacy remains visible in the
entrepreneurial culture and social organization of Koryo-saram. The study of koboniji
provides valuable insights into the functioning of informal economies and the
adaptive strategies of migrant communities.
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