
 

Women’s Rights in Korea (2001) 
 
 
 
South Korea 
 
For the past 20 years, the status of South Korean women in the fields of law and politics has 
progressed to where the UN considers South Korea a model country in women's development. 
For instance, the passage of the Protection Law against Domestic Violence and the Law of 
Prohibition and Relief from Gender Discrimination is expected to further improve women's status 
and help protect women from discrimination. However, there are still large gaps between these 
laws and reality; women's participation in Korean politics remains that of an undeveloped country. 
 
At the national level, there are only 16 women sitting in the 273-member National Assembly 
representing a measly 5.9% (2000 figures). In local councils nationwide, only 56 women were 
elected out of the 3,490 seats available. There is one woman in the Cabinet, the Minister of 
Environment. 
 
The low level of women's political participation in Korea is primarily due to the traditional nature  
of the society, which continues to regard politics as the man's realm. Accordingly, the male-
dominated political parties are not supportive of women candidates although parties are making 
efforts to recruit more women, while the electoral system works against women. Furthermore, 
legislation to help increase and facilitate women's political participation has been insufficient in 
addressing women's needs. Finally, according to the Korean Institute of Women in Politics 
(KIWP), women themselves have been indifferent to politics and naive in their political 
consciousness. 
 
To overcome these barriers and elevate women's role in the political sector, KIWP believes that 
the following conditions must be fostered. First, a culture of genuine gender equality must be 
nurtured. Second, the electoral system should be reformed to better represent the voices and 
aspirations of women. Third, political parties should adopt affirmative action measures - quotas 
and such - to promote women candidates. Fourth, education programs and political training for 
women must be expanded. Fifth, women's organizations should continue to join forces in 
promoting women in politics and public service. 
 
The country's conservative traditions make women subordinate to men socially and 
economically.  Despite the passage of equal employment opportunity legislation in 1987, few 
women work as company executives, and sexual discrimination in the workplace remains a 
problem.  However, in January 1999 the National Assembly revised the 1987 Equal Employment 
Act to include tougher penalties to be imposed on companies that are found to discriminate 
against women in hiring and promotions.  Under the revised law, the Presidential Commission on 
Women was granted the authority to investigate sexual discrimination cases in the workplace.  A 
company found guilty of practicing sexual discrimination could be fined up to $4,200 (5 million 
won) and have its name published in the newspaper.  The revised law also provides for a public 
fund to support victims in seeking legal redress.  Nevertheless, some government agencies' 
preferential hiring of applicants with military service (nearly always men) points to continued legal 
barriers against women.  In December 1999, the Constitutional Court ruled that government 
agencies' preferential hiring practices for those who have performed military service discriminated 
against women and disabled persons and were unconstitutional.  Women have full access to 
education, and social mores and attitudes are changing gradually.  For example, the Ministry of 



Women's Affairs continued its efforts to expand employment opportunities; and the military and 
service academies continued to expand opportunities for women. 
 
Violence against women remains a problem, and some women's rights groups maintain that such 
violence, including spousal abuse, has worsened with the recent decline of the economy. A 1997 
survey found that 31.4 percent of households had experienced incidents of domestic violence 
during that year. In 1998 the Government enacted the Prevention of Domestic Violence and 
Victim Protection Act, which defines domestic violence as a serious crime. Authorities can order 
offenders to stay away from victims for up to 6 months and order them to be put on probation or 
to see court-designated counselors. The law also requires police to respond immediately to 
reports of domestic violence. Women's groups praised the law as a significant step in combating 
domestic violence.  Several instances during the year of sexual harassment and attempted rapes 
allegedly committed by well-known men raised public awareness of these problems. 
 
Rape remained a serious problem, with 6,359 cases reported in 1999, according to MOJ 
statistics, the most recent available.  Many rapes go unreported because of the stigma associated 
with being raped.  Women's groups' activities have increased awareness of the importance of 
reporting and prosecuting rapes, as well as of offenses such as sexual harassment in the 
workplace.  According to women's rights groups, cases involving sexual harassment or rape 
generally go unprosecuted, and perpetrators, if convicted, often receive very light sentences. 
A law was enacted to combat sexual harassment in the workplace, and went into effect in July 
1999.  Under the law, companies can be fined up to $2,500 (3 million won) for failing to take steps 
to prevent sexual harassment in the workplace or failing to punish an offender.  The law also 
requires companies to establish in-house sexual harassment complaint centers and forbids firms 
from punishing employees for taking their complaints to outside organizations.  In addition the 
Ministry of Education announced that the law's guidelines would apply at public schools and that 
teachers who make gender-discriminatory remarks would be disciplined.  As examples of such 
remarks, the Ministry cited statements that emphasized women's traditional roles in families, 
stressed men's leadership in society, and encouraged female students to work for good 
marriages instead of embarking on a career after graduation.   
 
The 1991 Family Law permits women to head a household, recognizes a wife's right to a portion 
of the couple's property, and allows a woman to maintain greater contact with her children after a 
divorce.  Although the revisions help women who choose to divorce, including victims of domestic 
violence, the stigma of divorce remains strong, and there is little government or private assistance 
for divorced women.  These factors, plus the fact that divorced women have limited employment 
opportunities and have difficulty remarrying, lead some women to stay in abusive situations.  The 
Government has established some shelters for battered women and has increased the number of 
childcare facilities, giving women in abusive situations more options, but women's rights groups 
say that they fall far short of effectively dealing with the problem. 
 
The Government provides an allowance of $417 (500,000 won) per month to 143 former "comfort 
women" (women who, during World War II, were forced to provide sex to soldiers of the 
Japanese Imperial Army). 
 
The country is considered a transit point for traffickers of Asian women and children sold into the 
sex trade and domestic servitude  
 
 
North Korea 
 
There is very little or no information available on women’s participation in politics.   
 
The Constitution states "women hold equal social status and rights with men."  However, 
although women are represented proportionally in the labor force, few women have reached high 
levels of the party or the Government.  



 
The percentage of women in government and politics does not correspond to their percentage of 
the population. Women reportedly make up 20 percent of the membership of the Supreme 
People’s Assembly (SPA), but only about 4 percent of the membership of the Central Committee 
of the Workers’ Party of Korea (KWP).  
 
In many small factories, the work force is predominantly female.  Like men, working-age women 
must work.  They are thus required to leave their preschool children in the care of elderly relatives 
or in state nurseries.  However, according to the Constitution, women with large families are to 
work shorter hours.  There were reports of trafficking in women and young girls among North 
Koreans crossing the border into China. 
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