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Introduction: The complex nature of the debate on gender in South Korea 

The debate over women's rights and gender equality is dynamic and is constantly subject to 

varied dispositions worldwide. Like its counterparts in East Asia, South Korea has yet to fully 

develop a feminist movement where active discourse is part of the mainstream dialogue and 

does not get diluted, glossed over, or discarded to avoid conflict. In July 2021, Lee Jun Seok- 

head of the People's Political Party in South Korea, openly said that the South Korean gender 

equality ministry cannot achieve equality and is merely a body that carries out "campaigns." 

Campaigns here are referred to, anti-male and discriminatory operations that conservative 

politicians have been rallying around to garner popular support. Conservative politicians in 

South Korea have been igniting a debate within the public sphere-talking about how feminism 

"victimizes" women and discriminates against men. Top politicians furthered this narrow and 

misogynistic viewpoint, including hopeful presidential candidates such as Yoo Seong-Min and 

Rep. Ha Tae-Keung from the PPP. They have pledged to abolish the gender ministry and have 

included it as part of their campaign, thus politicizing misogyny as a valid ideological 

viewpoint. The question then arises-what kind of a societal discourse exists in South Korea 

surrounding feminism that it is deemed acceptable for misogyny to be such an open thought 

process within the political sphere?  

Human Rights Watch Report 2022 points out that discrimination against women remains a 

significant concern in South Korea. With social backlash and rising radical anti-feminist 

movements, sexual harassment and women's abuse continue without being challenged 

appropriately. In addition, digital sex crimes in South Korea continue to be widespread, 

exposing women and girls to high risk. However, the government and authorities have failed 

to take meaningful steps and make it difficult for survivors to access case information or be 

heard by the court. 
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For several years now, South Korea has consistently ranked low in key international rankings 

measuring gender equality like the Global Gender Gap Index. It has also been one of the 

countries with the highest gender pay gap among OECD countries. On average, women make 

36.6 % less than men in South Korea, according to World Economic Forum. During the three 

decades of Korea's military regime in the 1960s to 80s-women were consistently discriminated 

against in workplaces. They were subject to hiring bias where their male counterparts would 

have a higher chance of being employed and paid better. In addition, women were easily fired 

if they got pregnant or married. The biological bias was evident and prevalent. 

However, even with the coming forth of the hard-won democratic process in the 1980s- women 

were subjected to a growth model that did not recognize the internal bias and discrimination 

within the system. Even in today's context, there is often a comparison of male and female 

employment patterns in South Korean society. Women follow an "M" shaped employment 

pattern, and men follow a "U" shaped one. An M-shaped pattern indicates that women who get 

employed in their 20s would most likely drop out in their 30s due to marriage and childbirth 

and then join back the workplace in their 40s (a significantly reduced number does so). This is 

juxtaposed with the "U" pattern, which indicates that men employed in their 20s continue 

working throughout their lives. However, South Korea does offer paternal leaves for fathers, 

which is rarely used due to social stigma. 
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In the contemporary context, the government has rolled out incentives for women to continue 

working in workplaces and has encouraged better pay for women- however, these policies have 

also generated discontent among today's young Korean men, who are firm believers of 

meritocracy. Unlike their previous generations that had seen significant changes in society in 

terms of the Korean War and post-war economic boom( previously, Korean men enjoyed good 

social and financial standing and jobs while women were relegated in the private sphere), the 

new generation of young Korean men, who are successors of an economic slowdown and are 

raised in a high stake, competitive society that teaches them that merit and good grades are all 

that one needs for success- they have a low tolerance for affirmative policies as they are forced 

to compete equally with women unlike before. Compared to the patriarchal older Korean men 

who viewed women as subordinate/secondary beings, a significant number of Korean men 

today regard themselves as "victims of feminism." They claim that they face "reverse 

discrimination." 

 

The rise of the anti-feminist movement in South Korea 

Feminism in South Korea has evolved to become a "dirty" word. A taboo. Many South Korean 

women would be afraid to publicly call themselves feminists as they believe they would be 

attacked for the same. The initial open discourse on feminism in South Korea began with online 

platforms. Online groups like Megalia and Womad; brought forth a brand identity of "radical 

feminism," which in reality is misandry branded as feminism. In addition, Womad openly 

claimed to have committed "crimes against men." It wasn't long then that feminism in South 

Korea was conflated to 'man-hating,' and feminists that did not associate with a radical ideology 

found themselves getting silenced due to the majoritarian view that began disliking feminism.  

This perception took extreme turns, with Korean men also launching "men's rights" groups that 

seemed more of a thinly veiled argument to provide a platform for open misogyny. For 

example, famous Kpop group singer Irene was spotted reading the Korean feminist novel "Kim 

Jiyoung, born in 1982"- a story highlighting the injustices women face throughout their lives 

and how the burden of patriarchy can affect an ordinary woman. Soon after, Irene's photos were 

burnt by radical male fans, and she was denounced for being a feminist. A more recent 

example- includes Ansan, the South Korean archer who won a gold medal at the 2021 Tokyo 

Olympics; however, despite being an Olympic sportswoman with multiple Olympic golds 

under her belt- she came under vicious attack by Korean men who criticized her for 'short hair" 
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(as that was often a symbol adopted by radical feminists to denounce any patriarchal standard 

of beauty). These Korean men also petitioned the sports ministry to take her gold medals from 

her- to no avail, however. 

While these are some isolated examples- they point towards a larger picture of discrimination 

and open resistance against any form of "feminist" marker in society. 

Politics of anti-feminism 

South Korea is witnessing a new wave of political reality tinged with radical anti feminist 

rhetoric, fuelled by angry young men who consider themselves disadvantaged within the social 

system. With the country seeing a growing gap in employment, income levels, and housing 

prices, many men see themselves as victims of feminism. 

The growing resonance with misogyny is reflected in the country's political narrative. On 

January 3rd, 2022, a Realmeter survey showed that a little over half of South Korean supported 

abolishing the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, which is the ministry in charge of 

women's affairs. This call was initially propagated by Yoon Suk-yeol, the presidential 

candidate of the conservative People Power Party. 64% of the respondents that voted in favour 

of the abolishment of the ministry were male, while 47.1% of women were against the 

dissolution. Politicians like Yoon Suk yeol ride the anti-feminist wave by somehow linking 

feminism and gender ministry as the reason why men are treated as "potential sex criminals." 

Yoon Suk Yeol has also campaigned for harsher penalties for those who would wrongfully 

accuse men of sex crimes while glossing over the reality that a move like this would result in 

women becoming more hesitant to report their abusers. While Mr. Yoon has recruited a leader 

of a feminist group as a senior campaign advisor to show that his party has not wholly sidelined 

female voters, the move is yet to be backed with substantial campaign promises that are 

inclusive of women's rights. 

The evident lack of strong voices within the political sphere that counter this anti-feminist 

rhetoric makes the anti-feminist narrative definitively unchallenged. There is no primary 

political candidate vocal about women's rights in the current South Korean electoral race. Even 

the ruling party, Democratic Party's candidate Lee Jae-myung who has been relatively more 

vocal about women's rights, has also pandered to young men stating that "Young men should, 

just as women, not be subjected to discrimination based on gender, neither should they suffer 

because they are men." 
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The DPK in the past has faced sexual violence scandals involving high-ranking figures such as 

former South Chungcheong Province Governor An Hee-Jung, former Mayor of Busan Oh Keo-

Don, and former Mayor of Seoul Park Won-soon. The poor handling of these cases has led to 

a drop in support from female supporters. However, within this context, Mr. Lee has made 

some amendments to support the feminist cause. 

Amid this context, the DPK's Lee has made efforts to make friendly gestures to young female 

voters, unlike PPP's Yoon. For example, while interacting with the youth in January 2022, Lee 

stated, "Feminism attempts to make the world a better place." He also held a conference with 

CEO's of startups aimed at women empowerment. In addition, he has countered his political 

rival Yoon Suk Yeol's radical comments with statements against creating division based on 

gender. 

 

Image source: Joint press corps 

Gendered discrimination and violence against women 

A negative attitude towards women's rights movements and lack of everyday discourse in 

society leads to an environment where men get away with discriminatory practices and 

violence. For example, the 2016 "Gangnam murder" where a woman was brutally stabbed to 

death in a public toilet by a man made national headlines and led to a massive uproar by women 

who were horrified how close it hit home. The murderer Kim (full name not disclosed), claimed 
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that he murdered the victim because "women had always ignored him." The murder highlighted 

the entitled and dangerous mentality that everyday Korean women battled, making accessing 

public spaces difficult. The Gangnam murder is just one crime- in an unfortunate record of 

many others similar to it. 

Additionally, with increasing access to technology, women have found themselves, victims, to 

the same in South Korea. Spy camera crimes or "Molka" have become an increasingly common 

phenomenon in South Korean Society. Spy-cams that are barely visible to the eye have become 

the biggest fear in South Korean women's lives. They get installed in various places like dorm 

rooms, public washrooms, hotel rooms, dressing rooms, and many other areas, making Korean 

women scared of using public spaces without caution. In addition, Korean women are 

increasingly victims of illegal filming of sexual acts and blackmail. The recent cases of the 

Burning Sun scandal and the Nth room case exposed a vicious ring of online pornography being 

spread, which involved unsuspecting women, non-consenting prostitutes, women that had been 

drugged and raped, and even children.  

In 2019, the unfortunate case of singer Goo Hara from a famous kpop band,    T-ARA, revealed 

the true nature of the injustice victims of the spy-cam face. Regardless of being a loved singer, 

Goo Hara had been facing blackmail from her ex-boyfriend, who threatened to release an 

illegally filmed video of them having sex to the public- to ruin her career. Goo Hara was an 

outspoken woman who did speak out about the same- but she faced incredible backlash, victim-

blaming, and anti-feminist rhetoric from the public- which eventually led her to commit 

suicide. 

This unfortunate pattern of women speaking out against injustice and assault, not being taken 

seriously, and ending their own lives is sadly not uncommon in South Korean society. Many 

victims naturally feel afraid to step forward, and those who do- often don't get the justice they 

deserve. On June 4th, 2021, Sergeant Lee, a Korean air force officer- ended up taking her life- 

not just due to sexual assault by her superior in the military but also systematic discrimination. 

After her assault, she had approached the adequate military redressal mechanisms and filed a 

complaint; she was gaslighted for months and faced victim-blaming and threats by the 

perpetrator himself. Despite everything, she pushed for a trial which did not amount to much- 

and when she did re-join work months later, she was subject to bullying by military workers 

within the system. All this eventually led her to be cornered into taking her own life. 
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Sergeant Lee's death and systematic murder point out the reality of discrimination and violence 

that women face in South Korea, not just on an individual level but also systematically. 

 

Korean laws and gender-based sexual violence 

Adding to the culture of sexual violence- perhaps what continues to dissuade Korean women 

from reaching out for help- is not just the social stigma but also the poor legal redressal systems 

in place. Often justice process is long drawn out, and South Korean courts give out lenient 

sentencing, especially in cases of sexual crimes. The age of consent was only increased to 16 

in recent times. And marital rape was only convicted for the first time in 2013. Matters related 

to sexual assault are viewed in the "private sphere" and are not usually brought to court as they 

are considered to be able to settle with the parties. There is also a disparity in the proportion of 

women working in the legal and justice system is also disproportionately low. South Korea, 

even after conviction, often hands the criminal a suspended sentence. Life sentencing is very 

rare, and the death penalty does not exist. Perpetrators often get away with getting light 

sentencing from a few months to a year for severe crimes of sexual assault- further creating a 

lack of deterrence for the same. A perpetrator's face and name are not generally revealed to the 

public, often generating discontent among women. A similar debate regarding revealing the 

face of the perpetrator was also highly contended in the Nth room case, where the public 

petitioned the Blue House to reveal the faces of all the criminals involved in the case. 

Need for the Korean feminist renaissance  

While women in South Korea have increasingly been taking up more space in terms of raising 

feminist discourse, with the 2018 #MeToo movement allowing freedom for women to call out 

their perpetrators, there have been some gains in the arena of feminist discourse. However, 

there is still a long way to go before South Korea can fully adapt to providing for an equal 

society for women- all this continues to be more in threat today as politicians meddle with anti-

feminist discourse to increase their vote bank- while validating destructive thought processes 

and stereotypes against women. Therefore, there is a strong need for the Korean feminist 

movement to engage in a discourse that allows for a larger audience to engage with the concept 

of equality for women. It would be only when the debate regarding feminism in South Korea 

moves away from the gender war that seems to be stuck within a binary narrative, that actual 

progress can be made. Thus, the challenge for the feminist movement in South Korea remains 
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to create an avenue that can accommodate and adapt to a plethora of different views while also 

staying true to its goal of fighting for equality and justice for women. 
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