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Context for South Korea 

• Korea an interesting case of Northern and Southern socio-economic contexts 
 

North/industrialized economic context 
• post-industrial economy – shift from manufacturing to service and knowledge intensive sector industries 
• decline of male breadwinner household model 
• rapid fertility decline – population ageing 
 
South/developing context 

• recent democracy – democratization in 1987/88 
• large informal sector economy – approx. 30% of all economically active population in informal sector 
• rapidly expanding but still fairly small welfare state – currently at around 10% of GDP 

  
1) Burning questions 
Since the Asian economic crisis of 1997, Korea has been faced with 2 imperatives and 1 fundamental question 

a) Imperatives 
1- demographic change – low fertility (close to 1.0 in 2005) --- population ageing 

i. labour supply concerns 
ii. long-term economic growth concerns 

iii. dependency ratio – health and social care demands 
iv. population / national identity problem 

2- economic development pressures 
i. Korean state – economic development as its raison d’etre. 

ii. Pressures to create jobs and ensure reasonable rate of economic growth 
 

b) Fundamental Question? 
1- Korean government has taken on an unprecidented expansion of social care – child and elderly care – why? 
2- Sees social care as a solution to address the imperatives 
3- Social care to boost fertility and create new jobs and stimulate economy 

 
QUESTION: Can and how to achieve gender equality within this context? Can feminists and their agenda for gender equality gain some 
purchase by riding onto the government’s instrumentalist and economistic social care policy strategy? On the one hand it opens up a window of 
opportunity for feminists to cut a path towards gender equality; on the other, this will require very careful manouvering to direct the social care 
expansion policy to also address gender equality agend.  

 



2) Actors – 4 actors 
a. The State – problem of developmental state legacy – need to push for economic growth 
b. The market – global competition – pressure to flexibilize the labour market – creating job insecurity and increased income inequality 
c. International agencies – OECD/UNESCO prescriptions, particularly in relation to social investment strategy – inclusive neoliberalism 
d. NGOs and civil society – feminist and women’s groups pressure/demands for gender equality 
 

3) Current Care Crisis informed by… 
• Unequal but, in fact, highly effective post-war male breadwinner household arrangement – but that is becoming increasingly 

untenable/unsustainable. 
• Recovery measures – increasingly informed by the understanding of the effectiveness of family-work reconciliation strategy, but not 

necessarily by merit of gender equality principle or logic 
 

4) Effective measures to change inequality 
• Political commitment – in 3 ways  -- 1) money – fiscal commitment; 2) time/space  more discursive space for gender and agenda setting 

around gender equality issues and policies’ and 3) services – real programs and delivery of services 
• But how to achieve political commitments? 

o Civil society role in keeping the state on check – governance 
o Inter-scaler collaboration – local, national, and international 
 

5) Who must be responsible 
• Civil society  
• The state 
• They must work to reshape the market   


