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Outlook and Challenges for Progressive
Women's Movement in Korea
Amid Democratization and Globalization

Cho Young Sook

Secretary General, Korea Women's Associations United

1. Progressive women's movement during the democratization era since 1987
(1) The 1987 pro-democracy struggles and progressive women's movement

The Korea Women's Associations United (KWAU) was created in February 1987 as a
coalition of progressive women's organizations that had grown since the 1980s. Led by
the women activists who had fought for democracy, the KWAU saw women's movement
as a movement for people and democracy. Thus, it set out to attain freedom for women,
workers and people, while addressing the issue of lower-class women as a key

component of its strategy to reform Korean society.

Throughout the 1980s, women's movement in Korea sought to address women's issues
in the context of people and democracy. For instance, in June 1986, when police sexually
tortured a pro-labor female college student during interrogation, women activists viewed
the incident more as violence perpetrated by military dictatorship, than as mere police

brutality.l) Hence, they called for democratization that could end such savagery, and
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demanded that women's movement play a more active role in this process.

In sum, amid pro-democracy struggles throughout the 1980s, progressive women
activistssaw military regimes as an enemy, not as a partner in their endeavor to create

institutions that could prevent violence and discrimination against women.

(2) Democratization and expansion of progressive women's movement into civil

society

Following the democratic uprising of June 1987, political freedom and democracy
progressed, laying the foundation of civil society. In this process, across the nation,
women activists who had fought for democracy started to form progressive women's
organizations representing different regions and sectors. They soon joined the KWAU,
paving the way for women's movement to reach a wider range of people and regions.
This nationwide network enabled the KWAU to emerge as an alliance of progressive
women's groups, to voice women's interests to the wider society, and to play a leading

role in shaping women's policies since the 1990s.

The biggest change .the 1987 uprising put in motion was the spread of political
democracy, which in turn fostered diverse civic groups and civil society. Against this
backdrop, in the early 1990s, the KWAU internally debated the future course of
progressive women's movement, and concluded that it should 1) target not only
lower-class women, but also those in the middle class; 2) go beyond the agenda of the
lower class to address that of a wider range of people; and 3) adjust its strategy for social
reform in line with the spread of democracy and information technology. With this in
mind, the KWAU sought to bring to the fore women's agenda long left on the back burner
violence and discrimination against women, exclusion, and so forth. As a result, the
KWAU was able to keep its focus on lower-class women, while at the same time
reaching the wider society with the help of the legal and institutional framework created

following the 1987 uprising.

The KWAU then adopted a wider approach to progressive women's movement in
keeping with the growth of democracy and civil society. Instead of simply wrangling

with governments and the National Assembly like it had previously, the KWAU sought

1) This incident inspired the creation of the KWAU.
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to influence their policy decisions to ensure that they take proper account of women's
interests. For instance, to promote women's political empowerment, the KWAU joined
local legislative bodies, while petitioning and pressuring legislators to pass
women-related laws. Also, it tried to bring the attention of communities to such everyday
issues as school meals and food safety, and encouraged housewives to act to tackle them.
All these efforts proved successful in raising public awareness of women's issues, as well

as in attracting greater women's participation.

(3) Gender mainstreaming and women's agenda reflected in state policies and programs

The UN Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 recognized states'role
in curbing discrimination and violence against women. While defining women's rights as
human rights, it established gender mainstreaming and women's empowerment as the
global strategy for promoting gender equality, and affirmed that measures aimed at
eliminating gender discrimination did not constitute discrimination. This set the tone for

women's rights movement at the international level.

Until the early 1990s, Korea's women activistsremained new to global trends in
women's movement. Yet the Beijing forum brought them closer to these trends, allowing
them to recognize states' role in preventing discrimination and violence against women,
and inspiring them to ensure that women's agenda were reflected in government laws,

policies and programs.

These efforts proved fruitful, with three major laws on women's human rights being
enacted during 10 years since 1990 the Special Act on Sexual Violence in 1993, the
Domestic ViolencePrevention Act in 1997 and the Anti-prostitution Act in 2004. This
was made possible by the KWAU's grassroots efforts to engage the public and legislators.
The list goes on. In 2001, the laws on labor standards, equal employment and
employment insurance were revised to extend maternity leave before and after birth to 90
days. In 2002, the law on political parties was amended to embrace a quota to foster
women's participation in politics. As a result, following the 2004 general elections, the
female ratio among National Assembly members jumped to over 13% (or 40 persons)
from 5.9% in 2000. In 2003, the Infant Care Act was changed so state subsidies for
raising kids would be provided differently according to recipients' income, and the state

budget would be increased. In March 2005, a revised version of the Civil Code was
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passed, heralding the end of "hojuje," the age-old patriarchal family registry system.

When President Kim Dae-jung took office in 1998, progressive women's movement in
Korea pursued more aggressively the gender mainstreaming strategy from the Beijing
Conference by ensuring that a gender perspective wasreflected in government policies
and programs. This resulted in significant progress. A presidential commission for
women's affairs was set up (later expanded to the Ministry of Gender Equality in 2001),
while six government agencies?) created internal offices dedicated to women's policies.
The KWAU also asked that a 30% quota be granted to women to increase their
participation in state commissions that had a huge impact on government agencies'

decision-making.

At the same time, women activists in Korea began pondering hypothetical questions
that could arise when gender mainstreaming was achieved fully enough within
governments questions about the role of women's movement, and about whether women
activists' cooptation into government machinery, and. their possible "bureaucratization,"

would be good or bad for women's movement as a whole.

Also, along with the enforcement of the laws on sexual violence and domestic violence,
some women groups in Korea tended to focus more on offering professional advice to
victims of such violence. This compelled women groups to question their own identity

professional counselors or field activists?

For the past two decades, countless dedicated women activists in Korea have tried
successfully to put gender equality at the center of government policies and social debate.
They've also begun their endeavor to discover their new identity befitting the progress

they made.

(4) New trends in women's movement focus on diversity and differences

After 1987, newly emerged civil society and the civic movement shaped Korean

society. Ironically enough, the more the country's political establishment and governments

2) The Ministry of Government Administration and Home Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, the
Ministry of Education (Human Resources Development), the Ministry of Health and Welfare,
the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, the Ministry of Labor.
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resisted reform, the more the civic movement thrived. This meant that the former's reform
and democratization would eventually make the latter irrelevant. In the latter's place, new

players finally came along and began raising new issues with a new approach.

They were young women groups that had grown after the 1987 democratic uprising
under the heavy influence of postmodern feminism. They alleged that their older
colleagues, after starting out as progressives in the 1980s, became mainstream in the
1990s with the spread of democracy, and failed to recognize diversity that was emerging
within women's movement. They also argued that old feminists were too preoccupied
with such lofty ideas as people and social classes leftovers from the era of pro-democracy

struggles to address more private and cultural issues affecting women like sexuality.

These new feminists came to the fore in the late 1990s, and their focus on the
individual, the private and diversity in gender identity, presented the women activists of
the 1980s with a challenge. This challenge inspired the older generation of activists to
explore from a different angle the future course of women's movement after women's
agenda was reflected fully enough in government policies. It also helps the young
generation of activists better appreciate the history of their country's women's movement,

and continue its tradition.

2. Outlook and challenges for — progressive women's  movement amid  neo-liberal
globalization

(1) Globalization undercutting political democracy and challenges for civil society

Following the 1987 democratic uprising, political democracy bloomed in Korea. Yet in
the mid 1990s, notably in the wake of the financial crisis, this democracy faced serious
threats, with state control over the economy getting eased, foreigncapital inflow surging

and trade pressure from the WTO mounting.

Ironically, the more politically democratic and economically liberalized the country has
become, the more economically undemocratic ithas become. This is true of the
governments of President Kim Young-sam, who saw democracy take shape; President
Kim Dae-jung, who took power soon after the financial crisis erupted; and the incumbent,

Roh Moo-hyun. Put another way, in the midst of democratization after 1987, past military
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regimes'economic policies, which had pursued state-led growth since the 1960s, gave

way to market-oriented policies anchored in neo-liberal globalization.

Troublingly, since the financial crisis, these neo-liberal policies haveundermined the
fabric of Korean society by justifying the restructuring and privatization of the public
sector, market opening and labor flexibility, all of which increased employment
insecurity, shrunk the public sector, widened the gap between the rich and the poor and

further divided the entire society.

After undergoingtransition from a nation-state into a democracy since 1987, the
country was swept in the late 1990s into the vortex of neo-liberal globalization
transcending nation-states. Now, it is learning the hard way that such globalization does
not ensure that political democracy leads to a fair distribution of economic benefits and a

higher standardof living for the poor.

With the governments in Korea watching helplessly as neo-liberal globalization handed
their power over to the market, women activists of this country began to debate what to
do namely, a question about what civil society should do with the state when political
democracy and economic- liberalization (market-driven globalization) clash. For civil
societies that have played a major role in attaining political democracy, neo-liberal

globalization offers much food for thought and a reason to-act.

In sum, after striving to foster democracy at the nation-state level since 1987, civil
society in Korea is now called upon to seek new global solidarity to stop the spread of
negative impacts of neo-liberal globalization, which has overwhelmedthe entire world in

the 21st century.

(2) Feminization of poverty amid neo-liberal globalization

Following the outbreakof the financial crisis in 1997, women in Korea were the ones
who were first fired, and last rehired on a contingent basis at best. Government policies
centered on the unemployment and poverty of male breadwinners, while paying little

attention to women's poverty that was just getting worse.

In Korea, social welfare, and the povertyrate for that matter, are measured for households,
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not individuals. A government survey on household expenditure, released in 2000, speaks
volumes about how poorer women have become since the financial crisis. According to the
survey, the number of women-headed households rose to 18.5% in 2000 from 16.6% in
1996, while their poverty rate surged to 16.9% in 2000 from 8.3% in 1996. Also, they
accounted for 18.5% of all households, but a whopping 45.8% of poor households.

Meanwhile, when segregated by employment type, female family heads are just as
pitiful. Measured according to minimum living expenses, the poverty rate of those
employed on a regular basis rose 2%, from 7.1% in 1996 to 9.1% in 2000, whereas that
of those hired on a contingent basis grew 9.4%, from 13.1% in 1996 to 22.5% in 2000.

All this points to neo-liberal economic policies as the main culprit for exacerbating
feminization of poverty, given that they have been aggressively implemented in the

aftermath of the 1997 crisis.

As evidenced by the experience of Korea, neo-liberal. globalization, coupled with
pro-market policies advocated by the nation-states embracing it, raises labor flexibility
and employment insecurity among women, thereby pushing them further into penury.
Thus, women's movement in Korea, just like its civil society, is now called upon to seek

new global solidarity to curb the spread of ills of neo-liberal globalization.

Korea's women groupslearned that if feminization of poverty was to be reined in at the
nation-state level, neo-liberal globalization must be addressed first. With this in mind,
they have joined since 2000 their international friends in the World March of Women to

eliminate poverty of and violence against women.

(3) Migrant workers an issue affecting all of us

Another major change globalization brought to Korean society is a new threat to
women's human rights a rapid rise in women's migration, international marriage and
trafficking in foreign women.

Yet strong racial prejudice and nationalism have prevented Korean society from

confronting the issue of migrant workers posed by globalization. It is fortunate that albeit

belatedly, civil society in the country has recently taken up this issue.
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Women's movement is doing its part too. A growing number of women groups focus
on helping women migrant workers, internationally married women and victims of
human trafficking, while pursuing the enactment ofan anti-human trafficking law. They
are now seeking solidarity with other Asian countries to ensure that the women who
migrate to Korea from these countriesfor better economic opportunities do not fall victim

to exploitation and abuse.

Nonetheless, these efforts have yet to attract enough attention of Korean society. Civil
society in Korea must therefore draw upon its experience as a democracy fighter to better
protect the most vulnerable - the migrant workers who are discriminated and abused here

amid globalization.

3. What should be done?

(1) A greater role of men in promoting gender equality

Recently, civic activists in Korea have ‘differed in their view of the extent of the
progress their society has made, and of the current administration. Some call for better
governanceto counter conservative backlash and solidify democracy, while others stress
the need to find their true identity by combating more radically the perpetuation of

poverty on a global scale.

Likewise, faced with democratization, globalization, diversification and a new
socialfocus on differences, the KWAU is trying to identify the future course of women's
movement by asking "What does it mean to be progressive?" and "How progressive is

women's movement today?"

Arguably, one of the major achievements Korea's democracy has made for the last 20
years is the marked improvement in women's social status. Some men even complain
about so-called reverse discrimination. Compared with other countries, however, Korea

still lags way behind in promoting gender equality, meaning that it has a long way to go.
In a UNDP report of May 2004, Korea ranked 68th in the Gender Empowerment

Measure (GEM). Also, in a World Economic Forum study on gender disparity, released
on May 16, 2005, it ranked a dismal 54th out of 58 countries, only followed by Jordan,
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Pakistan, Turkey and Egypt. In MasterCard International's latest survey on the

socio-economic status of Asian women, Korea ranked the lowest among 13 countries.

This discrepancy between statistics and some Korean males' sentiment stems in part
from the gap between these men's expectations and global standards in terms of the

desired level of gender equality.

In fact, if gender equality is to be achieved, Korean men must change their age-old,
patriarchal mindset. With women becoming increasinglyvocal about gender equality,
most men in this country have remained reluctant to stop their discriminatory practices,

language and behavior.

In order for gender equality to become a reality, both men and women in this country
must try in their daily lives to change their way of behaving, speaking and approaching
relationships. Only action can narrow the gap between law and justice, as well as the gap

between rhetoric and reality.

(2) Genuine democracy everyone's responsibility

For the past two decades since 1987, Korean society has undergone, with great pain,
seismic changes like the end of an era of state-led economic growth, and the transition
into a democracy. In this era of rapid globalization, though, the country has a lot more

changes coming its way.

More often than not, groups that lead changes end up becoming thetarget of change,
while differences in the degree and pace of changes engender discord among and within

such groups.

In Korea, thanks to democratization, individuals havebecome more keenly aware of
their rights and interests. They have tried to advance those values, but often at the
expense of those of others, causing endless conflicts of interests among individuals and
groups. Not surprisingly, many people are now just as tired of democracy as they are

happy with it.

Yet in a blooming democracy, conflicts of interests are unavoidable to some extent.
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Korean society should thus strive to build a framework for social consensus wherebysuch

conflicts are mediated and resolved peacefully.

Building on the progress it has achieved in fostering democracy since 1987, civil
societyin Korea should work tirelessly to confront new challenges, and to ensure that the

benefits of democracy reach all people.

To this end, it should seek to 1) formulate a democratic and independent response to
new challenges posed by neo-liberal globalization, 2) accept diversity within itself and
seek unity in diversity; 3) learn how to prioritize conflicting interests and values, and
peacefully resolve their conflicts; 4) refuse to rest on its laurels, and rise to new

challenges and tasks; and 5) offer workable visions instead of angry accusations.
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