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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

A. Demographics ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR
The Re pub lic of South Ko rea oc cu pies the south ern half

of the Ko rean Pen in sula in north east Asia, with North Ko rea
on its north ern bor der, the Sea of Ja pan and Ja pan to the east,
the East China Sea and China to the south, and the Yel low
Sea and north ern China to the west. With a to tal land mass of
38,023 square mile s (98,480 km2), and a coast line of 1,500
mile s (2,400 km), South Ko rea is slighter larger than the state 
of In di ana. The coun try is moun tain ous, with a rug ged east -
ern coast. The west ern and south ern coasts are deeply in -
dented, with many is lands and har bors. The cli mate is tem -
per ate, with heavier rainfall in summer than in winter.

In July 2002, South Ko rea had an es ti mated pop u la tion
of 48.3 mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book
2002 (CIA 2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 21.4%
with 1.13 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 71%
with 1.03 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 7.6% with
0.65 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 1.01
male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 74.88
years; male: 71.2 years; fe male: 78.95 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 83% to 17%
Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: Ho mo ge neous, ex cept for about

20,000 Chi nese and 4,500 Chi nese-Ko re ans
Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Chris tian: 49%; Bud dhist: 47%;

Confucianist: 3%; Shaminist and other: 1%***
Birth Rate: 14.55 births per 1,000 pop u la tion. Fam ily

plan ning has been an im por tant task since the 1960s. Ko -
rea’s TFR de creased from 6.0 births per fer tile woman in
1960 to 4.5 in 1970, 2.7 in 1980, 1.6 in 1990, 1.5 in 1998,
and 1.7 in 2002.

Death Rate: 6.02 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 7.58 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: 0 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u la tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 1.72 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 0.85%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.01%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 3,800; Deaths: < 180. (For ad di -
tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion
10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 98% (male: 99.3%, fe male: 96.7%);
Ko rean is the of fi cial lan guage, but Eng lish is widely taught 
in the high schools. Ed u ca tion is free and com pul sory from
the 1st to 6th grades.

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $18.000 (2001 est.); In fla tion: 4.3%; Un em -
ploy ment: 3.9%; Liv ing be low the pov erty line: 4% (2001
est.)
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*Com mu ni ca tions: Pro fes sor Hyung-Ki Choi, M.D., Yongdong
Sev er ance Hos pi tal, De part ment of Urol ogy 146-92, Dogok-dong,
Kangnam-ku, Se oul 135-270, Ko rea; urol3887@yumc.yonsei.ac.kr. 
Huso Yi, Ph.D. (cand.): Se nior Re search As so ci ate, In sti tute for In -
ter na tion al Re search on Youth at Risk, Na tional De vel op ment and
Re search In sti tutes, Inc., 71 West 23rd Street, 8th Fl., New York, NY 
10010 USA; huso.yi@ndri.org; or: Dep uty Di rec tor, Ko rean Sex ual
Mi nor ity Cul ture and Rights Cen ter, Inc., Samheung Bldg., 5th Fl.,
256-2 Hangangno 2-ga, Yongsan-gu, Seoul, 140-871, Korea.

**Un less oth er wise in di cated at the be gin ning of a sec tion or at the
end of a para graph, Hyung-Ki Choi, Ji-Kan Ryu, Koon Ho Rha, and
Woong Hee Lee are the au thors. In most sec tions, the ma te rial these
au thors sup plied was re dacted by Huso Yi and in te grated with ad di -
tional in for ma tion. Ad di tional com ments are in di cated in brack ets as
[. . . (Huso Yi)]. In the ar eas where the pri mary au thors did not sup ply
in for ma tion, Huso Yi and oth ers have sum ma rized key stud ies to
com plete the pic ture. Writ ten in 2000-2001, this chapter was updated 
in 2003 by Huso Yi.

(CIA 2002)

***Ed i tors’ Note: The strong his tor i cal di men sions of this chap ter
and the re cur ring ref er ences to the his tor i cal and con tem po rary in flu -
ence of Con fu cian ism and its pa tri ar chal views might seem to be un -
im por tant, be cause 96% of Ko re ans are ei ther Chris tian or Bud dhist
and only 3% iden tify with the Con fu cian/Neo-Con fu cian phi los o -
phy. How ever, Con fu cian ism, and par tic u larly Neo-Con fu cian ism,
con tin ues to play a major role in Korean sexual culture.



B. A Brief Historical Perspective

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

[Com ment 2001: Ac cord ing to the Na tional His tory
Com pi la tion of the Re pub lic of Ko rea (NHCROK 2001),
the be gin ning of Ko rea dates from 2333 B.C.E., when Tan-
gun, a leg end ary fig ure born of the son of Heaven, mar ried a 
woman from the bear-to tem tribe and es tab lished the first
king dom, Chosun, lit er ally mean ing, “Land of the Morn ing
Calm.” Ko rea’s early na tive cul ture was based on a war rior
ar is toc racy, a sha man ist ic re li gion, and a sub ject class of
rice cul ti va tors. The an cient pe ri od was fol lowed by the
Three King doms from 57 B.C.E. to 676 C.E.; the North-
South Uni fied Shilla pe ri od (676 to 935 C.E.); and, start ing
as a prov ince un der the Shilla era, the Koryo dy nasty from
913 to 1392 (the Koryo dy nasty started as a prov ince in 913
and gov erned the whole coun try in 935). (End of com ment
by Huso Yi)] In the Yi or Chosun dy nasty (1392 to 1910),
dur ing which it was known as the King dom of Chosun, Ko -
rea was a staunch trib u tary ally of China dur ing its Ming
(1368-1644) and Ch’ing (1644-1911) dy nas ties. The Jap a -
nese, who in vaded most of Ko rea in 1592, were fi nally ex -
pelled by com bined Ko rean and Chi nese forces in the late
17th cen tury. This re la tion ship with China brought a strong
ad her ence to Bud dhism and a gov ern ment sys tem mod eled
on Chi nese bu reau cracy. For the next 200 years, Ko rea was
rig or ously isolated from all non-Chinese foreign influence
and was known as “the Hermit Kingdom.”

Ko rea’s iso la tion, and its sta tus as a trib u tary of China,
ended in 1874, when Ja pan im posed the Treaty of Kangwha
to guar an tee Jap a nese com mer cial ac cess to Ko rea and other
in ter ests. The out come of the Sino-Jap a nese war (1894-
1895) rec og nized Ko rea’s com plete in de pend ence, but made 
the na tion a pro tec tor ate of Ja pan. In 1910, Ja pan forc ibly an -
nexed Ko rea as the col ony of Chosun. A harsh co lo nial pol -
icy was es tab lished to erad i cate all Ko rean cul ture and make
Ko rea an in te gral part of the Jap a nese em pire. All Ko rean re -
sis tance was vi o lently re pressed, al though re sis tance move -
ments man aged to sur vive in ex ile. Dur ing World War II, tens 
of thou sands of Ko re ans were con scripted to work in Ja pan
and in the Jap a nese-oc cu pied ter ri to ries. At the same time,
thou sands of Ko rean women were forced into “com fort ser -
vices” for the Jap a nese mil i tary, a reality that was not dealt
with publicly until 50 years later in the late 1990s.

Fol low ing Ja pan’s sur ren der in 1945, Ko rea was ar bi -
trarily di vided into zones of So viet and Amer i can oc cu pa -
tion. The 38th par al lel split the coun try geo graph i cally, eco -
nom i cally, and po lit i cally into North and South. Ko rea’s in -
dus trial and hy dro elec tric power was con cen trated in the
north, where care ful So viet plans es tab lished a com mu nist
gov ern ment. In the ag ri cul tural south, Amer i can at tempts to 
re unify the coun try un der a re pub li can gov ern ment were in -
ept. By 1948, when it was ob vi ous that the coun try could
not be united, the Re pub lic of Ko rea was or ga nized in the
south, and the United States with drew its oc cu pa tion forces
in June 1949. In June of 1950, North ern Ko rean troops in -
vaded the south in an at tempt to unify the coun try un der a
com mu nist re gime. Be cause it boy cotted the United Na -
tions Se cu rity Coun cil de bate on what re sponse to make to
the in va sion, the So viet Un ion could not veto the United
Na tions’ de ci sion to send troops to re pel the in va sion. Ini -
tially, Amer i can forces were suc cess ful in driv ing the com -
mu nist forces back to the Chi nese bor der. How ever, when
Chi nese troops en tered the war, the tide re versed and the
United Na tions troops were driven south. Se oul, the cap i tal,
fell to the com mu nists on Jan u ary 4, 1951. Within two
months, the com mu nist forces were driven back to the 38th

par al lel, where the bat tle line sta bi lized de spite intervals of
fierce fighting. A truce was finally signed on July 27, 1953,
with a demilitarized zone along the 38th parallel.

Post war re con struc tion of the south fol lowed with ma jor
Amer i can sup port. Stu dent dem on stra tions in 1960 forced
the res ig na tion of Ko rea’s first pres i dent, Syngman Rhee. In
May 1961, a mil i tary coup was es tab lished. The mil i tary
gov ern ment was given some dem o cratic trap pings in a 1972
ref er en dum that al lowed Gen eral Park to run for an un lim -
ited se ries of six-year pres i den tial terms. Fol low ing Park’s
as sas si na tion on Oc to ber 26, 1979, by the gov ern ment’s
chief of in tel li gence, Gen eral Chun Doo Hwan as sumed
power. Wide spread vi o lent po lit i cal pro tests fol lowed, al -
though the na tion’s econ omy was mak ing great strides, with
mod ern iza tion, in dus tri al iza tion, and a strong ur ban life. In
1986, South Korea achieved a favorable balance-of-pay -
ments ratio in its foreign trade.

Wide spread dem on stra tions in mid-1987 led to new
elec tions and a calmer po lit i cal sit u a tion, al though stu dents
called for greater ef forts for re uni fi ca tion of the north and
south, and pro tests of the large num ber of Amer i can troops
con tin ued. North-South talks in 1990 pro duced an agree -
ment in prin ci ple on re uni fi ca tion in the near fu ture. How -
ever, South Ko rea’s in ter est in re uni fi ca tion be came more
cau tious when North Ko rea faced a ma jor wide spread fam -
ine. The mas sive eco nomic bur dens West Ger many en coun -
tered in help ing East Ger many be come a part of a re united
Ger many added to South Ko rea’s grow ing hes i ta tion over
re uni fi ca tion. Es tab lish ment of dip lo matic re la tions with
China in 1992 was a clear sig nal that Ko rea will re main a
ma jor in flu ence in the re gion. [Com ment 2001: In ad di tion,
the Ko rean gov ern ment be gan to build up good re la tion -
ships with North Ko rea through the so-called “sun shine
pol icy” of Pres i dent Kim Dae-Jung, who was awarded a
No bel Peace Prize hon or ing his po lit i cal ef forts for de moc -
racy and re uni fi ca tion. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)] [Com -
ment 2003: In 2003, Roh Moo Hyun be came the 16th Pres i -
dent. Mr. Roh is a self-taught law yer with out a col lege ed u -
ca tion and ac quired his lib eral cre den tials by de fend ing
stu dents and work ing-class work ers in volved in the de moc -
racy move ment. He named his ad min is tra tion “Par tic i pa -
tory Gov ern ment” and swore to pro mote de moc racy and
ref or ma tion. In his ad min is tra tion, fe male min is ters were
ap pointed, in clud ing Ms. Kang Gum-Si l at the age of 46
years old, who would head the male-dominated Justice
Ministry for the first time. (End of comment by Huso Yi)]South Korea: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
A. Character of Gender Roles

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

[Com ment 2001: The fol low ing ex am ples of typ i cal and
pop u lar Ko rean prov erbs con cern ing women pro vide an in -
sight into the po si tion of women in Ko rean cul ture and the
family:

“If you don’t beat your woman for three days, she be -
comes a fox.”

“If you lis ten to a woman’s ad vice, the house co mes to
ruin; if you don’t lis ten, the house co mes to shame.”

“If a woman cries, no good luck for three years.”
“A woman’s mouth is a cheap thing.”
“You can know in wa ter 1,000 fath oms deep, but you

can’t know the mind of a woman.”
“When wood fire and a woman are stirred up, the out -

come is a great mis for tune.”
“Get slapped at the gov ern ment of fice; come home

and hit your woman.”
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“A bad wife is a griev ance for 100 years; bad bean
paste is a griev ance for one year.”

“The good-for-noth ing daugh ter-in-law gets sick on
the day of an ces tral sac ri fice.”

“A son-in-law is a guest for 100 years; a daugh ter-in-
law is an eat ing mouth ’til the day she dies.” (End of com -
ment by Huso Yi)]

Through out Ko rean his tory, Ko rean women have been
treated as sec ond-class cit i zens re gard less of their so cial
and fa mil ial po si tions. In the so cial sys tem, they have been
lim ited to be ing by stand ers in the main cul tural sys tems, be -
hind bu reau cratic male dom i nance. Ko rean women have
been the sub jects of dis crim i na tions based on their role in
mar riage, their fer til ity, and their lack of a right to end their
mar riage in di vorce, as well as their sub or di nate role in the
public domain.

In the Koryo dy nasty, mo nog amy was en cour aged, and
di vorce and re mar riage were widely prac ticed by both men
and women. How ever, at the end of the Koryo dy nasty, po -
lyg amy emerged. The Chosun dy nasty (1392-1910) pro -
claimed mo nog amy and of fi cially frowned on polygyny as
a part of a so cial ref or ma tion pol icy, al though pow er ful men 
were com monly al lowed to have sev eral wives. [Com ment
2001: The Chosun dy nasty re versed the en tire pre vious
mar riage sys tem by pro hib it ing women’s re mar riage, and
fur ther more, mar riage be tween those of the same sur name
and fam ily or i gin (Chung 1998). The law against re mar -
riage was en forced in 1447 and lasted un til 1894. The law
against same-sur name and fam ily-or i gin mar riage still ex -
ists in Ko rea. It will be dis cussed later. (End of com ment by
Huso Yi)] The con flict ing sys tem of polygyny and mo nog -
amy co ex isted with out much prob lem be cause of the le nient 
Neo-Con fu cian mor als for males. Those who made the laws 
were not about to give up their priv i leged right. Nor were
they about to im prove the sub or di nate po si tion of women.
Women who openly op posed the prac tice of mul ti ple wives
were mal treated and hu mil i ated. How ever, in 1899, near the 
end of Chosun dy nasty, a for mal pro test against polygyny
took place, headed by the newly or ga nized woman’s as so ci -
a tion. Their pro test ended without any change, but it was a
herald of an active organized women’s movement in Korea.

Early mar riage is an other in ter est ing fea ture of the Ko -
rean mar riage her i tage. Re cords of early mar riage as far
back as the Three King dom era (57 B.C.E. to 676 C.E.)
doc u ment the prac tice of early mar riage, which al lowed
chil dren about 10 years old to be pre sented to a fam ily as a
bride or groom. The le gal age for mar riage in Chosun was
15 for boys and 14 for girls, with the ex cep tion of 12 years
when a child had to as sume re spon si bil ity for the fam ily.
At the time, the av er age le gal age for mar riage in other
coun tries was 18 for men and 15 for women. It was gen er -
ally be lieved that the risk of in ap pro pri ate sex ual in volve -
ment in creased if mar riage was de layed, and so the le gal
age for mar riage was low ered. The cus tom of early mar -
riage con tin ued well into the 20th cen tury. In the 1991 na -
tional tax cen sus, among 1,000 mar ried cou ples, 10 men
and 18 women mar ried be fore the age of 5, 48 men and 132
women were mar ried be tween ages 5 and 10, and 159 men
and 488 women mar ried be tween ages 10 and 15. In other
words, 217, or one in five of the men, and 638, or nearly
two thirds of the women, were mar ried by age 15 (Chung
1998). These chil dren had no choice in the com mit ment of
mar riage and par ent hood. With no op por tu nity to re ject or
re fuse their ar ranged part ners, mar riage was sim ply one’s
fate. An other sur pris ing fact is that among 100 mur der ers
in prison, 31 of the 47 female prisoners murdered their
husbands (Chung 1998).

B. Women of Korea: A Historical Overview

YUNG-CHUNG KIM (Summarized by HUSO YI)

Women and Family
As in other agrar ian so ci et ies, the large pa tri ar chal ex -

tended fam ily was the ba sic or ga ni za tional unit in Ko rea for
many cen tu ries, with rel a tively lit tle change in its ba sic struc -
ture. The rule main tained in hus band-wife re la tions was the
rigid dis tinc tion drawn in their roles. Whereas the man dom i -
nated in pub li c af fairs, the woman took full re spon si bil ity in
the fam ily. The wife was re spon si ble for the ed u ca tion of the
chil dren, es pe cially the girls, up to the age of mar riage. There 
were no ed u ca tional in sti tu tions for girls, and the mother as -
sumed the role of teacher. Her in flu ence was not lim ited to
her daugh ters’ up bring ing. She was of ten hon ored and re -
warded for her model be hav ior and con tri bu tion when her
husband or sons were successful in public life.

The woman also took an ac tive part in the fam ily econ -
omy. She was ex pected to be an able and care ful man ager of
fam ily fi nances. In case the hus band was dis abled and could 
not sup port the fam ily or was ne glect ful of his du ties, the
wife had to be able to use her skills to pro vide for the fam ily.
Also, one of the wife’s func tions in the fam ily sys tem was
the per for mance of rit u als in an ces tor wor ship. Fil ial pi ety
was the prime vir tue by which fam ily lin eage was pre -
served, and an ces tor worship was its salient feature.

In tra di tional Ko rea, it was cus tom ary for the ruler and
yangban (ru ral rul ing-class males) to keep sev eral wives.
There was a clear dis tinc tion be tween the pri mary spouse
and the sec ond ary wife/wives or con cu bines who were at
his ca price. In con trast, the woman was sub ject to strict
chas tity. When the hus band died, ide ally the wife must re -
main chaste the rest of her life; this was the vir tu ous con duct 
ex pected of wid ows. How ever, there was less prej u dice
against re mar riage for women in the Koryo pe ri od than dur -
ing ei ther the United Shilla pe ri od or the Chosun dy nasty.
Cus toms con cern ing mar riage were ba sic fea tures of the so -
cial struc ture. Be cause a per son’s so cial po si tion was de ter -
mined by blood line and fam ily back ground, a mar riage vi o -
lat ing or risk ing such established convention was neither
desirable nor acceptable.

The mar riage cel e bra tion was an ex pen sive one. Such
ex pen sive and elab o rate feast ing and en ter tain ment at wed -
dings (and fu ner als) were re spon si ble for the ruin of many
of the less-af flu ent yangban in the later years of the Chosun
dy nasty. As the prov erb goes: “If a fam ily has three daugh -
ters, the pil lars of the house will fall.” So the mar riage ex -
pen di tures re mained a grave so cial prob lem through out the
Chosun dy nasty, and even to day this is true to a great extent.

The po si tion of a woman, on the whole, de pended on the
sta tus of her fa ther, hus band, or son. Women of the rul ing
class, ei ther by birth or by mar riage, could en joy the same
priv i leges of com fort and honor as men of the same class.
Hence, the con duct of women was gov erned by the rule of
three obediences: obe di ence to the fa ther in child hood, to the
hus band dur ing mar riage, and to the son in old age. The sys -
tem atic sub ju ga tion of women in Ko rea started dur ing the
early reigns of the Chosun dy nasty within the aris to cratic mi -
lieu. The Con fu cian gov ern ment started to en act var i ous le -
gal mea sures harshly dis crim i na tory against women. Re mar -
riage of wid owed women was strictly for bid den by law. This
pro hi bi tion was en forced by dis qual i fy ing the sons and
grand sons of re mar ried women from taking the government-
service examination.

So cial sta tus and rights were trans mit ted only from fa -
thers to sons. Whereas chas tity was thus be ing forced upon
women, men were al lowed to ex pel their wives on any of
seven grounds, the so-called seven evils (ch’ilgo chiak): dis -
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obey ing par ents-in-law, bear ing no son, com mit ting adul -
tery, jeal ousy, car ry ing a he red i tary dis ease, talk ative to a
fault, and lar ceny. How ever, even in cases where the wife
was guilty of one of these seven evils, the hus band could not
di vorce her if she had served three years mourn ing for her
hus band’s par ents, if the man had gone from pov erty to
wealth since mar ry ing, or if the wife had no fam ily to depend
upon when divorced.

Sur pris ingly, how ever, ac cord ing to the stip u la tions in
the new Con fu cian code, male and fe male off spring were
both en ti tled to in herit the fa ther’s prop erty. Al though there
were cer tain dis crep an cies be tween the law and its ap pli ca -
tion, it is im por tant to note that an equal right to prop erty in -
her i tance was rec og nized by the law, as it was dur ing the
Koryo pe ri od prior to the Chosun dynasty.

Women “Professionals”
As pointed out ear lier, be cause of firm ad her ence to the

seg re ga tion of men and women, few women could en gage in
any form of ac tiv i ties out side the fam ily com pound. There
were, how ever, some ex cep tions. Three spe cial groups of
women wielded con sid er able in flu ence by per form ing cer -
tain pub li c func tions in tra di tional so ci ety. They were sha -
mans, folk heal ers, and en ter tain ers (kisaeng). The women
who worked in these spe cial jobs were, al most with out ex -
ception, from lower-class families.

The mass cul ture of Ko rea since an cient times has been
sha man ist ic in its ba sic char ac ter and tone. Re cords on fe -
male sha mans first ap peared dur ing the early Shilla pe ri od.
By that time, they had al ready out num bered male sha mans.
The fe male sha mans had three func tions: as priests, as ex or -
cists, and as di vin ers and fortunetellers.

The sec ond group of women, the folk heal ers, were in -
creas ingly in de mand dur ing the Chosun dy nasty. It was
con sid ered im proper for a woman to be ex am ined by a man
even if he were a phy si cian. When a woman healer was not
avail able, women pa tients died be cause they re fused to see
male heal ers. It was, there fore, nec es sary for the gov ern -
ment to train women in or der for them to take care of fe male
pa tients. Women heal ers could also have a law-en force ment 
role. When au thor i ties needed to ar rest a woman of the rul -
ing class for some sus pected crime, women heal ers from the 
lower class were called upon to act as policewomen.

The women en ter tain ers (kisaeng) also be longed to the
low so cial group. Be cause their oc cu pa tion was to en ter tain
men, they de vel oped spe cial tal ents and skills in po etry com -
po si tion, sing ing, danc ing, cal lig ra phy, and paint ing. They
were the few women who had free ac cess to pub li c events.
For this rea son, en ter tain ing women most fre quently ap -
peared as her o ines in an cient tales and nov els. To ro man ti -
cize the live s of the low-born women in these spe cial cases
would be wrong; how ever, com pared to the se cluded life of
the court and yangban fam i lies, the live s of fe male sha mans,
heal ers, and kisaeng per mit ted them to have broader experi -
ences and development of their talents.

Women in the Modern Era
It is hardly ac cu rate to speak of ed u ca tion for women

dur ing the Chosun dy nasty. Ed u ca tion had barely de vel -
oped even for the ma jor ity of men be yond the lo cal vil lage
schools. Be cause of the new em pha sis on Con fu cian ism,
and the gov ern ment-serv ice ex am i na tion sys tem, for mal
ed u ca tion fa cil i ties and cur ric ula were ex panded dur ing the
Yi dy nasty. Need less to say, women were excluded from
these schools.

Fol low ing the sign ing of trea ties with Ja pan, the United
States, and Eu ro pean na tions in the 1880s, a mod ern sys tem
of school ing was in tro duced by gov ern ment of fi cials and

lead ers who trav eled abroad, and by for eign mis sion ar ies
who were to play a de ci sive role in women’s ed u ca tion. To be 
ex act, school ed u ca tion for girls be gan in 1886, when a
Meth od ist mis sion ary founded Ewha Haktang. In spite of
per sist ent re sis tance by Con fu cian con ser va tives to women’s 
ed u ca tion, var i ous women’s or ga ni za tions, in di vid u als, and
gov ern ment lead ers founded many schools for women by the 
gov ern ment by the turn of the 19th cen tury. Dur ing the first
de cade of the 20th cen tury, nu mer ous women’s so ci et ies
were or ga nized for various purposes, including moderniza -
tion and Westernization.

In 1910, fol low ing Ja pan’s vic tory over im pe rial Rus sia
in the Russo-Jap a nese war (1904-1905), Ja pan an nexed Ko -
rea. Ed u ca tion was the most im por tant method for car ry ing
on the Jap a nese co lo nial pol icy in Ko rea. Ja pan hoped to as -
sim i late Ko rea cul tur ally as well as po lit i cally and eco nom -
i cally. The dis crim i na tory pol icy was even more no tice able
in women’s ed u ca tion, which was per haps the least con cern
of the gov ern ment dur ing this pe ri od. No in sti tu tion of
higher ed u ca tion was founded for women by the gov ern -
ment. The co lo nial pol icy ex ploited Ko re ans more than
ever through a mil i tary draft and forced la bor. Women too,
were ei ther sent to fac to ries, into forced la bor, or as “com -
fort women” at army camps. Women lead ers could not keep
their positions unless they pledged loyalty and obedience to 
Japan.

Dur ing the Jap a nese col o ni za tion, on the other hand,
women were po lit i cally ac tive in the in de pend ence move -
ment. In 1913, a teacher at a girl’s school in Pyong yang
(now lo cated in North Ko rea) formed an un der ground or ga -
ni za tion. Some of the mem bers or ga nized an un der ground
so ci ety called the Pa tri otic Women’s League. Some church -
women were ac tive in sup port of the in de pend ence move -
ment. They col lected funds for re sis tance fight ers and suc -
ceeded in send ing the money to the gov ern ment-in-ex ile in
Shang hai. Among the var i ous women’s or ga ni za tions that
sprang up in the first quar ter of the 20th cen tury, the one that
was most out stand ing and had the most last ing ef fect was the 
Young Women’s Chris tian As so ci a tion (YWCA). Founded
in 1922, this or ga ni za tion has con tin ued, to the pres ent, its
ac tiv i ties that have helped promote women’s status, social
programs, participation, and volunteerism.

A re view of the path of women through the cen tu ries of
Ko rean his tory re veals cer tain con trast ing traits: on the one
hand, a state of sub ju ga tion, and on the other, a state of self-
re li ance and full so cial par tic i pa tion. The dif fer ences be -
tween the mod ern era and the past are strik ing. Women’s
self-con scious ness, bur ied deep in tra di tional so ci ety, was
awak ened with the com ing of the en light en ment era. By the
be gin ning of the 20th cen tury, women were par tic i pat ing in
the drive for po lit i cal eman ci pa tion, so cial jus tice, and
equal rights. Ko rean women were con fi dent in their stride
and bold in their ambitions as they stepped into the new age.

C. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females
HUSO YI

Af ter the es tab lish ment of the Re pub lic of Ko rea in
1948, a new Con sti tu tion stated the equal ity of all, in clud -
ing women and chil dren. Other equal i ties were spelled out
in the sec tors of pol i tics, eco nom ics, gen eral so ci ety, and
cul ture, but in ac tu al ity, such equal i ties were not well main -
tained or pro tected. Ac cord ing to the an nual re port by the
Na tional Sta tis ti cal Of fice (1999a), the ma jor ity of em -
ployed women are lim ited to part-time work, the op po site of 
the male em ploy ment pat tern. The part-time jobs of women
are usu ally low pay ing and in volve blue-color-type work.
In 1997, the av er age wage of women work ers was only
59.9% of their male coun ter parts. As for par tic i pa tion in
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em ployed la bor, the re port in di cates that in 1985, 72.3% of
adult males were em ployed and 41.9% of the women.
Twelve years later, in 1998, the data were 75.2% for men
and 47.0% for women. How ever, when the la bor par tic i pa -
tion is divided by marital status, the report indicates as
follows:

1. The per cent age of sin gle women work ing in 1985 was
50.8%, which de creased to 46.0% in 1998.

2. The per cent age of work ing sin gle men in creased from
43.5% in 1985 to 48.5% in 1998.

3. The per cent age of mar ried work ing women rose from
41.0% in 1985 to 47.3% in 1998.

4. The per cent age of mar ried work ing men has been rel a -
tively sta ble be tween 1985 and 1998 (86.8%), drop -
ping slightly from a lit tle above 86.8% be tween 1990
and 1997.

There fore, un mar ried women are the only group in which
the par tic i pa tion rate has not in creased since 1985.

Ob vi ously, the la bor par tic i pa tion rate of women has
lagged far be hind that of their male coun ter parts. Com pared 
with sta tis tics from de vel oped coun tries, Ko rean women
be tween ages 25 and 35 have an es pe cially lower rate of la -
bor par tic i pa tion. This is likely be cause of women in this
age group be ing forced to choose their mar i tal and childcare 
re spon si bil i ties over involvement in the workplace.

In terms of the ed u ca tional sta tus of women, as of 1995,
women ac counted for 34.8% of the to tal en roll ment in high
school and 13.1% of col lege and post grad u ate ed u ca tional
at tain ment, com pared to men, with 41.4% for high school
and 25.6% for col lege and post grad u ate en roll ment. In ad -
di tion, the se ri ous gen der im bal ance in cer tain uni ver sity
de part ments con tin ues to be a prob lem. The ca reer con -
scious ness of fe male stu dents tends to be based on the di vi -
sion of so ci etal gen der roles. For ex am ple, in oc cu pa tional
choice, fe male stu dents are ac cus tomed to such tra di tional
jobs as teach ing and nurs ing, whereas male stu dents pre fer
to be come sci en tists and law yers. In re sponse to new ed u ca -
tional op por tu ni ties, the av er age age of mar riage has been
pushed later, as the num ber of years women spend in school
in creases. In 1960, the av er age age at women’s first mar -
riage was 21.6 years old, whereas for men it was 25.4 years
old, a dif fer ence of 3.8 years. In 1998, this in creased to 26.2
years for women and 29.0 years for men, a difference of 2.8
years (National Statistical Office 1999a).

Mean while, af ter 1980, women be gan to use le gal
means to ad dress and re move pa tri ar chal struc tures and sex
dis crim i na tion by new leg is la tion, in clud ing the en act ment
of the Equal Em ploy ment Op por tu nity Act in 1987, the
Mother-Child Wel fare Act (sup port ing sin gle moth ers) in
1989, the Child Care Act (for sup port of work ing moth ers)
in 1991, and the 1993 Act Re lat ing to Pun ish ment of Sex ual
Vi o lence and Pro tec tion of Vic tims, as well as the pre ven -
tion of pros ti tu tion (for a re view of cur rent laws on Ko rean
women, ref er to Kim 1996). An other im por tant is sue in
women’s rights is the sta tus and com pen sa tion of “com fort
women” un der Jap a nese co lo nial ism (1910 to 1945). The
Ko rean Coun cil for Women Drafted into Mil i tary Sex ual
Slav ery by Ja pan (2000), es tab lished in 1990, has made
con certed ef forts to solve the is sue of com fort women and
Ja pan’s re spon si bil i ties for com pen sa tion. Dur ing World
War II, women were sent to all com bat ar eas and ter ri to ries
oc cu pied by Ja pan. It is es ti mated that up to 200,000 women 
were drafted, of which approximately 80% were Korean
women ranging from age 11 to 32.

To day, women’s is sues have be come very im por tant in
na tional pol icy. Since 1994, the Ko rean Women’s De velop -
ment In sti tute (2000) has pub lished Women’s Sta tis ti cal

Year book in or der to re view and an a lyze the ex ist ing so cial
sta tis tics and in di ca tors about the sta tus of women in com -
pre hen sive and sys temic ways. The women’s so cial in di ca -
tors sys tem in the book is com posed of 36 sub ar eas, 98 de -
tailed con cerns, and 435 in di ca tors un der eight ma jor cat e go -
ries: pop u la tion, fam ily/house hold, ed u ca tion, em ploy ment/
eco nomic ac tiv i ties, health, so cial wel fare, so cial ac tiv i ties,
and pub li c safety. In Feb ru ary 1998, the Pres i den tial Com -
mis sion on Women’s Af fairs (2000), un der the di rect su per -
vi sion of the Pres i dent, was ini ti ated to pro mote the sta tus of
women and ex pand women’s par tic i pa tion in the pub li c do -
main. Fol low ing Women’s Af fairs, an other im por tant step
for women’s rights has been taken by es tab lish ing the Min is -
try of Gen der In equal ity in Jan u ary 2001. The min is try aims
“to de velop train ing and ed u ca tional courses for women, to
de vise mea sures to pre vent domestic and sexual violence
and gender discrimination, and to provide appropriate ser -
vices for victims” (Han 2002).

D. Male Preference, Female Infanticide, 
and the Sex-Ratio Problem

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

The in flu ence of Neo-Con fu cian ism has been gen er ally
strong since the Chosun era, and it is linked with a male
pref er ence in off spring. Dur ing this era, the most le git i mate
method to have chil dren was within a mar riage, which was
also de signed as a joint com mit ment be tween two fam i lies
to pro duce an heir for the hus band’s fam ily. Con trary to
Con fu cian ism, the tra di tional Bud dhist be lief was that all
hu man be ings are just tran sient crea tures, prone to be re born 
in an other life. This re sulted in a cer tain un self ish ness and
less em pha sis on male pref er ence. How ever, in the Chosun
dy nasty, the long-term suc cess of the fam ily be came the
most im por tant goal in mar riage. In the eyes of par ents, a
son will pro vide eco nom i cal and emo tional sup ports af ter
his par ents’ re tire ment. Af ter their death, he will be in
charge of fu neral and me mo rial ser vices. Only a male can
head a Ko rean fam ily. With out a son, a Ko rean fam ily
ceases to be a fam ily, which was an ut most dis grace to par -
ents and an ces tors. As the im por tance of a son in creased, his 
so cial po si tion be came more im por tant. The son had pri or -
ity in the par ents’ as sets, and in case of the father’s early
demise, the son oftentimes assumed the role of father in the
family.

This pat tern of male pref er ence changed so cial man ners
and it con tin ues to this day in Ko rea. How ever, in 1962, the
gov ern ment in tro duced a fam ily plan ning pro gram as part of
a pow er ful eco nomic plan. It en cour aged small fam i lies with
fewer chil dren. With the phe nom e nal eco nomic growth, the
con cept of chil dren has changed from a workforce re source
to an in vest ment, which re quires much time and money. As
the av er age length of ed u ca tion in creased dra mat i cally, this
bur den has also be come more prom i nent. Thus, the small
family has become the main pattern.

Wide spread abor tions have helped to pre serve small
fam i lies in case of un wanted preg nan cies. Fur ther more,
with the ad vance ment of mod ern re pro duc tive med i cine,
such as cho ri onic villi sam pling, am nio cen te sis, and ul tra -
sound scans, the as cer tain ment of fe tal sex has be come pos -
si ble, and small fam i lies with an ex ist ing male pref er ence
have re sorted to so-called se lec tive abor tion or fe male in -
fan ti cide. This has cre ated a sex-ra tio im bal ance, with 113.4 
males born in 1995 for every 100 fe male ba bies, much
higher than the world av er age of 106 to 100. This im bal ance 
has been par tic u larly dras tic for the third child, where the
ra tio was 179.4 males for every 100 fe males. This trend of
fe male in fan ti cide is slow ing some what, with a ra tio of
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108.4 to 100 for the first child in 1997 and 134.0 to 100 for
the third child (see Table 1).

Ac cord ing to a sur vey by the Ko rean In sti tute for Health
and So cial Wel fare (1991), 71.2% of mar ried women be -
tween ages 15 and 49 re plied that a son is re quired in the mar -
riage. This trend is more ev i dent in older women with lower
ed u ca tion. The rea son for this male pref er ence was fam ily
suc ces sion for 42.2% of the women, a sense of se cu rity for
34.2%, a bal anced fam ily for 16.8%, and eco nomic se cu rity
af ter re tire ment for 6.8% of the women sur veyed. In a study
of 260 mar ried women in Se oul (Kim 1993), the pre ferred
sex for a sec ond child af ter a son was 52.8% for a daugh ter
and 20.5% for an other son. How ever, af ter an ini tial daugh -
ter, 83% wanted a son, and only 2.2% wanted a daugh ter. In a
study of 1,546 mar ried adults, 29.4% re plied that a son is
nec es sary, whereas 70.6% said a son is not a re quire ment
(Chin et al. 1997). These re sults re veal an im prov ing trend
away from male pref er ence com pared to the 1991 sur vey.
Still, the deep-seated pref er ence con tin ues for the next child
to be a male, es pe cially in fam i lies with daugh ters. Over all,
the re cent gen der im bal ance may be at trib uted to the easy so -
ci etal ac cep tance of gen der-se lec tive abor tion, a male-cen -
tered sex ual cul ture in which the re spon si bil ity of con tra cep -
tive use pri mar ily is at trib uted to women, and a deep-rooted
pa tri ar chal male pref er ence (see Sec tion 9, Con tra cep tion,
Abor tion, and Pop u la tion Plan ning). [Com ment 2001: In
their study, as for the ques tion of “why a son is nec es sary,”
43.5% claimed that a son is needed for the fam ily suc ces sion, 
39.3% wanted a boy and a girl, 5.8% said “daugh ters will be
taken to hus band’s fam ily,” and 5.8% “wanted to be re -
spected by the par ents of hus band.” (As noted in Sec tion 1B,
Ba sic Sexological Pre mises, Women of Ko rea: A His tor i cal
Over view, one of the seven evils for a wife is not bear ing a
son.) For those who needed a son for fam ily suc ces sion,
when they were asked, “who most claimed the need of a
son,” 54.3% said the husband himself, 35.5% said his par -
ents, and only 6.9% said the wife.

[In the tra di tional idea of the Ko rean fam ily sys tem, it is
said that when a woman gets mar ried, she is no lon ger con -
sid ered as a mem ber of her fam ily. This no tion is in deed
sup ported by the law of Head of House hold. Thus, it should
be noted that male pref er ence is closely re lated to the fam ily 
law that was ini tially es tab lished in the Chosun dy nasty.
First, when a woman mar ries, her name will be elim i nated
from her fam ily reg is ter and trans ferred to her hus band’s
fam ily reg is ter. Not only ideo log i cally, but also le gally,
mar ried women are not mem bers of their na tal fam i lies. In
ad di tion, ac cord ing to the law, mar ried women can not be
the pri mary suc ces sor of the fam ily in her i tance. For ex am -
ple, when a hus band, the first fam ily head, is dead, the head -
ship is in her ited by his son or grand son. If a fam ily does not
have a male suc ces sor, the head ship is taken by the fam ily’s
un mar ried daugh ter, not the wife. The wife is the third or der
for the head ship. Even when a woman gets di vorced, the
head ship still re mains on the side of her ex-hus band so that
it is very dif fi cult for women to head a fam ily. In sum mary,

when a daugh ter is mar ried, she is “taken” to her hus band’s
fam ily and then has no right for head ship and in her i tance
un less the will spec i fies her in her i tance. If a woman gets di -
vorced, her name can be re-listed in her fam ily reg is ter. It is
ex tremely dif fi cult for di vorced women to win cus tody. An -
other case is the fam ily with out a son. Af ter the daugh ter(s)
leave by mar riage and her/their fa ther is dead, the head ship
passes to the mother. But the prob lem oc curs af ter the
mother is dead. Since there is no one to have head ship in the
fam ily, the fam ily be comes of fi cially ex tinct (Kim 1992;
Chang 1996). Ac tive move ments have been or ga nized to
cor rect the law/sys tem of fam ily head ship. Crit ics claim
that the law is un con sti tu tional and vi o lates hu man rights. A
co ali tion has sub mit ted a pe ti tion to the United Na tions and, 
as of mid-2001, was pre par ing for an ap peal to the Su preme
Court (Head quar ter of the Fam ily Head ship Law Ab o li tion
2000; Citizens for Abolition of the Family Headship (Hoju)
System 2000).

[Such a le gal sys tem evokes bear ing a son, “to be re -
spected by the par ents of hus band.” It is the most im por tant
ob li ga tion for mar ried women to have a son. It is said, “A
mar ried woman should gift a son to her hus band’s par ents.”
In that case, it is likely that son is re garded as a “prop erty,”
as well as the source for fam ily link age sur vival. In the
Chosun dy nasty, if a mar ried woman could not have a son,
her hus band would adopt a sur ro gate for a son. These days,
it might be hap pen ing, but more fre quently, women get
abor tions un til they have a son. It is the fi del ity and duty of
mar ried women to the hus band’s fam ily. Once women “ac -
com plish” this role, they are “accepted” and “respected.”

[Se lec tive abor tion is not the only av e nue to male pref er -
ence. In Ori en tal med i cine, there are treat ments and pills for 
son-bear ing. In a sur vey of 203 Ori en tal med i cal doc tors by
Hankyere (1996), 34% said that they learned in med i cal
school about the treat ment for son-bear ing, whereas only
6% learned about the daugh ter-bear ing treat ment in school.
Ninety per cent of their pa tients asked for med i ca tions for
son-bear ing and 60% of the doc tors pre scribed it for them.
De spite pop u lar pre scrip tions and treat ment, 45% of the
doc tors did not be lieve in their re li abil ity and ef fec tive ness.
No clin i cal study has been re ported about the med i ca tions.
An other in ter est ing find ing was that 51% said that sex is de -
ter mined when fer til iza tion oc curs and 49% said sex de ter -
mi na tion is later, around 3 months. It is be lieved in Ori en tal
med i cine that the third month of preg nancy is the time of
sex de ter mi na tion, so that sex can be changed by treat ment.
(End of comment by Huso Yi)]

E. General Concepts of Sexuality and Love
HUSO YI and KI-NAM CHIN

Cultural Taboos
Par al lel with fam ily suc ces sion in Con fu cian sex ual val -

ues is “pu rity of kin ship.” “Pu rity of kin ship” in cludes not
only the pro hi bi tions of in ter ra cial and in ter class mar riages, 
but also a third, par tic u larly Ko rean, pro hi bi tion against
mar riage be tween per sons with the same last names. [Com -

ment 2001: In the le gal sys tem, this
pro hi bi tion is quite com pli cated. For
our pur poses here, it is suf fi cient to
note the sys tem of Ko rean kin ship.
Ac cord ing the Com mit tee of Ko rean
Ge ne al ogy (2000), there are 254 sur -
names from 13 out of 14 Ko rean al -
pha bets. The of fi cial re port by the Na -
tional Sta tis ti cal Of fice (NSO 1985)
re vealed that, among 275 sur names,
each of 44 sur names was re ported by
less than 100 peo ple. As of the 1985
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Table 1

Sex Rate at Birth by Birth Order (Males Born per 100 Females) by Year

Birth Order 1971 1981 1985 1991 1993 1995 1997 1998

Total 109.0 107.2 109.5 112.4 115.3 113.2 108.3 110.2

First 108.1 106.3 106.0 105.7 106.5 105.8 105.1 106.0

Second 107.7 106.7 107.8 112.5 114.7 111.7 106.3 108.1

Third 109.7 107.1 129.2 179.5 202.6 177.5 133.6 118.8

Fourth & Over 110.1 112.9 146.8 194.7 237.9 205.4 155.4 155.2



pop u la tion of 40,410,000 peo ple, 5 sur names were re ported
by more than one mil lion: 8,780,000 were owned by those
who had the last name of Kim, 5,980,000 of Lee (or Yi or
Rhee), 3,400,000 of Park, 1,910,000 of Choi (or Choy), and
1,780,000 of Chung (or Jung). (Note: there is no of fi cial
romanization for Ko rean as in other lan guages, hence the al -
ter nate spell ings.) Thus, 54% of the pop u la tion had one of
those five sur names. (The NSO re cently fin ished an other
in ves ti ga tion in 2000, which was to be pub lished in Sep tem -
ber 2001). It should be noted that the sur name, how ever, is
cat e go rized by three cri te ria: 1. an ces tor, 2. place of fam ily
or i gin, and 3. let ter of sur name (sur name). For in stance, al -
though two Ko rean peo ple have the same sur name, they
may have a dif fer ent an ces tor and/or place of fam ily or i gin.
Be cause the an ces tor is hard to de tect with out ge ne al ogy,
Ko re ans usu ally ref er to two com po nents, place of fam ily
or i gin and sur name. In fact, no of fi cial clas si fi ca tion for the
place of fam ily or i gin ex ists. Every ge ne a log i cal ar chive
shows dif fer ent num bers. (Ac cord ing to the Com mit tee of
Ge ne al ogy, one ar chive re ports 499 fam ily or i gin places for
Kim, whereas another notes 600, and others note 623. As
for Lee (Yi, Rhee), in the census, only surname and origin is
asked because of the incorrectness of the origin of ancestor.

[Ko rean ge ne al ogy started early in the Shilla dy nasty,
but only peo ple of royal class could have their sur names. In
the Koryo dy nasty, or di nary peo ple started to have sur -
names with the place of fam ily or i gin. At the time, be cause
they made their fam ily or i gin based on the cur rent liv ing
places, it is not un usual to have the same sur names re gard -
less of the or i gin of the an ces tor. Thus, in the early Chosun
dy nasty, peo ple paid more at ten tion to the place of fam ily
or i gin rather than the let ter of sur name when mar ried. But,
later in the mid-Chosun dy nasty, mar riage within the same
sur name and place of fam ily or i gin was pro hib ited by the
law, which has ex isted to now (Chung 1998). To day, the law 
en forces a pro hi bi tion of mar riage within the same sur name
and place of fam ily or i gin in the eighth de gree. In a sense, a
mar riage within the same sur name and fam ily or i gin is con -
sti tuted as in cest, which there fore can vi o late the pu rity of
kin ship. Some fam ily clans even pro hibit mar riage only
within the same sur name. The law has been crit i cized for a
long time be cause of its un re al is tic as pects. First, it has
noth ing to do with the mat ter of fam ily pu rity or in cest, un -
less it hap pens within blood rel a tives. Sec ond, the place of
fam ily or i gin is not al ways cor rect, and fur ther more, the
fact that two have the same fam ily or i gin does not tell the
sta tus of their kin ship in all senses. For ex am ple, two peo -
ples who have the same name and whose fam ily came orig i -
nally from the same city do not al ways in di cate whether or
not they are close rel a tives. Third, it is a re al ity that many
who have same name and fam ily or i gin get mar ried, and,
be cause of this fact, a spe cific pe ri od is granted for such
mar ried cou ples to get a marriage license. (End of comment
by Huso Yi)]

Since the Chosun dy nasty, these re pro duc tion-ori ented
sex ual norms have tra di tion ally sur rounded sex ual acts with
a to tal se crecy. This se crecy re mains dom i nant, within mar -
riage, in the fam ily, and in pub li c. [Com ment 2001: How -
ever, this se crecy is no lon ger an ab so lute and uni ver sal fac -
tor in hib it ing com mu ni ca tions about any and all sex ual is -
sues in Ko rea to day. Mod ern cur rents of sex ual lib er a tion,
and global com mu ni ca tions about sex ual top ics via the
Internet and World Wide Web are re duc ing the tra di tional
se crecy sur round ing sex u al ity in Ko rean cul ture. As of the
end of De cem ber, 2000, the Min is try of In for ma tion and
Com mu ni ca tion re ported that the num ber of Ko rean Internet 
us ers topped 19 mil lion (Ko rean Gov ern ment Homepage
2000). An other study by NetValue also re ported that Ko rean

Internet us ers spent 18.1 hours a month on line, on av er age,
more than any of the other 12 na tions, in clud ing Hong Kong
(the sec ond at 12.1 hours/month), the U.S. (at 10.8 hours/
month), and Sin ga pore (at 9.9 hours/month) (Ko rea Her ald
2001). It is not dif fi cult to as sume how much the Internet
will have an im pact upon the live s and sex u al ity of Ko re ans.
(On the very same day, the Se oul Dis trict Pros e cu tor’s Of -
fice launched an in ves ti ga tion into adult Internet sites and
ar rested six Internet adult-TV-sta tion op er a tors; the of fice
an nounced that “we can no lon ger tol er ate the Internet TV’s
over heated com pe ti tion by broad cast ing lots of lewd pro -
grams,” and ex panded the in ves ti ga tion to all 40 Internet
adult-TV stations (Kim 2001) (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

Nev er the less, Con fu cian ta boos con tinue to hin der in sti -
tu tional sex u al ity ed u ca tion pro grams, as well as dis cus sions
about sex u al ity within the fam ily. Ko rean chil dren grow up
with a be lief that ig no rance of sex is good; they are still en -
cour aged not to talk about sex u al ity. Dur ing child hood, they
learn neg a tive at ti tudes about sex u al ity, which dur ing ad o -
les cence, be cause of their nat u ral cu ri os ity about sex, of ten
turns into ir re spon si ble sex ual ac tiv i ties. [Com ment 2001: In
a na tion-state study with 2,243 ad o les cents, 67.2% re ported
sex ual vi o lence in the mid dle/high school, and re gard ing the
ques tion of ask ing about po ten tial sex ual vi o lence, 75.6% of
the male ad o les cents and 23.9% of the fe males re ported that
they felt im pul sive and had a ter ri ble de sire of ex pe ri enc ing
“vi o lent sex ual ac tiv i ties” in mid dle/high school (Chung
1990). This neg a tive view of sex u al ity is also re lated to the
prev a lence of ver bal and phys i cal sex ual do mes tic vi o lence
in Ko rea (see Sec tion 8, Sig nif i cant Un con ven tional Sexual
Behaviors) (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

The Double Standard in Sexual Culture
The most out stand ing as pect of sex ual cul ture in male-

dom i nant Con fu cian ism is the dif fer ent stan dards of sex ual
mo ral ity for men and women. Such eth i cal codes are for mu -
lated by stress ing vir gin ity for women. Ac cord ing to Con fu -
cian ism, the woman is al ways placed lower than the man.
The hus band is com pared to the sky and wife is de picted as
the ground and, there fore, she is obe di ent to the hus band
(see Woman’s Four Book by King Young-Jo, 1736/1987).
[Com ment 2001: Woman’s Four Book was orig i nally writ -
ten by Chi nese schol ars. King Young-Jo im ported and
trans lated the book to cor rect the mor als of women. In his
in tro duc tion, he be gan with the met a phor, “Man is the sky
and woman is the ground.” Be sides that dic tum, many rules
of obe di ence are de scribed for women. For ex am ple, the ti -
tle of the first chap ter is, “The chap ter of low and weak sta -
tus,” which im plied women. The chap ter be gins: “The sky
is high, the ground is low and yang is strong, yin is weak.
The low ness and weak ness is women’s des tiny. If the
woman wants to be strong on her own, it vi o lates the law of
jus tice.” (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

Un der the ide ol ogy of the gen der hi er ar chy, the moral
su pe ri or ity of the up per class and fam ily pu rity, and the
Chosun dy nasty Con sti tu tion of 1485, women of the rul ing
class were pro hib ited from re mar riage af ter the death of
their hus band. If a widow was rec og nized as a moral model,
gra cious grants were al lowed for her en tire fam ily. By the
end of Chosun era, the con trol of fe male vir gin ity and fi del -
ity had been firmly es tab lished, widely pro moted by books
about fe male do mes tic ed u ca tion. Con tem po rary Ko rean
at ti tudes to wards vir gin ity are based on these his tor i cal
events. To main tain the pu rity of one’s fam ily lin eage, fe -
male vir gin ity and sex ual fi del ity were and still are stressed
for women, whereas men were and still are gen er ously al -
lowed the va ri et ies of prostitution, polygyny, and other
forms of sexual explorations.
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The Phallus-Centered Sexual Culture
The male-dom i nant sex ual cul ture of Ko rea has been

very phal lic ori ented. Be cause the male sex is con sid ered
sex u ally su pe rior to the fe male sex, sex ual in ter course is not 
per ceived of as a mu tu ally in ti mate in ter per son al re la tion -
ship. Rather, it is per ceived as a phys i o log i cal or prim i tive
event, a kind of ten sion re lease for the male. In this view,
only the phal lus is worth con sid er ation. Thus, the en tire Ko -
rean sex ual cul ture ex ists for sat is fy ing the male’s sex ual
needs, downplaying the men tal and in ti mate re la tion ship
be tween part ners. Women are raised to pas sively play up to
this male-dom i nant ac tion, and those who are more obe di -
ent and pas sive are en cour aged. Men, on the con trary, are
por trayed and raised as strong, ag gres sive, and dom i nat ing
fig ures, and this con cept is car ried into ev ery day sex ual and
mar i tal re la tion ships. Be cause this sex ual dis crim i na tion is
regarded as natural, intimate relationships between men
and women are seriously distorted.

[Com ment 2001: The Ko rean met a phoric/ideo log i cal
de scrip tion of the phal lus-cen tered sex ual cul ture that one
finds in Ko rea has in ter est ing rit ual ex pres sions in the tra di -
tional phal lus-wor ship cer e mo nies of Jap a nese Shin to ism
and lin gam and yoni wor ship in Hin du ism (Gregersen 1994, 
232, 355). In Ko rea, the phal lus is lit er ally called “male-
root” and the vulva “fe male-root.” Al though many phal lic
stones were de stroyed dur ing Ja pan’s col o ni za tion and the
sub se quent mod ern iza tion, 840 stones and wooden ob jects
have been dis cov ered so far (Kim & Yoon 1997). Those that 
are made of wood are placed in the tem ple or hung on the
ceil ing of a house hold. (The size and shape of the wooden
phal luses are just like mod ern sex toys). Oh (1997) an a -
lyzed 45 his tor i cal re mains that are pre served for “sex ual
wor ship”: 26 stones are cat e go rized as be ing used in prayers 
for a son, 9 for pro tect ing the vil lage, 5 for pre vent ing a
women’s pro mis cu ity, 3 for fam ily well-be ing, and 2 for
cul ti va tion. These stones con vey a male pref er ence. How -
ever, many vulva-shaped stones can be eas ily found next to
phal lic stones in a ying-yang con text or sep a rately. These
vulval stones, as well as vulval foun tains, are also wor -
shiped, as are phal lic stones. Vulval foun tains are not only
nat u ral ones, but some that are de signed on pur pose. In or -
der to be preg nant with a son, women not only pray in front
of the stone, but also rub their gen i tal ar eas on it. Many in -
ter est ing wor ship cer e mo nies are still held all over the
coun try. For in stance, in a fish ing vil lage, fish er men have
for hun dreds of years carved wooden phal luses and of fered
them to a leg end ary vir gin of the tem ple twice a year. It is
be lieved that the vir gin died in the ocean long ing for sex, so
the vil lag ers be lieve that they should ap pease the vir gin
ghost in the ocean with wooden phal luses to avoid any
misfortune and accidents. (End of comment by Huso Yi)]South Korea: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
HUSO YI

As al ready noted, Ko rea has de vel oped and adopted sev -
eral new re li gions that have molded its sex ual val ues, fam -
ily struc ture, con cepts of love, and gen der roles, both in
pub li c and the pri vate space. The an cient sha man ist ic re li -
gion and war rior ar is toc racy en coun tered a new re li gious
in flu ence 2,000 years ago in Con fu cian ism. Bud dhism ar -
rived in Ko rea around 400 C.E. and was ac tively per se cuted 
for a hun dred years. At the end of the Koryo era around
1400, Neo-Con fu cian ism re versed the pre vious sex-pos i -
tive at ti tudes in Bud dhism. In the late 1700s, Ca thol i cism
ar rived from Eu rope, fol lowed a cen tury later by Prot es tant -

ism. To day, 49% of South Ko re ans are Chris tians and 47%
are Bud dhists. Al though only 3% of Ko re ans be lieve in
Confucianism, it remains the basis of criminal law and
sexual morals.

Confucianism HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

Con fu cian ism was first in tro duced into Ko rea in the era
of the Three King dom uni fi ca tion. The Uni fied King dom of
Shilla was suc cess ful in blend ing the dif fer ent life styles and
cul tures from the other two orig i nal king doms, and also was
ea ger to ac cept the ad vanced cul tures of main land China. A
new and unique cul tural uni fi ca tion took place on the Ko rean 
pen in sula, and one of the most im por tant ad vance ments was
Con fu cian ism. In this new era, the po lit i cal idea of Con fu -
cian ism, which stresses loy alty to au thor i ties, was a con ve -
nient jus ti fi ca tion for the to tal i tar ian rule of the kings. In the
suc ceed ing Koryo era, Con fu cian ism con tin ued to be the
main ideo log i cal ba sis for the king dom. Its be liefs were ac -
cepted as an ef fi cient ide ol ogy sup port ive of the king and the
rul ing class. This is why, even though its of fi cial ad her ents
are few in num ber in Ko rea, it has re mained a ma jor so cial in -
flu ence. This prac ti cal social application is also the reason
that Confucianism has flourished in the Far East.

Re spected schol ars were re cruited to serv e as high-rank -
ing gov ern ment of fi cers, and all cer e mo nies and re cord
keep ing was mod eled on the Con fu cian sys tem. The gov ern -
ment set up a learn ing cen ter to spon sor fur ther re search and
dis cus sion of Con fu cian ism. The kings and other no bles tried 
to prac tice the Con fu cian way of life in both their per sonal
and pub li c live s. One im por tant as pect of Con fu cian ism in
the Koryo pe ri od 600 years ago is that it did not con sid er
Bud dhism as a hos tile be lief to Con fu cian ism. The peo ple of
Koryo con sid ered Bud dhism as a per sonal re li gion for souls,
and Con fu cian ism as a bi ble for ev ery day hu man so cial live s. 
They re spected both be liefs un til the end of the Koryo era,
when Bud dhism be came lav ish and self ish. Or tho dox fol -
low ers of Con fu cian ism then re jected Bud dhism al to gether,
ban ning new re cruits and halt ing fi nan cial sup port to the
Bud dhist tem ples. Con fu cian ism was greatly ap pre ci ated by
the re form ing sect of the rul ing class, which made it the of fi -
cial be lief of the Chosun dy nasty. It was the guide line of pol i -
tics, so ci ety, and cul ture, en com pass ing all fac ets of ev ery -
day life. This marked the end of a thou sand years of Bud dhist 
pub li c in flu ence in Ko rean cul ture and the re turn of Confu -
cianism in a Neo-Confucian form employing negativity
against sexuality (Fellows 1979, 199-241; Noss & Noss
1990, 283-318).

Con fu cian be lief re gards the male as a pos i tive be ing
(yang) and the fe male as a neg a tive coun ter part (ying), based
on the con cept that the bi o log i cal dif fer ences of the two sexes 
ac tu ally stem from a ba sic el e ment of na ture. Con fu cian ism
stresses the har mo ni ous re la tion ship of yang and ying, but
yang is al ways more dom i nant than ying in every as pect.
Thus, men are con sid ered om nip o tent com pared to women,
and male dom i nance and dis crim i na tion against women are
jus ti fied. Fur ther more, the Con fu cian way of life re gards sex
as an in ev i ta ble as pect needed to main tain the fam ily and so -
ci ety, rather than an act of plea sure. Thus, in the Chosun era,
sex was first con sid ered as a re pro duc tive pro cess. The
Chosun pe ri od is also known for its strict caste sys tem, based
on the Con fu cian the ory that higher and rul ing classes should 
be mor ally su pe rior to the sub ject ing classes. Male pref er -
ence and a dou ble moral stand ard in sex ual mat ters are only a
few ex am ples of this var ied Con fu cian past (Fel lows 1979,
199-241; Noss & Noss 1990, 283-318). [Com ment 2001: In
ad di tion, it should be noted that these ide ol o gies in Con fu -
cian ism have been chal lenged by fem i nism since 1990, and
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are hav ing an im pact on chang ing the laws dis crim i nat ing
against the sta tus of women and in di vid u als’ lifestyles (End
of comment by Huso Yi)]

Buddhism HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
Bud dhism was first in tro duced to Ko rea in the year 372

C.E. dur ing the Three King dom pe ri od in which it was
adopted and en cour aged as the new faith by the royal court.
Tra di tional sha man ism and con ser va tive no bles op posed
Bud dhism for 100 years af ter its ini tial in tro duc tion, but in
all three King doms, it was ac cepted by the spon sor ship of
royal en dorse ment. In the to tal i tar ian king doms, Bud dhism
was a prac ti cal new faith help ing to unify the com mon peo -
ple. The peo ple con sid ered them selves sub jects of both
Bud dha and the king, and this helped to unify the young
king doms. The three kings and their royal courts gave gen -
er ous con tri bu tions and slaves to the Bud dhist tem ples to
sup port cul ti va tion of the land. Bud dhism in this era was a
tool to deepen the philo soph i cal as pects of the peo ple, and
the monks were both schol ars of learn ing and teachers
(Fellows 1979, 129-194; Noss & Noss 1990, 157-231).

Af ter the uni fi ca tion of the three king doms, Bud dhism
re ceived more at ten tion in ter na tion ally by preach ing abroad. 
How ever, the lav ish con struc tion of tem ples wasted re -
sources, which be came one of the rea sons of the de mise of
the uni fied king dom of Shilla. In the Koryo era, Bud dhism
still played a ma jor role as the main re li gious be lief of the
king dom. The monks of the Bud dhist tem ples were ex empt
from mil i tary con scrip tion and serv ice, and even princes be -
came monks in this era. This gave Bud dhism a fla vor of no -
bil ity, but to ward the end of the Koryo dy nasty, the pow ers of 
the Bud dhist tem ples and monks be came ex ces sive, and
power shifted back to Con fu cian ism. Dur ing the Neo-Con -
fu cian Chosun pe ri od, the monks were sub jected to harsh
rules, in clud ing clo sure of ma jor tem ples, se clu sion in the
moun tains, forced la bor, and heavy taxes. The so cial po si -
tion of Bud dhist monks was low ered sub stan tially. Bud -
dhism in this era shifted its base to the poor and un for tu nate.
De spite this op pres sion and de cline in pub li c im age, 47% of
Ko rean peo ple still con sid er Bud dhism as their faith. Bud -
dhists in gen eral are in structed to give up all desires, includ -
ing those related to sex, and sexual activities are prohibited
in many sects.

Catholicism and Protestantism
Dur ing the mid-Chosun dy nasty at the end of the 17th

cen tury, a Ko rean scholar in tro duced a Cath o lic pub li ca tion,
mark ing the first re corded ev i dence of Chris tian ity in Ko rea.
Other books about Chris tian ity fol lowed and nat u rally be -
came the sub ject of ac a demic in ter est. Be cause Cath o lic be -
lief dif fered so from the re al is tic be liefs of Con fu cian ism,
Cath o lic be lief was ini tially con sid ered sim i lar to Bud dhism, 
and so drew only academic attention and interest.

To wards the end of the 18th cen tury, Chris tian ity be gan
to win over in creas ing num bers of the com mon peo ple,
mostly in the north ern prov inces near the Chi nese bor der.
Ca thol i cism in Ko rea is unique in the fact that it was not ini -
tially in tro duced by priests, but rather through books im -
ported by schol ars and then self-prop a gated among the com -
mon peo ple. Ca thol i cism did not ac know ledge the caste sys -
tem, and thus was con sid ered by the au thor i ties as a threat to
the so ci ety. Cath o lic wor ship ers also ne glected the re spon si -
bil ity to con duct me mo rial ser vices for one’s an ces tors,
which was con sid ered one of the most im por tant el e ments in
Ko re ans’ ev ery day live s. Soon Ca thol i cism was con sid ered
il le gal and of fi cially banned. Harsh pun ish ments were given 
to the wor ship ers. The Chosun gov ern ment also pro hib ited
the im port ing of any Cath o lic book. Around 1801, some 300

Cath o lic wor ship ers, in clud ing a priest, were ex e cuted. A
Ko rean in former no ti fied the arch bishop in Pe king and
called for a mil i tary dem on stra tion by West ern pow ers to
stop this re pres sion. This in ci dent only ag gra vated the re li -
gious op pres sion of Cath o lics, and by 1839, three West ern
priests had been ex e cuted along with 80 more be liev ers.
How ever, Ca thol i cism gained an underground popularity, so 
that by 1865, there were more than 23,000 Korean Catho -
lics, with their own Catholic school.

The in creas ing pop u lar ity of Ca thol i cism was in part at -
trib uted to the ex tremely cor rupt pe ri od of the 19th-cen tury
Chosun. Af ter the be gin ning of for mal dip lo matic re la tion -
ships with France in 1887, free dom of re li gion was fi nally
guar an teed in Chosun and an of fi cial Cath o lic Church was es -
tab lished in Se oul. Mis sion ar ies quickly set up Cath o lic par -
ishes and be came involved in publishing numerous books.

Prot es tant ism was first in tro duced into Ko rea in 1884 by 
an Amer i can Pres by te rian mis sion ary named Dr. Hor ace N.
Allen. In the next year, Dr. Hor ace G. Under wood (Pres by -
te rian) and Rev. Henry G. Appenzeller (Meth od ist) ar rived
in Ko rea. They started by con cen trat ing on of fer ing prac ti -
cal knowl edge on health, med i cine, and gen eral ed u ca tion
to the poorer seg ments of the gen eral pub li c. Preach ing fol -
lowed. The Protestant be lief of equal ity and free dom di -
rectly con fronted tra di tional Con fu cian ism, and be came, as
it spread, the foun da tion of a dem o cratic move ment. The
Young Men’s Chris tian As so ci a tion (YMCA) was first es -
tab lished in 1903 in Ko rea and brought with it ini tia tives on
re form ing var i ous as pects of ev ery day live s, in clud ing the
pro hi bi tion of al co hol, ab sti nence from smok ing, and equal
rights. In 1915, the Chosun Chris tian Col lege was founded,
chiefly through the ef forts of Dr. H. G. Under wood, the pi o -
neer ing Protestant mis sion ary who served as the Chosun
Chris tian Col lege’s first pres i dent. Dur ing the Jap a nese oc -
cu pa tion in the early 20th cen tury, the Protestant churches
and schools be came a se cret strong hold for the in de pend -
ence move ment. It is no won der that many of prom i nent
lead ers in this era were Prot es tants. Both Cath o lics and
Prot es tants are cur rently ac tively in volved in medicine,
education, and various social movements. (As noted earlier, 
49% of Koreans are Protestant or Catholic.)

B. Character of Ethnic Values HUSO YI
Ko rea is a very ho mog e nous coun try in terms of eth nic -

ity. Un til re cently, it was so and it is still rare for many Ko re -
ans to have close con tact with other eth nic groups. His tor i -
cally, when the neigh bor ing coun tries, China and Ja pan, be -
gan to open their bor ders to West ern cul ture in the late 19th
cen tury, Ko rea re mained closed to trade with West ern coun -
tries. Open ing to trade with the West might lead to col o ni za -
tion by Ja pan or by West ern na tions, as hap pened with the
Brit ish in Hong Kong and the Por tu guese in Macau. An -
other rea son for this pol icy of se clu sion may be the size of
Ko rea and its geo graph ical lo ca tion: a small coun try sur -
rounded by China and Ja pan. The lack of con tact with other
cul tures nat u rally re stricted the ac cep tance of var i ous sex -
ual at ti tudes and be hav iors from the out side. In re cent years, 
the in flu ence of glob al iza tion and the im mi gra tion of for -
eign la bor ers have challenged Korea’s homogenous charac -
ter and traditional isolation.South Korea: Knowledge and Education aboutSexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Historical Perspective

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

Un mar ried young men and women in the Chosun dy nasty 
re ceived a very lim ited form of sex u al ity ed u ca tion, fo cused
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on how to achieve preg nancy and pro duce better de scen -
dants. The most im por tant les son was in struc tion on how to
se lect the right time, as well as the best po si tion and be hav -
iors, for achiev ing preg nancy. When new ly weds started their 
hon ey moon, the bride re ceived a cal en dar with in for ma tion
about the fer tile time. In many in stances, hus bands were also
given this in for ma tion. In some tra di tional ex tended fam i -
lies, mar ried sons were not al lowed to sleep in the same room
with their wife un less the fam ily pa tri arch ap proved, based
on the wife’s fer tile pe ri od. De liv er ing a child was an im por -
tant, of ten-sa cred event in the Con fu cian Chosun fam ily.
Pre na tal care was a man da tory ob li ga tion for preg nant cou -
ples and was du ti fully ac cepted by all ex pec tant par ents. This 
pre na tal care be gan even be fore con cep tion and was the
 focus of sexuality education when taught in the elementary
schools.

B. Government Policies and Programs
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

(Redacted by HUSO YI)

The tra di tional si lence of Ko rean so ci ety on sex u al ity is -
sues and ed u ca tion has left its ad o les cents al most com -
pletely with out guid ance in deal ing with the im ported West -
ern sex ual cul tures. This trend is ac cel er at ing with the fast
pace of mod ern iza tion, and the con se quences can be ob -
served in the in creas ing in ci dence of ad o les cent preg nan -
cies, sex ual abuse, and sex ual crimes. The Planned Par ent -
hood Fed er a tion of Ko rea (PPFK) started sex u al ity ed u ca -
tion in 1968. Since 1982, coun sel ing cen ters for sex u al ity
has been pro vided for ad o les cents in schools and in dus trial
parks. Be sides ed u ca tion and coun sel ing, PPFK has pub -
lished an nual re ports on coun sel ing cases and educational
projects to help understand adolescent sexuality.

In spite of such ef forts and the ob vi ous needs, for mal sex -
u al ity ed u ca tion in schools has not been well es tab lished.
What sex u al ity ed u ca tion ex ists in schools fo cuses solely on
phys i cal de vel op ment and gen der roles. For fe male stu dents,
the top ics of men stru a tion, preg nancy, and vir gin ity are the
main con tent, whereas male stu dents are taught about sex u -
ally trans mit ted dis ease and sex ual ac tiv i ties. It is as sumed
that male stu dents are sex u ally ac tive but fe male stu dents
should not be. Re search in the 1990s has noted the lim i ta -
tions and prob lems of the ex ist ing sex u al ity ed u ca tion in
schools. For ex am ple, re search by Lee (1996) re ported that
only 5.5% of stu dents were sat is fied with their school sex u al -
ity ed u ca tion pro gram. [Com ment 2001: In 1996, the Ko rean
Gov ern ment es tab lished the Ko rea Re search In sti tute for
Cul ture and Sex u al ity to de velop ef fec tive sex u al ity ed u ca -
tion pro grams. Gov ern ment pol i cies, as stated in the Sex Ed -
u ca tion in the Ad o les cent Youth Pro tec tion Law, state that in -
for ma tion and ma te ri als on homo sex u ali ty are il le gal. The
pol i cies are based on homo sex u als be ing sex u ally ab sti nent
and de ny ing them selves any sex ual re la tion ships, es pe cially
in ad o les cence. The pol i cies also ques tioned whether homo -
sex u ali ty should be con sid ered as a part of sexuality educa -
tion pro gram. (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

C. Informal Sources of Sexual Knowledge
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

(Redacted by HUSO YI)

In the early 1990s, in ter est in sex ual in for ma tion in -
creased enor mously. Since then, books as well as other ma -
te ri als on sex u al ity have been pro duced. To meet ac a demic
in ter est, con fer ences on sex u al ity have been held and the
mass me dia have taken up sex u al ity top ics. In 1998, a  pub -
lic sex ual ed u ca tion pro gram was of fered on tele vi sion, and
the in struc tor be came a ce leb rity. It is now rel a tively easy to 
access information on sexuality.

In two stud ies by the Ko rean Re search In sti tute on Sex u -
al ity and Cul ture (Kim et al. 1996, 1997), 37.1% of 1,976
male high school stu dents re ported that their pri mary source 
of sex ual knowl edge was adult ma te ri als and por nog ra phy.
Four teen per cent of the males learned from their friends,
whereas 37% of 3,134 fe male high school stu dents ob tained 
sex ual knowl edge from their peers, and 25.7% learned in
school. The per cent ages were lower for stu dents in the up -
per grades. These re sults show an in crease in the in flu ence
of sex u al ity ed u ca tion pro grams in school. The study also
tested sex ual knowl edge. Some ex am ples of the kinds of
ques tions asked in clude: “The hy men can tear dur ing bi cy -
cle or horse rid ing,” “The tes tis pro duces blood along with
se men,” “Kiss ing can in duce fer til iza tion in healthy cou -
ples,” “Preg nancy stops pe ri odic men stru a tion,” “The sex
of a fe tus is de ter mined at birth,” “Douching im me di ate ly
af ter in ter course pre vents fer til iza tion,” “Con dom use low -
ers risk of con tact ing STDs,” and “Mas tur ba tion is not as so -
ci ated with trans mis sion of AIDS.” The mean score of the
cor rect an swers was 62 for fe male stu dents and 65 for
males. For the ques tions about STDs, the mean score was
53. The results reflected the current need for more effective
sexuality education in Korean adolescents.South Korea: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
A. Children and Adolescents HUSO YI

The Ko rean Re search In sti tute of Sex u al ity and Cul ture
(Kim et al. 1997) re ported that 70% of fe male high school
stu dents agreed that “mas tur ba tion is nat u ral to re lease sex -
ual de sire.” In con trast with their pos i tive at ti tudes, how -
ever, only 15.2% of the sur vey par tic i pants had ex pe ri enced 
mas tur ba tion. For those who had mas tur bated, the fre -
quency of mas tur ba tion was once a month (44.2%), two to
four times per month (23.1%), and five to seven times per
month (5%). With re spect to self-re ported feel ings af ter
mas tur ba tion, 35.6% felt guilty, 21.0% felt noth ing, and
6.3% felt good. When asked about their re sponse to a sex ual 
urge, 41.9% “just en dured,” 10.5% ex er cised and/or en -
gaged in fa vor ite hab its, 6.2% mas tur bated for re lief, and
35.7% an swered they had no ex pe ri ence of sex ual urges.
Mean while, 49.9% of male high school stu dents re ported
mas tur bat ing, whereas 46.3% en dured the sexual urge.
There was a significant gender difference in masturbation.

B. Adults HUSO YI
Yoo, Oh, and Soh (1990) asked about par ents’ at ti tudes

to ward mas tur ba tion to see their re la tion ship to their chil -
dren’s mas tur ba tion. In 75.2% of the par ents show ing pos i -
tive at ti tudes to ward their own mas tur ba tion, there was a
lin ear trend by age: 77.8% in the par ents in their 50s, 75.9%
in their 40s, and 56.1% in their 30s. In terms of re li gious ad -
her ence, Bud dhists were least pos i tive about mas tur ba tion,
54.5%, com pared with Prot es tants, 76.9%, and Cath o lics,
91.7%. In terms of neg a tive views to ward their own mas tur -
ba tion, more than 60% of the male and fe male re spon dents
said, “It is against moral stan dards.” The sec ond rea son
showed a sig nif i cant gen der dif fer ence: 25.0% of the males
an swered, “It’s harm ful to sex ual ac tiv ity,” whereas 12.5%
of the fe males of fered a re li gious rea son, say ing that “it
evokes guilty feel ing.” Cer tainly, their at ti tude on mas tur -
ba tion was re lated to that of their chil dren’s mas tur ba tion.
Those who feel good about their own mas tur ba tion showed
pos i tive at ti tudes to ward their chil dren’s mas tur ba tion as
well. Mean while, their rea sons also re vealed a sig nif i cant
gen der dif fer ence. Half of the par ents said chil dren’s mas -
tur ba tion is good be cause it shows “good ev i dence of phys i -
cal de vel op ment.” But, in terms of gen der dif fer ence, mas -
tur ba tion is a “unique method of res o lu tion of sex ual ten -
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sion,” an swered by 13. 6% of the males and 33.3% of the
fe males, a “re lief of phys i cal ten sion” by 4.5% of the males
and 13.3% of the females, and a “relief of psychological
tension” by 11.4% of the males and 2.2% of the females.South Korea: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Children
Male Circumcision

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR and HUSO YI

In 1945, af ter World War II, very few South Ko re ans
knew there was such a thing as a “na ked pe nis,” a pe nis with
no fore skin. Male cir cum ci sion was prac ticed only within the 
tiny Jew ish and Mus lim en claves. Na tion wide, fewer than
one in 1,000 South Ko rean boys were cir cum cised, and cir -
cum ci sion was equally un known in neigh bor ing China and
Ja pan. In Asia, only the Fil i pi nos em braced cir cum ci sion, or
at least the Span ish ver sion, which in volves cut ting a slit in
the top of the fore skin rather that re mov ing the fore skin al to -
gether. Around the world, 50 years ago, only about 15% of
boys were cir cum cised at birth or pu berty. Only one “de vel -
oped na tion” stood out as a cham pion of cir cum ci sion and
that was the United States, where 90% of new born sons were
cir cum cised. When Amer i can sol diers ar rived in Ko rea to
im ple ment the United Na tions trust ee ship (1945-1948) and
re turned in even greater num bers to South Ko rea dur ing the
Ko rean War (1950-1953), South Ko re ans came to believe
that practicing circumcision was “advanced and modern.”

In the 1960s, South Ko re ans adopted cir cum ci sion with a
pas sion, but also with some dif fer ences. Whereas Amer i cans
cir cum cise their sons soon af ter birth, South Ko rean phy si -
cians de cided it was much health ier to cir cum cise their sons
at pu berty, when they were 12 years old and could un der -
stand the im por tance of leav ing their child hood be hind and
be com ing a man. Un like most Amer i can circumcisers, who
un til re cently used no an es the sia as they op er ated on the
new born boy, South Ko rean circumcisers use a lo cal an es -
the sia. In the 1960s, Ko rean doc tors and ad vice col um nists
launched a cam paign in news pa pers and mag a zines urg ing
par ents to have their ad o les cent sons cir cum cised dur ing the
long win ter break be fore a boy en ters mid dle school. In fec -
tions, the Ko rean doc tors say, are much less likely if circum -
cision is done in the winter rather than in the summer.

An other rea son Ko rean doc tors cite in rec om mend ing
cir cum ci sion is their claim that South Ko rean men have a
gene that causes penile phimosis or “abun dant fore skin.” In
their view, at least 90% of Ko rean men have “too much”
fore skin. Strangely, there is no ev i dence of this al leged ge no -
type for phimosis among South Ko re ans, where a 1971 study
of men aged 19 to 31 en ter ing mil i tary serv ice found only 5% 
to be cir cum cised and fewer than 1% of uncircumcised men
with phimosis (Jung 1971). The in ci dence of phimosis is
sim i lar to that in the rest of the world. At the same time, Kim,
Lee, and Pang (1999) found that most phy si cians could not
de fine phimosis, yet al most all of South Ko rean phy si cians
rec om men d uni ver sal cir cum ci sion be cause they be lieve it
elim i nates tight fore skins and brings many ben e fits. Cir cum -
ci sion, they wrongly claim, makes for harder pe nises, elim i -
nates the bad smell of the pe nis, re duces sus cep ti bil ity to var -
i ous sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases, cures pre ma ture ejacu la -
tion, and pre vents penile and cer vi cal can cer. Fi nally, there is
the ir re sist ible claim that circumcision produces a definite
“cure-all-aphrodisiac effect” in the penis.

Those who were not cir cum cised be lieved that they
were “nat u rally cir cum cised.” The com mon word for “nat -
u ral cir cum ci sion” may be dif fi cult to un der stand in other
coun tries. But, it is a very pop u lar Ko rean term, which re -
fers to one of the fol low ing: 1. not hav ing phimosis; 2. rel a -

tively short pre puce; 3. fully re tract able when pe nis gets
erected; and 4. the pe nis looks more or less the same when
erec t. Con sid er ing the same low rate of phimosis, the
uncircumcised men also think cir cum ci sion is man da tory,
but they feel “nat u rally cir cum cised” (Kim et al. 1999). The
re search ers noted, “nearly all text books, en cy clo pe dias,
and news pa per ar ti cles [in South Ko rea] es sen tially ad vo -
cate uni ver sal or near-uni ver sal cir cum ci sion, and the de -
bate is about when to be cir cum cised or to circumcise,
rather than whether to be circumcised.”

For un known rea sons deeply rooted in their ethos, South 
Ko rean doc tors mis in ter pret the re cent de crease in Amer i -
can par ents cir cum cis ing their new born sons—down to
59% in 1992—as rec om mend ing uni ver sal cir cum ci sion at
about age 12, even though there is ab so lutely no ev i dence
that Amer i can boys are now be ing cir cum cised at pu berty.
The doc tors are also puz zled why such “ad vanced” coun -
tries as Ja pan and Den mark do not rec om men d uni ver sal
cir cum ci sion. One ad vice col um nist re cently wrote that, “If
a child feels dif fer ent be cause he is not cir cum cised and his
friends boast of hav ing a su pe rior pe nis be cause of cir cum -
ci sion, it is good to have him cir cum cised for psy cho log i cal
rea sons.” To day, at least 95% of South Ko rean boys en ter -
ing mid dle school have been cir cum cised. For the other 5%,
the ques tion is not whether they should give up their fore -
skin, but when they should be cir cum cised. Ko rean boys
simply take circumcision for granted. It is their right of
passage to manhood.

B. Adolescents HUSO YI [Updated 2003 by H. Yi]
Ac cord ing to a study among fe male high school stu dents

(Kim et al. 1997), 44.4% had had hetero sex u al re la tion ships.
Of those who had not had vag i nal in ter course, 47.8% re -
ported that they just had not had the op por tu nity, 18.3% did
not want to be cause “we are stu dents,” and 15.5% were not
in ter ested in the op po site gen der. These re sults sug gest that,
if the op por tu nity of fered it self, hetero sex u al re la tion ships
would be in creased. With re gard to a ques tion about what
sex ual in ti ma cies are per mis si ble for un mar ried ad o les cents,
44.7% re garded light kiss ing as per mis si ble, 31.6% ac cepted
hold ing hands, 19.7% re garded kiss ing and pet ting as ac cept -
able, and only 1.4% found sex ual in ter course ac cept able.
The re sults in di cated that fe male stu dents still wanted to keep 
their vir gin ity al though their at ti tudes to ward sex u al ity be -
came more open and lib eral. In the study, 88.1% of the fe -
male stu dents re ported that vir gin ity should be kept un til
mar riage, whereas 65.7% of males fa vored pre mar i tal sex ual 
ac tiv ity. In their study, 91.7% had no coital ex pe ri ence, and
only 7.5% had coital ex pe ri ences. Among those who had
coital ex pe ri ences, 38.7% were co erced into hav ing sex,
32.3% had sex “be cause of love,” and 11.9% were raped. In
the study of male stu dents, of the 16.2% who had had coital
ex pe ri ences, 74.7% had had sex with a girl friend, 34.1% had
had in ter course with a woman they “hap pened to meet,” and
16.6% had done so with pros ti tutes (Kim et al. 1996). A na -
tional sam ple of high school stu dents in di cated that the sex -
ual in ter course rate among male stu dents in creased from
12% to 18% be tween 1988 and 1998, while female students’
sexual intercourse rate increased from 3% to 8% between
1988 and 1997 (Han et al. 2001).

Most of ad o les cents held con ser va tive views of sex ual
ex pe ri ences. The study also noted a dif fer ence in con tra cep -
tive use be tween males and fe males; 20.4% of fe male stu -
dents used con tra cep tive meth ods and 52.2% of males used
them (Kim et al. 1996; Kim et al. 1997). The most fre quent
con tra cep tive method was con dom use (37.5% of the fe -
males and 49.1% of the males). The next most fre quent
“con tra cep tive” method was with drawal prior to ejacu la -
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tion (33.3% of the fe males and 31.1% of the males). The
low per cent age of con tra cep tive us age may come from
male part ners’ ig no rance of con dom use and/or the lack of
op por tu nity (power) for that. Fe males have less opportunity 
to make decisions.

The Ko rean Sex u al ity Coun sel ing Cen ter (1997) for ad -
o les cents re ported that most calls, 86.1%, were from boys.
One in five boys, 20.6%, had ques tions about mas tur ba tion
and 16.7% asked about sex ual im pulses. The call ers were
most cu ri ous about phys i cal con tacts with the other sex
(50.2%), fol lowed by preg nancy and de liv ery (17.4%).
Boys tended to show self-cen tered, male-ego is tic at ti tudes
about the other sex, whereas girls fo cused on their re -
sponses and pas sive be hav iors. The most fre quent con cern
of high school girls, 31.6%, was boy friends, fol lowed by
preg nancy, 12.4%, and abor tion, 4.9%. This re flects pas -
sive at ti tudes about sex on the part of Ko rean fe males. The
girls usu ally con sulted with their friends, 44.5%, or with
pro fes sional coun sel ors, 33.6%. Par ents and sib lings were
less fre quently con sulted, 12.2% and 4.1%, re spec tively.
How ever, only 1.1% of girls con sid ered their own school -
teach ers as trust wor thy con sul tants. A sim i lar trend was
seen with high school boys: 53.5% wanted to con sult with
their friends, but only a few were will ing or wanted to share
their sex ual prob lems with par ents (5.7%), sib lings (5.1%),
or teach ers (1.5%). There is a sub stan tial com mu ni ca tion
bar rier be tween high school stu dents and their par ents and
teach ers, at trib ut able to strong emotional barriers on both
sides, which impede sincere discussion.

Youn’s (1996) study with 849 ad o les cents re vealed sim -
i lar re sults that 9.8% of the fe male re spon dents had coital
ex pe ri ences while 22.9% of the males had it. How ever, the
study re vealed sig nif i cant gen der dif fer ence in sex ual ex pe -
ri ences. The male re spon dents re ported the max i mum num -
ber of sex part ners, rang ing be tween 25 and 40 part ners,
whereas the high est num ber for the fe males was 6. The av -
er age num ber of coital part ners for the males steadily in -
creased by grade, but the num ber of fe males’ coital part ners
did not, as Ta ble 2 shows. This may be be cause of the value
of keep ing vir gin ity as a trea sure to be main tained un til mar -
riage and a sort of sex ual ex plo sion in the first col lege year
(grade 13). With re spect to the ques tion of prac tic ing safer
sex, 43% of the sex u ally ac tive male ad o les cents had used
con tra cep tive meth ods at least once, whereas 28% of the
 females had done so. But, only 7% of the respondents used
contraceptives consistently.

C. Adults
Premarital Relations, Courtship, and Dating

HUSO YI
In 1991, the Women’s Stud ies Cen ter of Ewha Woman’s

Uni ver sity sur veyed 352 male par tic i pants rang ing in age

from 20 to 40, which in di cated that over 80% had had hetero -
sex u al ex pe ri ences, and among those, 44.7% had their first
sex ual ex pe ri ences with a fe male pros ti tute, 55.4% an swered 
that pros ti tu tion should be al lowed to pre vent rape, and
25.6% were in fa vor of the le gal reg u la tion of prostitution
(Chin et al. 1997).

A study of 1,596 mar ried cou ples re ported that 50.8% re -
garded pre mar i tal re la tions as neg a tive and 36% as pos i tive;
75% re garded ex tra mar i tal af fairs neg a tively and 13.2% as
some thing pos i tive (Chin et al. 1997). In their study, the re -
sponses of male and fe male par tic i pants showed sig nif i cant
dif fer ences. Fe males, and those who were youn ger, more ed -
u cated, and had no re li gious af fil i a tion, held more pos i tive
at ti tudes to ward pre mar i tal and ex tra mar i tal re la tions. An in -
ter est ing fac tor was the par tic i pants’ am biv a lence. Around
80% were con cerned about what they viewed as the cur rent
open and un con trolled sex ual cul ture. On the other hand,
61% agreed that Ko rea’s sex ual cul ture is re pressed. The
usual dou ble moral stand ard, which is more per mis sive for
males than for fe males, is more com pli cated in mod ern Ko -
rea, where pre mar i tal sex ual ex pe ri ences and sex ual lib er a -
tion are in creas ingly ac cepted, while at the same time, the
tra di tional value of fe male vir gin ity and sex ual pas siv ity is
ex pected in a very patriarchal society. The result, obviously,
is psychological stress more for women than for men.

Sexual Behavior and Relationships of Single Adults
HUSO YI

As one might sus pect from what has al ready been dis -
cussed, sex ual be hav ior and re la tion ships among Ko rean sin -
gle adults are very lim ited be cause of neg a tive at ti tudes to -
ward pre mar i tal sex ual re la tion ships and the fre quency of
mar riages ar ranged by par ents or ac cord ing to their so cio -
eco nomic sta tus (Kend all 1996). Thus, it is likely that sin gle
adults do not feel a need for sex ual re la tion ships. Even
though sex ual lib er a tion has in flu enced the sex ual re la tion -
ships of sin gle adults, the value of fe male vir gin ity is hard to
be dis missed. In a study of sin gle-adult sex ual be hav iors
(Kim et al. 1998), around half of the male and fe male adults
were in hetero sex u al re la tion ships. But, be ing in re la tion -
ships did not mean hav ing sex ual re la tion ships: 52.9% of the
male re spon dents had pos i tive at ti tudes to sex ual re la tion -
ships, whereas 37.6% were op posed to that. In re sponse to
the ques tion of “how one re solves a sex ual urge” (mul ti ple
an swers), 60% of males ex er cised, 52.1% mas tur bated, 38.3
used hob bies as a dis trac tion, 37.0% held in their urge, 9.6%
prayed, 11.7% claimed they never had a sex ual urge, and
26.2% had sex. In the fe male group, 35.2% ex er cised, 8.1%
mas tur bated, 33.8% en gaged in hob bies, 21.8% re pressed
their urge, 3.7% had sex, and (sur pris ingly) 61.1% never had
sex ual urges. Such fe male re pres sion of the sex ual urge or
self-re ported asex u al ity can be re lated to the most fre quent

female sexual dysfunction, inhibited sexual orgasm
(see Section 12, Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies).

Hymen Reconstruction and Plastic Surgery

HUSO YI

Hy men can be trans lated as “vir gin-skin” in Ko -
rean. De spite the ef fort of ed u cat ing Ko re ans about
the mean ing and func tion of the hy men, the ex ist -
ence of an in tact hy men is still highly val ued at mar -
riage so that hy men re con struc tion and plas tic sur -
gery is fre quently pop u lar. There was an in ter est ing
law suit case about the loss of a hy men. In 1994, a 40-
year-old woman sued the Ko rean Med i cal Re search
Cen ter be cause she was ex tremely psy cho log i cally
dis tressed af ter she lost her hy men dur ing a Pap
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Table 2

Korean Adolescents Who Experienced Sexual
Intercourse by Year in School

Males Females Combined

Grade % n / N % n / N % n / N 

11 14.6  25 / 171  8.1  7 /  86 12.5  32 / 257

12 16.6  38 / 229  7.8 10 / 129 13.4  48 / 358

13 16.5  51 / 309 10.5 28 / 267 13.7  79 / 576

14 21.0  87 / 415  9.5 37 / 388 15.4 124 / 803

15 22.4  99 / 441  9.3 37 / 398 16.2 136 / 839

16 22.9 103 / 449  9.8 39 / 440 16.7 142 / 849
Source: Youn 1996



smear test. Even though the doc tor claimed that the hy men is 
usu ally torn dur ing the test (and can even be torn by ex er -
cise), the court said, “It is clear that the hy men is still rec og -
nized as a sym bol of ‘vir gin ity’ and keep ing vir gin ity is val -
ued in so ci ety. It is ad mit ted that she was dis tressed by the
lost of her sym bol of vir gin ity, there fore the hos pi tal must
pay for com pen sa tion” (Park 1994). One Ko rean pre na tal
ge netic clinic of fers STD tests with hy men re con struc tive
sur gery, so that women can be free from her “his tory” of past 
sex ual ex pe ri ences (http://www.yunlee.co.kr, in Ko rean). In 
ad di tion, the vag i nal-open ing mus cle (pubococcygeus mus -
cle) ten sion sur gery (called “beauty sur gery”) is also com -
monly pro vided af ter de liv ery or for mid dle-aged mar ried
women. These sur ger ies are not even ap proved by the Ko -
rean med i cal as so ci a tion (Seol 2000). Dr. Seol, one of the
lead ing sex ther a pists, is strongly opposed to such surgeries,
based as they are on myths (see Section 12, Sexual Dysfunc -
tions, Counseling, and Therapies).

Marriage and Family: Structures and Patterns
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

(Redacted by HUSO YI)
In 1948, when Ko rea ini ti ated its own gov ern ment, the

law on mo nog a mous mar riage was en forced. Ac cord ing to
the cen sus, the crude mar riage rate had not changed from
1975 (8.0) to 1997 (8.1). The av er age age at first mar riage in 
1987 was 27.3 for males and 24.5 for fe males, which was
de layed to 28.7 and 25.9, re spec tively, in 1997. How ever,
the crude di vorce rate has in creased sig nif i cantly from 0.5
in 1975 to 2.0 in 1997. The num ber of di vorces in 1998 was
124,000, an in crease of 30% from 1997. It is cal cu lated that
one out of three Ko rean mar riages to day end in di vorce (see
Ta bles 3 and 4). The an nual re port also in di cated that the
most com mon cause of di vorce was the ex tra mar i tal af fairs
of hus bands. Moon (1993) ad dressed the fac tors of dis sat is -
fac tion in sex ual ac tiv i ties with spouse, hus band dom i -
nance, lack of re spect and af fec tion, male-pre ferred sex ual
po si tion, no fore play, and ab sence of com mu ni ca tion. The
sex ual ac tiv i ties of mar ried cou ples were only ini ti ated and
led by the hus band. It is hardly ac cept able for wives to ex -
press their sex ual interests because of the cultural value of
male dominance in sexual relationships.

Ac cord ing to a sur vey with 1,200 house wives in 1996,
67.2% re ported dis sat is fac tion with their sex ual live s and
30.2% re sponded that their sex ual live s were sat is fac tory
(Kim 1996). Such a psy cho log i cal dis tress of sex ual dis sat -
is fac tion leads to the in crease of ex tra mar i tal sex and di -
vorce. In re cent years, the rate of di vorce caused by adul tery 
has been increasing by 15% annually.

D. History and Structure of the Korean Family
Patriarchy PILWHA CHANG (Summarized by HUSO YI)

The re cently ex pand ing dis courses on sex u al ity and the
en larg ing di ver sity of life styles in con tem po rary Ko rean so -
ci ety might give an im pres sion that the reign of tra di tional

con trol over sex u al ity is loos en ing. How ever, “le git i mate”
sex ual be hav ior has been, and still tends to be, lim ited to
mar i tal part ners. Pa tri ar chy has a vested in ter est in de fin ing
women’s sex u al ity in a par tic u lar way. It has par tic u lar sex -
ual scripts, which use sex u al ity as so cial con trol. Women
and men’s sex u al ity is treated dif fer ently. Women’s sex u al -
ity has fre quently been ex ploited and de graded and used to
sell com mod i ties, even to turn women them selves into com -
mod i ties. This double standard works against women and in
favor of men.

Ko rean his tory, from the 3rd cen tury to the end of the
19th cen tury, il lus trates a grad ual sys tem ati za tion of one of
the most ideal types of pa tri ar chy in the world. By the end of
the 16th cen tury, the state com pleted a pa tri ar chal sys tem by
im ple ment ing Con fu cian ide ol ogy, with its gen der hi er ar -
chy and sex seg re ga tion, through the gen der di vi sion of la -
bor and class di vi sions that up held the pa tri ar chal fam ily in
strict ob ser vance of patrilineage (rule of lin eage, de scent, or
con tin u ing fam ily line from fa ther to son), patrinymy (rule
of con tin u ing the sur name of the fa ther), and patrilocality
(res i den tial rule based on patrilineal lo cal ity). Women had to 
prove their worth as moth ers, pro duc ing sons to con tinue the
fam ily line, and pro duc ing food and cloth ing, to sur vive in a
woman-hos tile en vi ron ment. How ever strong and ca pa ble
they might have been, Ko rean women were sys tem at i cally
de nied ac tiv i ties outside the confines of the home, and their
education was strictly prohibited.

Only in the na tional cri sis at the end of the 19th cen tury,
when for eign pow ers threat ened Ko rea’s sov er eignty, did
some pos si bil i ties of crack ing this ri gid ity arise. For about
two cen tu ries, some philo soph i cal sys tems, among them
Silhak and Tonghak, be gan to ques tion the gen der re la tions
un der new in flu ences. [Com ment 2001: Very briefly, Silhak
can be com pared to prag ma tism and Tonghak can share its
phi los o phy with a sort of so cial ism that claims the rights of
lower-class peo ple. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)] How ever,
it was only in a cri sis sit u a tion when proper ob ser va tion of
tra di tional fam ily rit u als be came dif fi cult or im pos si ble that
such thoughts be gan to be heard and lis tened to. The na tional 
cri sis cre ated a space of crit i cal re flec tion on the tra di tional
ways of life. Within this space, re eval u a tion of the po si tion
of women be gan. Women’s so cial par tic i pa tion had to be ac -
cepted, how ever re luc tantly, as es sen tial to na tional sur -
vival. The re sult ing dis course, how ever, fo cused on the na -
tional in ter ests, and not on the value of education held for the 
personal development of women and their fuller participa -
tion in society.

In the last hun dred years, Ko re ans have ex pe ri enced cri -
sis af ter cri sis: the Jap a nese oc cu pa tion, two World Wars, the
di vi sion of the coun try into North and South, the Ko rean
War, and the in dus trial war to join the world cap i tal ist sys -
tem. These cri ses pri or i tized ef fi ciency and ex pe di ency, and
jus ti fied sac ri fic ing in di vid ual hu man rights for the sake of
growth and sta bil ity. In this con text, it was easy to brush
aside women’s claim for hu man rights as a lux ury, and so the
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Table 3

Crude Marriage Rate and Crude Divorce Rate: 1975-1997

Year Total Marriage Crude Marriage Rate Total Divorce Crude Divorce Rate

1975 282,000 8.0 16,179 0.5

1985 375,253 9.2 38,429 0.9

1995 401,161 8.8 67,858 1.5

1996 389,319 8.5 79,733 1.7

1997 374,429 8.1 83,171 2.0
Source: National Statistical Office 1999b

Table 4

Mean Age at First Marriage: 1987-1997

Year Male Female

1987 27.3 24.5

1990 27.9 24.9

1993 28.2 25.1

1996 28.6 25.7

1997 28.7 25.9
Source: National Statistical Office 1999b



tra di tion of uti liz ing women’s in stru men tal val ues per sisted.
At the same time, such cri ses opened some win dows of op -
por tu nity for women to par tic i pate in sociopolitical are nas.
Also, it is true that the mod els of the “de vel oped” world pro -
vided a stim u lus for women’s rights. Con se quently, women’s 
suf frage was in cluded in the first mod ern Con sti tu tion in
1947, and pri mary ed u ca tion be came com pul sory for girls as
well as boys. In the last few de cades, Ko rea has man aged to
fur nish the ap pear ance of “mo der nity.” De spite the ap pear -
ance and some changes in pa tri ar chal fam i lies, the un der ly -
ing as sump tions con tinue to be pa tri ar chal, with the view that 
women’s iden tity is only fa mil ial, guided by the “three
obediences” to father, husband, and son, and without any in -
dependent public identity based on her own personal merit.

The mar ginal po si tion of a daugh ter in her na tal fam ily
rests in her fu ture roles as wife and daugh ter-in-law in an -
other house hold. Be cause of this, she was con sid ered only
as a tem po rary mem ber of her na tal fam ily, her fil ial pi ety
be ing trans ferred on mar riage to her par ents-in-law. Her
duty of fil ial pi ety to wards her own par ents was not to bring
shame and dis honor to her na tal fam ily by mis be hav ing in
her new fam ily. With mar riage, a daugh ter had to break her
ties with her na tal home, “she who left the fam ily and has
be come a stranger.” Her par ents told her that she now be -
longed to her hus band’s fam ily where she had to per se vere,
how ever hard life might have been: “She ought never re turn
to her old home but the ghost of her hus band’s home.” It is
an other ex am ple of how mar ried women are treated. In an
old say ing, once they are mar ried, they have to fin ish their
live s no mat ter what hap pens to them. Once mar ried, a wife
who com mit ted any of seven evils could le git i mately be di -
vorced, and a di vorce brought shame to her na tal fam ily.
Be cause a wife could not be pro tected by her na tal fam ily,
she had no al ter na tive but to com ply with the rules of her
hus band and his fam ily to sur vive. In this en vi ron ment, the
sooner a wife made the tran si tion, the eas ier it was for her in
her new role. Phys i cal dis tance from the na tal fam ily helped 
the process, hence the proverb: “Toilets and the wife’s home 
are best kept at a distance.”

Even if the en vi ron ment of her hus band’s house hold was 
alien and hos tile ini tially, the young wife can grad u ally es -
tab lish her own po si tion within the house hold by pro duc ing
her own chil dren, par tic u larly sons. Pro duc ing the heir se -
cures her sta tus and her ac cep tance as a full mem ber of her
hus band’s fam ily. Once a wife be came the se nior lady of
the house hold, mother-in-law to her sons’ wives, she had

achieved a meas ure of power. Many women must have soft -
ened the hard ships by an tic i pat ing the day when they would
en ter the stage of be ing a mother-in-law. This is an other di -
men sion of intrafamily re la tion ships that ex plains why hav -
ing a son was, and still is, so much more im por tant to a
mother than hav ing a daugh ter. As fil ial pi ety was the su -
preme prin ci ple, a mother’s au thor ity was re spected, and
through her sons she could enjoy a measure of social power.

How ever, al though a mother pos sessed con sid er able
power and in flu ence within the fam ily, her power did not ex -
tend be yond its bound ary. A woman’s power was based on
the pri vate re la tion ship be tween mother and son, and, how -
ever strong an in flu ence she may have on him, it could not
ex tend be yond the scope of the vil lage. As this power was
de rived from the son, and his power base lay in pa tri ar chy,
the mother’s power could not and did not chal lenge the pa -
tri ar chal sys tem. Rather, the mother ac tively en forced pa tri -
ar chal rules in their own in ter est. This is why, de spite the ex -
ist ence of pow er ful women, the pa tri ar chal sys tem was not
un der mined or mod i fied to im prove the sit u a tion of women,
nor to in sti tu tion al ize the pri vate na ture of women’s power
pub licly. Un der this sys tem, it is far eas ier for women to per -
ceive other women as a threat to their livelihood and power
than as allies to fight against the system.

Problems of Today’s Families and Its 
Direction of Change

HUSO YI

There is lit tle dis pute that the fam ily has been chang ing
un der the pro cess of in dus tri al iza tion. Al though this is
widely ac knowl edged by em pir i cal re search and a broad
range of data sets, the ques tion still re mains whether the ex -
ter nal trends re ally con firm the change in the ste reo typed
ide ol ogy of the fam ily, even with the no tion that so cial pro -
ce dures are now de vel op ing for ba sic func tions other than
the fam ily. Be sides, it is also nec es sary to no tice that not all
changes oc cur at an equal rate, nor do all seg ments of a so ci -
ety ad just equally to the changes tak ing place. Then, how
much change has oc curred in the Ko rean fam ily and what
are the implications of this change?

The de crease in av er age house hold size (from 5.2 in 1979
to 3.12 in 1995) may come from the in crease in one-per son
house holds and non-fam ily house holds be cause of the ad -
vance of the mean age of first mar riage of women (from 21.5
in 1960 to 26.2 in 1998), the great flex i bil ity in adapt ing to
new ways of life, such as mar riage, di vorce, and re mar riage,
and more fre quent fam ily mov ing. De spite the changes in the 

phys i cal or ga ni za tion of the fam ily, tra di tional Con -
fu cian eth ics, which stress patri lin eage, fil ial pi ety,
sol i dar ity among broth ers, and the im por tance of do -
mes tic har mony, are still per va sive in the Ko rean
fam ily. The un bal anced sex ra tio of chil dren, which
has emerged as a se ri ous so cial prob lem in Ko rea,
shows a good case in point. In other words, the ideal
of son pref er ence is still per va sive as a main agent to
sup port the male-cen tered norms and val ues of the
pa tri ar chal fam ily. The find ings from the 1981 Gal -
lup sur vey of chil dren and moth ers (see Ta ble 5) also
shows that the tra di tional Ko rean con cept of the fam -
ily as a so cial in sti tu tion to continue patrilineage is
 reflected in attitudes toward childrearing.

De spite the grad ual changes in re cent years, the
idea that the role of home mak ing be longs ex clu sively 
to women is still per va sive through out Ko rean so ci -
ety. This has put great pres sure on ca reer women and
forced them to per form dual roles. Women en gaged
in full-time home mak ing, on the other hand, ex pe ri -
ence more so cial alien ation and anx i ety in the nu clear 
fam ily life than in the tra di tional ex tended fam ily life, 
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Table 5

Meaning of Giving Birth and Raising Children

Mothers Only Both Parents

Korea U.S. Korea U.S.

To transmit my life to my child 34.0 40.8 32.2 30.5

To have a successful child who will 
further pursue my aspirations

43.2 10.9 32.1 11.4

To continue my family line/name 48.3 23.1 68.2 28.4

To contribute to a generation which 
will inherit the future society

48.4 52.6 39.6 45.6

To strengthen our family bond 24.8 44.9 25.4 49.5

To have security in my old age 26.8  5.8 37.5  7.8

To mature and enrich myself 13.5 44.2 19.2 53.5

Just to enjoy childbearing 19.3 48.6 18.9 49.8

To be recognized by society 29.3  4.0 10.9  2.2

To obtain additional work power
in our family

 2.2  2.6  1.8  2.6

Note: Multiple answers may exceed 100%. Source: Chang 1998



which is in creas ingly more dif fi cult to main tain in mod ern
ur ban life. Full-time home mak ers ex pe ri ence a se ri ous con -
flict of role ex pec ta tions and their own iden ti ties. Thus, al -
though Ko rean fam i lies ap pear to be sta ble, in re al ity, they
are in creas ingly at a crisis level of psychological dissolution.

Sexuality and the Physically Disabled and Aged

HUSO YI

In a study about sex u al ity in 65 spi nal-cord-in jured
males (Oh et al. 1990), 24 had prob lems with erec tions, 23
had dif fi culty in main tain ing erec tions, and 24 were un able
to ejac u late. Dur ing sex ual in ter course, 41 had dif fi culty
with erec tions, but the rest re ported suf fer ing from fears of
not reach ing or gasm, and fears of a pas sive re sponse and re -
jec tion from part ners. Af ter the spi nal-cord in jury, about
80% of them said that their sex ual and mar i tal sat is fac tion
had de creased. Al though they were aware of sex ual prob -
lems, only 5 had been in sex ther apy be cause of a lack of
facilities and accessibility.

The Na tional Re ha bil i ta tion Cen ter started a sex ual re -
ha bil i ta tion clinic pro ject in 1996. The clinic has pro vided
sex ther apy and coun sel ing, cou ple sex ther apy, group ther -
apy, and erec tile dys func tion ther apy for more than 1,000
phys i cally dis abled peo ple and their part ners. The clinic
also fa cil i tates a place, called the “shel ter for love,” where
phys i cally dis abled peo ple and their part ners can stay over
to en joy their sex ual ac tiv i ties. Since 1998, the clinic staff
has or ga nized con fer ences about sex u al ity and dis abil ity. In
2000, Dr. B. S. Lee, a sex ual re ha bil i ta tion spe cial ist, pub -
lished a small hand book, Sex ual Re ha bil i ta tion for the Spi -
nal Cord In jured. The book in tro duced the im por tance of
sex u al ity in the phys i cally dis abled, cases re ports about sex
ther apy for the for eign and Ko rean dis abled, sex ual con -
cerns of the fe male and male dis abled, med i cal treat ment for 
erec tile dys func tion, psy cho log i cal is sues on sex ual re ha -
bil i ta tion, and mar riage of the phys i cally disabled. (For in -
formation: http://www.nrc.go.kr/eng/eindex.htm; contact:
nrc1986@chollian.net.)South Korea: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

A. Historical Perspective HUSO YI
The ear li est Ko rean re cord of homo sex u ali ty may be

from King Hyekong, the 36th king of the Shilla dy nasty in
Samguk-Yusa (a Three King doms’ story) writ ten by Il Yeon
in the 13th cen tury. King Kyungduk did not have a son, but
wanted one very badly be cause he needed an heir. He kept
ask ing the mes sen ger be tween God and man to go to God
and ask for a son. God in sisted that he was not des tined to
have a son, only daugh ters, yet the King was per sist ent. Fi -
nally, God let him have a son, but God put a fe male spirit in
the son’s body. King Hye-Kong was very fem i nine and
liked only be ing around men all the time. He be came the
next king at the age of 8 in 765 C.E. be cause his fa ther died
early. How ever, he was killed at the age of 22 in April 780
by his sub or di nates be cause they could not ac cept his ‘fem i -
nin ity.’ An other story in Samguk Yusa is about Myojung, a
very young Bud dhist monk who lived dur ing the reign of
Wonsung (785-798 C.E.), the 38th king of the Shilla dy -
nasty. It is said that he was loved and sought af ter by sev eral
male Shilla aris to crats, and even by a Chi nese Emperor
from the Tang dynasty (618-907 C.E.).

One of the bes t-known homo sex u al his to ries is the
Hwarang or Flower Boy, the story of a homo erotic mil i tary
elite, par al lel ing the Egyp tian mamluks, the Jap a nese sam u -
rai, and the Theban Band of an cient Greece (Murray 2000).
Prior to the in tro duc tion of Bud dhism, an cient Ko rea main -

tained a transgendered sha man ist ic tra di tion, in which the
hwarang seem to have been in volved. With the trans fer of re -
li gious le git i mi za tion to Bud dhism, the code of the hwarang
be gan to change from so cial and re li gious con cerns to po lit i -
cal and mil i tary pro grams. In the Haedong-Kosung-Chon
[Live s of Em i nent Ko rean Monks] writ ten by the Bud dhist
Kakhun in 1215, the first cri te rion of the hwarang seems to
have been ap pear ance: “It was hand some youths who pow -
dered their faces, wore or na mented dresses, and were re -
spected as hwarang.” Af ter uni fi ca tion of the pen in sula,
ruled by the Three King doms, in 676, the mem bers of
hwarang were rewarded with land and slaves.

In the Koryo dy nasty, same-sex re la tion ships, mostly
be tween males, were very com mon among the rul ing class.
In a his tor i cal anal y sis of Hallimbuilgok by Seong, King
Chungsun (1275-1325) main tained a long-term re la tion -
ship with a wonchung (male lover), and King Kongmin
(1325-1374) ap pointed at least five youths as “lit tle-brother
at ten dants” (chajewhi) as sex ual part ners. Af ter the fall of
the Koryo dy nasty in 1392, the Chosun dy nasty adopted
Con fu cian ism as a gov ern ing ide ol ogy in or der to con firm
their dy nasty as to tally dif fer ent from the Koryo dy nasty.
Even though Con fu cian ism had neg a tive at ti tudes about
same-sex re la tion ships, there were still male-to-male re la -
tion ships among the Bud dhists and among the ru ral rul ing
class. Les bian re la tion ships were not treated with the same
ac cep tance, as the pal ace chron i cle from the Chosun dy -
nasty re veals. King Sejong con vened a meet ing of his cab i -
net on Oc to ber 24, 1436, to dis cuss the ru mors that his
daugh ter-in-law had been sleep ing with her maid ser vant.
These ru mors had been some how con firmed, so the min is -
ters ad vised the king to strip his daugh ter-in-law of her no -
ble status in order to preserve the honor and dignity of the
royal family (Chung 1998).

An other his tor i cally known homo sex u al group was the
namsadang in the Chosun dy nasty (Murray 1992), which
ex isted un til it was bro ken up by force to ex tin guish the na -
tional cul ture un der the col o ni za tion of Ja pan in the early
1910s. As a type of in dig e nous the ater, the namsadang trav -
eled around the coun try with var i ous types of en ter tain -
ment, in clud ing band mu sic, song, masked dance, cir cus,
and pup pet plays. Re flect ing the com mon peo ples’ harsh
liv ing con di tions and their re sent ment to ward the up per
class, the namsadang was the voice of lower-class peo ple.
When boys, called midong (beau ti ful boys), first joined a
troupe, they played the pen e trated sex role and were prob a -
bly male pros ti tutes for the ru ral rul ing class (Leupp 1995).
In this era, many mem bers of the ru ral rul ing class main -
tained boys for sex ual pur poses. Be cause same-sex re la -
tion ships, how ever, were gen er ally re garded as im moral in
the eyes of Neo-Con fu cian ism, the namsadang performers
were treated as outcasts.

B. Children and Adolescents HUSO YI
As men tioned be low, there is a law against in form ing

ad o les cents about homo sex u ali ty and, in men tal health set -
tings, it is easy for les bian and gay ad o les cents to be di ag -
nosed as hav ing ei ther sex ual mat u ra tion dis or der, ego -
dystonic ori en ta tion, or sex ual re la tion ship dis or der. In fact, 
it is likely that men tal health pro fes sion als will claim homo -
sex u al at trac tion is noth ing but a phase of hetero sex u al de -
vel op ment (Yi 2000). In an other con text, homo sex u ali ty
may be di ag nosed as ei ther pseudo-homo sex u ali ty or true-
homo sex u ali ty (Hong 1996; Lee 1993). Al though no re -
search on homo sex u ali ty among chil dren and ad o les cents
has been con ducted, most re search on ad o les cent sex u al ity
asks ques tions about homo sex u al be hav iors. In stead of con -
sid er ing homo sex u al be hav iors as nor mal, these stud ies by
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the Ko rean Re search In sti tute for Cul ture and Sex u al ity
 categorize homo sex u ali ty to gether with “sex ual vi o lence”
(Lee et al. 1998), or asks fe males the ques tion, “Have you
ever fallen in love with a woman whom you con sid er as a
man?” (Kim et al. 1997). Both stud ies found that around
13% of the female student respondents said they had had
sexual relationships with the same gender.

C. Adults
Gender Roles, Courtship, and 
Relationship Patterns

HUSO YI

Be fore the emer gence of gay iden tity in the mid-1990s,
ex press ing homo sex u ali ty in Ko rea was some what eas ier
than in the West, be cause the ex ist ence of homo sex u ali ty
was de nied at the same time there was a cul tural tol er ance
for homophilic touch. Same-sex friends can hold hands to -
gether on the streets just like hetero sex u al cou ples. How -
ever, it might be in ap pro pri ate to see such same-sex friend -
ships as homo sex u al re la tion ships in the way that West ern
cul ture does (Shong & Icard 1996). One of cul tural pat terns
re lated to homophilia is that when a hus band’s friend vis its,
his wife sleeps sep a rately from her hus band, who sleeps
with his male friend. Also, be cause same-sex room mates
be fore mar riage are com mon, in fact, more ac cept able than
shar ing with the op po site gen der, liv ing as a young “gay”
cou ple is pos si ble, and the neigh bors hardly sus pect them as 
les bi ans or gay males (Yi 2000). But, be cause ev ery one’s
first role is to con tinue fam ily link age, les bi ans and gay men 
are com pelled to be mar ried af ter a cer tain age. In ad di tion,
Chris tian ity is cer tainly an other hin drance for gay court -
ship, par tic u larly be cause Ko rean Chris tian ity is strongly
fun da men tal ist (Mar tin & Berry 1998). These long-es tab -
lished cul tural norms have been chal lenged by the gay com -
mu nity. Every issue of a gay magazine since 1997 reports
the commitment ceremonies of lesbian and gay couples.

Social Status of Lesbians, Gay Men, and Bisexuals
HUSO YI [Updated 2003 by H. Yi]

The mod ern gay com mu nity can be traced from the 1960s 
as a form of sub cul ture grown in Nakwon (par a dise). From
this cul ture, the dec o rous term for homo sex u als be gan to be
con structed: A de rog a tory term, pogal (the back ward read -
ing of the word kalbo, which re fers to the most vul gar term
for pros ti tute, and more ge ner i cally mean ing “pro mis cu -
ous”), was cre ated. In pub li c, tongsôngyônaeja (men who
only pur sue sex with men) had been used to de grade homo -
sex u als. Un til the in tense con tact of West ern gay cul ture, the
word homo had been oc ca sion ally used by homo sex u als
them selves and later by hetero sex u als as a term of in sult. Gay
had been also used, but re ferred to trans sex u als, trans ves -
tites, or cross-dress ers. Of those cul tural codes, the most in -
flu en tial word is iban (other peo ple), which has sur vived up
to these days and rep re sents homo sex u al iden tity, as does
gay. The or i gin of iban is un known, yet it is in ter preted as
con trast ing to ilban, which means gen eral peo ple or de fault/
first-class. An in ter est ing re sponse from po lit i cal gay ac tiv -
ists about the word was hes i ta tion in us ing iban, be cause the
word does not im pose any pos i tive mean ing of pride. The
con cept of pride was never imag ined un til the 1990s, and
then first con flicted with the very lo cal term for homo sex u al,
iban. Re gard less, iban in di cated a new con scious ness of
homo sex u als as a so cial group, but then it was clas si fied as
the first blocked LGBT-related keyword for online gay inter -
est groups on the largest Korean website as of May 2002.

In the 1970s, around 120 les bi ans and gay men held a
monthly so cial gath er ing at a Chi nese res tau rant. But, the
so cial group did not sur vive to con nect with the cur rent gay
com mu nity (Lee 1997). To day’s gay move ment emerged

with Sappho, the first Ko rean les bian group, or ga nized by
an Amer i can les bian sol dier. When she came to Ko rea in
No vem ber 1991 to serv e in the army and found no les bian
bars, she im me di ate ly re al ized that liv ing as a les bian was
very dif fi cult in Ko rea. Out side of meet ing a few les bi ans in
a gay bar, there was no chance to meet with les bi ans. She
de cided to or ga nize a group for les bi ans and placed an ad -
ver tise ment for her les bian group in Eng lish news pa pers.
Eight for eign les bi ans from the United States and Eu rope
gath ered to gether at the first meet ing. The mem ber ship of
Sappho changed of ten, be cause most of its mem bers re -
turned to their homes in the U.S., Can ada, Bel gium, Swe -
den, or Aus tra lia af ter two or three years in Korea. Sappho
was still holding its small meetings in early 2001.

In the U.S., groups for les bian and gay Ko rean-Amer i -
cans were founded in New York (in De cem ber 1990) and in
Los An geles (in Au gust 1993). A few mem bers from these
Ko rean-Amer i can groups had been in con tact with Sappho
and dis cussed form ing Ko rean gay and les bian rights groups
and pro vid ing out reach and sup port to their var i ous friends.
In the mean time, a Ko rean-Amer i can gay man vis ited Ko rea
and or ga nized the first Ko rean gay and les bian co-gendered
group in De cem ber 1993. Un like Sappho, this group was or -
ga nized by Ko re ans, and is rec og nized as the first au then ti -
cally Ko rean lesbian and gay men’s support group.

Medicalization of homo sex u ali ty was first in tro duced in
1970 by a clin i cal case study, ti tled “Sex ual Per ver sions in
Ko rea” (Han 1970). On the ba sis of Ying/Yang, the re search
re port ing of homo sex u al cli ents in the 1960s holds that the
rea son for the smaller num ber of homo sex u als is that Ko re -
ans were sex u ally more ma ture than West ern ers. By rep e ti -
tion of gen der-re lated ide ol ogy and stra te gi cally im port ing
the West ern view of homo sex u ali ty as in ver sion, Ko rean psy -
chi a try cre ated a lo cal stance and, even to day, claims that,
even though homo sex u ali ty is no lon ger seen as men tal ill -
ness, it is still so cially un ac cept able and dys func tional. Cur -
rently, the Ko rean Stand ard Dis ease Clas si fi ca tion, adopted
from WHO’s ICD-10, clas si fies three cat e go ries: “Sex ual
Mat u ra tion Dis or der,” “Egodystonic Sex ual Ori en ta tion,”
and “Sex ual Re la tion ship Dis or der.” How ever, in clu sion of
the words “nor mal hetero sex u ali ty” and “mar riage” in the
trans la tion shows lo cal ho mo pho bic mo tives cre ated by a
faxed cul ture of a psychopathological model of homo sex u -
ali ty. No af firm ative men tal health serv ice is avail able. In the
men tal health set ting, the Ko rean Stand ard Dis ease Clas si fi -
ca tion (KSDC) states three “Psy cho log i cal and Behavioral
Disor ders Associated with Sexual Development and Orienta -
tion” (http://www.nso.go.kr/stat/dis/e-diss.htm, in English):

• F 66.0 Sex ual Mat u ra tion Dis or der: The pa tient is suf -
fer ing from un cer tainty about his gen der iden tity or sex -
ual ori en ta tion, caus ing anx i ety or de pres sion. Most
com monly this oc curs in ad o les cents who are not cer -
tain whether they are homo sex u al, hetero sex u al or bi -
sex ual in ori en ta tion, or older mar ried in di vid u als who
af ter a pe ri od of ap par ently nor mal hetero sex u ali ty,
 often within mar riage, find themselves experiencing
homosexual feelings.

• F 66.1 Egodystonic Sex ual Ori en ta tion: The gen der iden -
tity or sex ual pref er ence (ei ther hetero sex u al, homo sex u -
al, bi sex ual, prepubertal or un cer tain) is not in doubt but
the in di vid ual wishes it were dif fer ent be cause of as so ci -
ated psy cho log i cal and be hav ioural dis or ders, and may
seek treatment in order to change it.

• F 66.3 Sex ual Re la tion ship Dis or der: The gen der iden -
tity or sex ual ori en ta tion (ei ther hetero-, homo-, or bi -
sex ual) is re spon si ble for dif fi cul ties in form ing or main -
tain ing a re la tion ship with a sexual partner.
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In the orig i nal text in ICD-10, F 66.0, Sex ual Mat u ra tion
Dis or der, reads as fol lows:

F 66.0 Sex ual Mat u ra tion Dis or der: The pa tient is suf fer ing 
from un cer tainty about his gen der iden tity or sex ual ori en -
ta tion, caus ing anx i ety or de pres sion. Most com monly this
oc curs in ad o les cents who are not cer tain whether they are
homo sex u al, hetero sex u al or bi sex ual in ori en ta tion, or in -
di vid u als who, af ter a pe ri od of ap par ently sta ble sex ual
ori en ta tion (of ten with a long stand ing re la tion ship), find
that their sex ual ori en ta tion is changing. (italics added)

In the KSDC ver sion, the ital i cized phrase above has been
re placed by: older mar ried in di vid u als who af ter a pe ri od
of ap par ently nor mal hetero sex u ali ty, of ten within mar -
riage, find them selves ex pe ri enc ing homo sex u al feel ings.

Be cause there is no law pro tect ing les bi ans and gay
males, Ko rea has no sod omy laws pro scrib ing oral or anal
in ter course, ex cept a mil i tary law against homo sex u al re la -
tion ships in the army. Mean while, in 2000, Ko rea passed
the law of Youth Pro tec tion pro hib it ing dis tri bu tion of ma -
te ri als that con tain in cest, an i mal sex, and homo sex u ali ty.
The fol low ing are ex am ples of in sti tu tional ho mo pho bia.
Sod omy is also pro scribed be hav ior for mem bers of the mil -
i tary, and a gen eral stat ute against any thing con trary to sex -
ual cus toms is en forced as crim i nal law. In 1997, the first
Se oul Queer Film Fes ti val was banned by the gov ern ment,
which de clared it il le gal on the grounds that all homo sex u al
ma te ri als are ob scene. Since 1998, the first gay mag a zine
has been re ceiv ing a no tice from the Ko rean Pub li ca tion
Eth ics Com mit tee warn ing that the pub li ca tion con sists of
ob scen ity, there fore, it should not be dis trib uted among
youth. In 1999, a high school text book por trayed gay men
as AIDS dis ease car ri ers and sex ual per verts. In creas ing
con cerns over AIDS re vealed the pos si bil ity of an an ti-gay
back lash. Even though AIDS or ga ni za tions are sup pos edly
fight ing against the spread of AIDS, they are in fact fighting 
against the spread of homosexuals by promoting homo pho -
bia and conservative sexual morals.

In Oc to ber 2000, when a fa mous ac tor, Mr. Hong, first
came out as gay, his jobs van ished al most over night. His gay 
pres ence as a vic tim, how ever, made the dis course of homo -
sex u ali ty in or di nary live s pub li c and led to  dis crimi natory
pol i cies. In 2001, the Se oul City Hall au thor i ties or dered a
two-month pay cut for a male firefighter for al leg edly main -
tain ing an in ap pro pri ate re la tion ship with a male col league,
al though nei ther of them iden ti fied as gay. Iron i cally, the
dis taste for homo sex u ali ty cre ated an ob ses sion with any
per ceived ho mo phile re la tion ships. Peo ple be gan to be
afraid of per sonal touch with the same sex to avoid any sus -
picion of being homosexuals.

In July 2001, the Min is try of In for ma tion and Com mu ni -
ca tions adopted an Internet con tent-rat ing sys tem clas si fy ing 
gay and les bian websites as “harm ful me dia” that must be
blocked on all pub li c com puter fa cil i ties ac ces si ble to youth
(e.g., schools, pub li c li brar ies, and Internet ca fes). Homo -
sex u ali ty is clas si fied un der the cat e gory of “ob scen ity and
per ver sion” in the Cri te ria for In de cent Internet Sites. The
de ci sion was based on the Ko rean gov ern ment’s Youth Pro -
tec tion Act of 1997, which clas si fies de scrip tions of “homo -
sex u al love” as “harm ful to youth.” The first case was en -
acted against the owner of the first and larg est gay website in
No vem ber 2001, with a no tice that un less it was im me di ate ly 
marked as a ‘harm ful site,’ and fil ter ing soft ware was in -
stalled to pre vent youth ac cess, he would be pe nal ized ap -
prox i mately US$10,000 or two years’ im pris on ment. The
first law suit was filed against the gov ern ment, pro test ing the
gov ern ment’s ban on the gay website as un con sti tu tional in

Jan u ary 2002, and the court de ci sion was de liv ered in Au -
gust 2002 stating that the Constitution of freedom is not ap -
plicable to homosexual distribution on the Internet.South Korea: Gender Diversity and TransgenderIssues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

A. Sociolegal Status, Behaviors, and Treatment
of Transvestite, Transgendered, and
Transsexual Persons

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES 
(Redacted by HUSO YI) [Updated 2003 by H. Yi]

Un til the mid-1980s, the care sys tem for transgendered
peo ple was not well es tab lished in Ko rea be cause of lit tle
un der stand ing of transsexualism and the neg a tive at ti tude
and prej u dices of med i cal doc tors. In des per a tion, many
trans sex u al per sons turned to non-li censed fa cil i ties for sex-
re as sign ment sur gery or self-in jected hor mones for par tial
phys i cal tran si tion. [Com ment 2001: Yoo (1993) has noted
that doc tors’ prej u dices and ig no rance of transgenderism/
transsexualism re sult in a bound ary be tween them and the
pa tient. As a con se quence, it is com mon that transgendered/
trans sex u al peo ple get more in for ma tion from re sources in
West ern coun tries, where the doc tors learn about trans -
sexualism from their cli ents. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)]
In 1989, Dr. Koo Sang-Hwan con ducted the first sex-re as -
sign ment sur gery for a male-to-fe male. As of late 2000,
about 50 cases of sex-re as sign ment sur gery have been re -
ported. In 1990, the Ko rean Urology Association proposed
12 criteria for sex-reassignment surgery (SRS):

1. Ac cu rate psy chi at ric di ag no sis.
2. No suc cess from long-term psy chi at ric treat ment.
3. Es tab lish ment of psychosocial ad just ment for the de -

sired gen der be fore SRS.
4. No other psy chi at ric ill ness or de pres sion.
5. Suf fi cient pe ri od of hor mone-re place ment treat ment

with no side ef fects.
6. Over 21 years old and past pu berty.
7. Phys i cal ap pear ance has to fit with the de sired gen der.
8. Fam ily ap proval for SRS.
9. Agree ment of spouse and/or fam ily re gard ing in fer til ity.

10. No drug and al co hol his tory.
11. No crim i nal re cord and no pos si bil ity for crime.
12. Un der good med i cal su per vi sion.

The transgendered (trans sex u al) pa tient has to meet all the
above re quire ments and must get two rec om men da tions
from psy chi a trists.

Even af ter the sur gery, they can not change their gen der
on any le gal doc u ment. In 1990, the court re jected a male-to-
fe male trans sex ual’s pe ti tion stat ing, “Be cause the plas tic
sur gery only made an a tom i cal struc tures that look like those
of the fe male ar ti fi cially so that it does not change the chro -
mo somal struc ture, he can not be ac cepted as a fe male from
our so ci ety’s com mon sense and value.” [Com ment 2003:
Added to that, the court ruled that “he can not le gally change
his gen der be cause he has no in ter nal parts of the fe male
body which are very im por tant to the woman’s role of giv ing 
birth. Thus, it is not ap pro pri ate in our so ci ety to change his
gen der.” Since then, all of the cases of gen der change have
fol lowed this court de ci sion (Cho 1993). It is likely that gen -
der in Ko rea is con sti tuted by chro mo some and fa mil ial
“role.” In the le gal sys tem, sex-re as sign ment sur gery is re -
garded only as a part of plas tic sur gery and not a gen der tran -
si tion. How ever, since a male-to-fe male transgender en ter -
tainer gained a pub li c rec og ni tion with her suc cess as a
model, ac tor, and singer, pub li c aware ness and at ti tude have
widely changed. A num ber of lit er ary works of fic tion and
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non fic tion by transgendered peo ple have been pub lished. A
clinic for sex-re as sign ment sur gery has pro vided ser vices
for transgendered peo ple. In No vem ber 2002, a law pro tect -
ing transgendered per sons’ rights was sub mit ted. The court
ap proved a fe male-to-male transgender sex-change appeal
in December 2002. More transgender people’s sex-change
 petitions are expected in South Korea.

[Yet, the level of vic tim iza tion of transgendered peo ple
in so ci ety is se ri ous. In a case in which a male-to-fe male
trans sex u al was raped, the judge said it was not rape, but a
phys i cal at tack. The judge in this case also im plied that the
rape of a same-sex per son could not be prop erly con sti tuted
as “rape,” be cause such homo sex u al acts do not fit the sense 
of “sex.” It is the court’s stance that sex can only oc cur be -
tween the op po site sexes. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)]

[Up date 2003: In 1986, when a male trans ves tite ap -
proached Dr. Kim Seok Kwan, a plas tic sur geon in Pu san,
and asked if he could per form a sex-change op er a tion, Kim
told the man no body knew any thing about this op er a tion in
Ko rea, and that he could not help him. A few months later, a
re quest from a sec ond male trans sex u al sparked Kim’s cu ri -
os ity enough for him to start read ing up on the sub ject. A
short time later, Kim per formed the first male-to-fe male sex 
change operation in South Korea.

[In the late 1980s, Kim’s pa tients were over whelm ingly
work ing class or poor—few could af ford to travel abroad for
the op er a tion. (Kim still keeps the cost of his op er a tions to
$8,000 on av er age, while main tain ing a lu cra tive prac tice in
more tra di tional forms of plas tic sur gery.) For years, he per -
formed the op er a tions largely in ob scu rity, aware that news
of his spe cial skills was spread ing by word of mouth among
trans ves tites. Strong op po si tion came from the coun try’s tra -
di tion-bound med i cal com mu nity, his wife, and his minister.

[By most es ti mates, South Ko re ans go un der the knife
for cos metic al ter ations more than any one else in Asia, with
every thing from eye and nose op er a tions aimed at achiev -
ing a more West ern look, to breast aug men ta tions, calf re -
mod el ing, and hy men re con struc tion among the most pop u -
lar types of sur gery. Some still ob ject that sex-change op er -
a tions are the ul ti mate ex pres sion of a plas tic sur gery
cul ture in South Korea that has run amok.

[Kim also asked him self “whether it was right to change
the gen der of a pa tient, whether it was right to al ter their most
es sen tial na ture. I re ally hes i tated.” In the end, what per -
suaded him to con tinue was the re al iza tion that “gen der sur -
gery is per formed to res cue peo ple who are trapped in the
wrong body. We are of fer ing the pos si bil ity for nor mal live s
to peo ple whose minds and bod ies don’t match, and even the
psy chi a trists I con sulted told me that this is their only hope.”

[Re turn ing to his prac tice in Pu san, af ter a year’s train ing
at the Uni ver sity of Cal i for nia at Da vis, he found a long list
of can di dates des per ate for the op er a tion. In 1991, Kim’s

first fe male-to-male sur gery, which he also pi o neered in Ko -
rea, caught the at ten tion of the na tion’s news me dia. The
brou haha of scream ing news pa per head lines and guest ap -
pear ances on tele vi sion pro grams even tu ally died down, but
in the pro cess, some of the ta boo on pub li c dis cus sion of sex -
ual is sues and mo res in Ko rea was lifted. But it took the
emer gence of one of his pa tients as a true su per star as a fix -
ture in the Ko rean en ter tain ment world to trig ger a ma jor cul -
tural change in Ko rean sex ual at ti tudes. Miss Ha Ri Su had
lived most of her 28 years, un hap pily, as a man, un til in 2000, 
Dr. Kim trans formed her into a rav ish ing transgender beauty. 
To day Ko re ans have em braced Miss Ha, know ing full well
that this slinky, silky-haired singer, ac tor, co me di enne, and
model, armed with a 35-24-35 fig ure, was once a man. In a
per sonal pro file in The New York Times, Dr. Kim ad mit ted,
“Ha Ri Su was of great ben e fit to so cial aware ness of this is -
sue. I had no idea who she was, nor how im por tant her ex am -
ple would be come. She has en cour aged other transgender
pa tients, who have al ways had trou ble hold ing jobs; for most 
of them, liv ing in se cret, work ing in bars or as pros ti tutes was 
the only thing they could do. Now a days these peo ple can
live reg u lar  lives, as teach ers, of fice work ers or stu dents”
(French 2003). (End of update by R. T. Francoeur)]South Korea: Significant Unconventional SexualBehaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex HUSO YI [Updated 2003 by H. Yi]
It is very dif fi cult to as cer tain the ac tual fre quency of sex -

ual vi o lence in Ko rea. Ac cord ing to the Ko rean In sti tute of
Crim i nol ogy (1998), the re port rate for sex ual as saults was
es ti mated to be only 6.1% of ac tual in ci dents, whereas the
rate in the ad vanced coun tries is around 30 to 40%. In 1998,
the sex ual vi o lence coun sel ing cen ters un der the Min is try of
Health and Wel fare re ported around 25,000 cases of sex ual
vi o lence, which was twice the in ci dence in 1997. Of these
cases, 33.5% in volved rape; 21.9% in volved phys i cal sex ual
ha rass ment, and the rest were about ver bal sex ual abuse.
How ever, only 3.6% of the vic tims re ported the in ci dent to
the po lice (Ko rean In sti tute for Health and So cial Wel fare
1999). The Ko rean Sex ual Vi o lence Re lief Cen ter (1999) re -
ported that 95% of the vic tims are women (as sault ers are
mostly men) and 73% of the as sault ers are ac quain tances of
their vic tims, who range in age from the teens to the 70s.
Thirty per cent of the vic tims are chil dren un der the age of 13, 
with 50% un der the age of 19. Chang (2000) noted that sex -
ual as sault ers ex pe ri enced no guilt for their be hav ior, be liev -
ing that sex ual vi o lence may oc cur ac ci den tally as an ex pres -
sion of a nat u ral un con trollable sex ual urge of men. This con -
cep tion leads men to look at rape as a kind of sex ual act,
rather than a crime in fring ing on a woman’s body and per -
son al ity. An in ter est ing le gal as pect in sex ual vi o lence is that

cur rent law does not allow a vic -
tim to file a suit against her fa -
ther, leaving some incest victims
with no means to their rights.

In a na tion wide sur vey of
gen der roles and sex ual vi o lence 
funded by the United Na tions
De vel op ment Plan, Byun, Won,
and Chung (2000) in ter viewed
542 men and 558 women rang -
ing in age from 20 to 59 (see Ta -
ble 6). Frotteur ism, the force ful
touch ing and rub bing of the gen -
i tal area, par tic u larly in the sub -
way, is an other sex ual as sault
prob lem not in cluded in Ta ble 6. 
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Table 6

Number (and Percentage) of Cases of Sexual Violence by
Type of Offense and Age of the Victim

Age of
Victim

Obscene
Call

Penis
Exposure

Sexual
Misconduct

Attempted 
Rape Rape Others Total

> 12 1   (7.7) 4  (17.4) 5   (7.1)

13-18 3  (10.7) 7  (53.8) 1   (4.3) 2 (100.0) 1  (25.0) 14  (19.7)

19-25 3  (10.7) 5  (38.5) 13  (56.5) 1 (100.0) 2  (50.0) 24  (33.8)

26-35 9  (32.1) 3  (13.0) 1  (25.0) 13  (18.3)

36 < 13  (46.4) 2   (8.7) 15  (21.1)

Total 28 (100.0) 13 (100.0) 23 (100.0) 2 (100.0) 1 (100.0) 4 (100.0) 71 (100.0)
Source: Korean Women’s Development Institute 2000a



In 1997, 128 males were ar rested by the sub way po lice for
rub bing their gen i tals against women, and half of these sex -
ual offenders were college graduates.

With the ef fort of the women’s rights move ments, Ko rea 
has achieved sev eral le gal enforcements, as noted ear lier, to
pro tect vic tims from sex ual ha rass ment. How ever, re search
on the pub li c aware ness of the an ti-sex ual vi o lence laws
showed that only 2.1% were fa mil iar with the laws, 31.6%
had some fa mil iar ity with them, 46.5% had heard of them,
and 22.2% had never heard of them (Kim et al. 2000). Thus,
it is nec es sary to im ple ment an ef fec tive ed u ca tional pro -
gram to make the pub li c aware of the sexual violence laws.

Sexual Harassment HYUNG-KI CHOI and 
COLLEAGUES (Redacted by HUSO YI)

[Com ment 2001: Cyber-sex ual vi o lence has be come a
ma jor con cern and is sue in Ko rea. In July 2000, for ex am -
ple, a fe male mid dle-school stu dent com mit ted sui cide af ter 
be ing ha rassed by Internet post ings. In or der to pre vent sex -
ual ha rass ment on the Internet, the Min is try of In for ma tion
and Com mu ni ca tion es tab lished the Re port Cen ter of Cyber 
Sex ual Vi o lence in 2000 and has con ducted a sur vey, which
found that 58.9% of those sur veyed had ex pe ri enced cyber-
sex ual vi o lence and 14.4% had wit nessed it. Most cyber-
sex ual vi o lence oc curs in the chat rooms, bul le tin boards,
and email. The re spon dents were ha rassed by ver bal abuse,
por no graphic pic tures or mov ies, pri vate vid eos (e.g., ex po -
sure of the body or sex ual scenes), and sug ges tions of pros -
ti tu tion. (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

The is sue of sex ual ha rass ment emerged when the Ko -
rean Women’s Hot line opened in 1983. In the first sur vey of
700 mar ried women, 42% re ported that they had been hit by
their hus band at least once. Fol low ing up on the is sue, the
Hot line started to deal with the is sues of kid nap ping for
pros ti tu tion and fe male sex work ers. Dur ing this time, so ci -
ety be gan to pay at ten tion to ha rass ment against women.
There were two im por tant le gal cases about sex ual ha rass -
ment. In 1986, Kwon In-Sook, a fe male col lege stu dent,
was in ter ro gated by the po lice be cause of her de moc racy
ac tiv ism. Dur ing the in ter ro ga tion, she was sex u ally ha -
rassed by the po lice. Later, with the help of an un prec e -
dented 166 law yers’ ar gu ments and hu man rights or ga ni za -
tions, she was re leased. An other case dealt with rape. In
1988, when a woman was raped on her way home, she cut
off the of fender’s tongue. How ever, she was sen tenced to a
year in prison. The case stim u lated de bates on rape and self-
de fense and the im pli ca tion of women’s self-de fense. As a
con se quence, she was found in no cent and ac quit ted. Con -
fronted with so ci etal sit u a tions such as these, the Korean
Sexual Violence Relief Center was established in 1991.

Rape HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

In one study, al most half (45.5%) of fe male high school
stu dents re ported hav ing been sex u ally ha rassed by be ing
touched on the breast, hips, and gen i tal ar eas and, among
them, 99.3% had been ha rassed by their male friends (Kim
et al. 1997). The vic tims’ re sponses were: 70.8% tried to
avoid the sit u a tion, 11.3% showed no re sis tance, 10.1%
con fronted the harasser with shout ing, and only 0.8%
looked for help. Af ter be ing raped, 29.2% did noth ing,
25.8% talked to friends, 14.6% told their mother, 2.2% re -
ported the as sault to the po lice, and 1.1% spoke to a teacher.
Hav ing no ed u ca tion about rape and a very low re port ing
rate does noth ing to re duce the in ci dence of rape, and may
well pro mote it. [Com ment 2001: The law deal ing with rape
used to be cat e go rized un der the ti tle “Crime Against Chas -
tity.” This di vided the vic tims of rape into two groups, re -
spect able women who de serve le gal pro tec tion and those

(fallen women) who do not. There fore, it was ir rel e vant to
the court de ci sion whether or not the vic tim re sisted. Also ir -
rel e vant was the vic tim’s sex ual his tory (Chang 2000). The
myths of rape were still prev a lent among males at that time:
“Rape oc curs be cause of men’s un con trollable sex ual urge”
(69.0%), “a sexy fe male’s looks pro voke rape” (93.9%),
“the best pre ven tion is women’s cau tion” (66.2%), and
“rape can not oc cur if women per sis tently re fuse” (52.6%)
(Byun et al. 2000). (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

B. Industrial Prostitution
WHASOON BYUN and JUNGIM HWANG

(Summarized by HUSO YI)

Overview of Industrial Prostitution
The en ter tain ment in dus try in Ko rean so ci ety be gan to

grow in the 1970s, based upon the ma te rial wealth of cap i -
tal ism. Amidst a ma te ri al is tic so cial en vi ron ment, a great
change oc curred in the form of pros ti tu tion. Rather than be -
ing con fined in cer tain dis tricts, in dus trial pros ti tu tion be -
gan spread ing rap idly as a form of sec ond ary serv ice avail -
able in new en ter tain ment es tab lish ments that pro vided a
pri mary serv ice. Un like tra di tional pros ti tu tion, in dus trial
pros ti tu tion in volves es tab lish ments cen tered mainly on the 
ter tiary serv ice in dus try, in which sex can be pro vided le -
gally on the side. The ter tiary serv ice in dus try in cludes the
res tau rant and ho tel/mo tel busi ness, en ter tain ment and cul -
tural ser vices, and in di vid ual and house hold ser vices pro -
vided by in di vid u als and by com pa nies. The num ber of
women em ployed in these busi nesses rose steadily from
21.2% in 1983, to 22.9% in 1986, and 23.3% in 1989. [Com -
ment 2001: Ac cord ing to Our So ci ety Re search Cen ter
(1994), around 1.5 mil lions are en gaged in the pros ti tu tion
in dus try. That num ber was one fifth of the pop u la tion aged
15 to 29 (6.2 mil lion). Over 91% of the fe male pros ti tutes
had run away from home, and more than 90% had ex pe ri -
ences of in cest and/or had been sex u ally abused by mem -
bers of their fam ily. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)] These
businesses hire women who then provide sex as an addi -
tional service paid for at the end by the consumer.

Es tab lish ments that in cor po rate “in dus trial pros ti tu tion”
in their ser vices in clude res tau rants, sing ing-room (karaoke) 
sa lons, room sa lons (adults bars with pri vate rooms served
by es cort women), ticket cof fee shops, steambaths, (adult)
bar ber shops, and mas sage par lors. Ac cord ing to data from
the Min is try of Health and Wel fare (1998), there were
40,123 so-called sing ing-room and room sa lons un der the
cat e gory of liq uor par lors, about 3,000 steambaths, bar ber -
shops (un der the cat e gory of san i tary par lors), and 535 mas -
sage par lors, bring ing the to tal num ber of such es tab lish -
ments to 43,658. This is just the of fi cial count; the un of fi cial
count is ex pected to be much higher than this. The pros ti tu -
tion at these fa cil i ties is called “sec ond stops,” and ac cord -
ing to the spe cific type of es tab lish ment, sex ual ac tiv i ties are 
con ducted ei ther at the same place or at an other lo ca tion.
Ac cord ing to the Ko rea An ti-AIDS Fed er a tion’s spe cial ized 
anal y sis in 1997, 24.5% of the re spon dents ex pe ri enced sex
in sing ing-room sa lons and room sa lons. Other places were
in the red-light dis trict at 24%, mas sage par lors at 19.9%,
bar ber shops at 17.2%, ho tels and mo tels at 13.8%, and oth -
ers at 0.6%. A sur vey by the Ko rean Re search In sti tute on
Sex u al ity and Cul ture (Kim et al. 1997) of fe male high
school stu dents’ aware ness of sex and fac tual find ings
showed 2.1% of the 773 re spon dents said they had part-time
ex pe ri ence work ing at sing ing-room sa lons and room sa -
lons. Es pe cially, with the eco nom i cally hard times, dubbed
“the IMF [International Monetary Fund] era,” a number of
women are likely to be lured into places where industrial
prostitution is possible.
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Types of Facilities
1. Ticket Cof fee Shop: In these shops, the cus tomer pays

for tick ets sold by the hour and takes the woman out for 
sex. The money paid for the tick ets make up for the
woman’s ab sent time from the cof fee shop, whether
the time is spent drink ing wine, so cial iz ing, in pros ti -
tu tion, or other ac tiv i ties. When sex is pro vided as a
serv ice, the woman gets to keep that fee which is over
and above the shop ticket.

2. Room Sa lon: Room sa lons and reg u lar bars are al lowed 
by law to hire fe male em ploy ees and host esses. Ac -
cord ing to Ar ti cle 6 of the eighth pro vi sion of the Food
and San i ta tion Law, a host ess re fers to a woman, sin gle
or mar ried, who drinks, sings, and dances with a cus -
tomer to pro mote mer ry mak ing. These women usu ally
move to an other place with the cus tomer when he de -
cides to en gage in pros ti tu tion. Un like women at ticket
cof fee shops, these women do not get paid for the time
they lose at the shops, but go out for pros ti tu tion af ter
re port ing to their mad ams. The hostess gets to keep the
money.

3. Sing ing-Room Sa lon: By law, it is il le gal for sing ing-
room sa lons to hire fe male em ploy ees. Al though wait -
resses may be al lowed, hir ing a host ess is for bid den.
Re al ity does not fol low the law, and a lot of pubs have
fe male host esses ca ter ing to cus tom ers. The types of
pros ti tu tion be ing con ducted in these sing ing-room sa -
lons is iden ti cal to that at reg u lar room sa lons, the only
dif fer ence be ing that the host esses have to report to the
owner, not to the madams.

4. Bar ber shops, steambaths, and mas sage par lors: The fe -
male em ploy ees at bar ber shops, steambaths, and mas -
sage par lors pro vide shav ing, mas sag ing, and bath ing
ser vices prior to pros ti tu tion. At bar ber shops, the fe -
male em ploy ees pro vide shaves and mas sages to the
cus tom ers, and at steambaths, the women bathe the
cus tom ers and pro vide mas sages, dur ing which they
in cite sex ual de sires and then pro vide pros ti tu tion. At
mas sage par lors, blind mas seuses and fe male work ers
are em ployed, with the lat ter pro vid ing pros ti tu tion.
When there were no fe male em ploy ees avail able, the
blind women used to pro vide sex, but with the in tro -
duc tion of fe male em ploy ees, pros ti tu tion at mas sage
par lors came into full swing. At most of these par lors,
the cost for pros ti tu tion is in cluded in the over all
charge. The women take their share from the pros ti tu -
tion and the own ers take the re main der. Pros ti tu tion is
much more likely to oc cur in the bar ber shops, steam -
baths, and massage parlors than in the other facilities
listed above.

Each fa cil ity has slightly dif fer ent char ac ter is tics on the
ba sis of its own type of ser vices. But re gard less of the type,
pros ti tu tion is an im por tant fac tor that main tains these fa cil -
i ties, where both the main serv ice and pros ti tu tion are be ing
con ducted un der the pro tec tion of the facility.

Analysis of Industrial Prostitution
Many sociocultural, eco nomic, and in sti tu tional fac tors

draw women into in dus trial pros ti tu tion. From the per spec -
tive of sociocultural fac tors, a lot of women sur veyed were
ex posed to the adult-en ter tain ment in dus try at an early age
be cause they had ei ther run away from home or in dulged in
de lin quency. They tended to run away be cause they did not
want to study or be cause they were reared in an un fa vor able
home en vi ron ment. More of ten than not, if the woman is a
bread win ner for the fam ily, al beit sin gle or mar ried, she
usu ally se lects the serv ice in dus try af ter a di vorce or sep a ra -

tion to make a liv ing. The serv ice in dus try is an easy way to
make a lot of money in a short pe ri od of time. Women who
choose this serv ice in dus try may do so be cause they do not
have much ed u ca tion, have no spe cial skills, or do not want
to work in a fac tory. Most of the women had ex pe ri ence
work ing in a le git i mate com pany be fore they turned to the
pros ti tu tion serv ice in dus try. But, they ei ther failed or
worked at low-pay ing jobs. Some times, they had no other
choice but to quit their jobs to es cape a hos tile work en vi -
ron ment in which a su per vi sor pres sured them for sex.
Mean while, with the na tion wide eco nomic cri sis of the
“IMF era,” women have been observed moonlighting in the
sex trade because they did not make enough money.

From the in sti tu tional per spec tive, all work fa cil i ties
have health per mits, but if a woman con tracts ve ne real dis -
ease, she tends to it on her own. That is why a health per mit
be comes use less in solv ing the prob lem. Also, there are no
so cial ser vices that pros ti tutes can uti lize, and they do not
even look for them. The health per mits are taken care of by
the owner. Nor mally, es tab lish ments in volved in in dus trial 
pros ti tu tion re ceive per mits from the gov ern ment. There -
fore, the ex ploi ta tion link is not as con spic u ous as in the
case of tra di tional pros ti tu tion. But de spite that fact, many
parts of the man age ment struc ture are dis trib uted among
the women, those in volved in the trade and re lated agen -
cies, all of whom together collude in whatever corruption
is needed.

[Com ment 2001: In a re port by the Se oul Met ro pol i tan
Po lice Agency, among 222 teen age fe male pros ti tutes,

• 67 (30.2%) were 16 years old, 48 (21.6%) were 18 years
old, 38 (17.1%) were 15 years old, 35 (15.8%) were 17
years old, 26 (11.7%) were 14 years old, and 8 girls were
un der the age of 13.

• 47.3% of the girls at tended school and the rest were sus -
pended.

• 23 had been sen tenced to pro ba tion.

As for 282 adult male part ners,

• 123 (43.6%) were in their 30s, 115 (40.8%) were in their
20s, 36 (12.7%) were in their 40s, 5 (1.5%) were in their
teen years, and 3 (1.1%) were over 50.

• 137 of them had been sen tenced to prison and 145 were
on pro ba tion.

• Half (53.5%) of the men met the women on the Internet,
62 (22.2%) met them through “tele phone rooms,” 38
(13.5%) met them by voicemail, 18 (6.4%) met them
through friends, and 13 (4.6%) worked on the street (Re -
port Cen ter of Cyber Sex ual Vi o lence 2000). (Tele phone
rooms are tele phone booths lo cated in pri vate spaces
where some one can call an other per son to ar range for sex 
or call a sex worker for phone sex. Tele phone calls in a
pri vate home can be eas ily traced and show up on the
tele phone bill, so Ko re ans are more likely to use the pri -
vate tele phone room. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)]

C. Pornography WHASOON BYUN and JUNGIM
HWANG (Summarized by HUSO YI)

His tor i cally, the ear li est doc u mented erot ica can be
found in the Koryo pe ri od (918-1392). Since the 17th cen -
tury, erot ica has been freely im ported from China for the en -
joy ment of or di nary peo ple. Com pared to China and Ja pan,
Ko rea was some what late in de vel op ing a taste for por nog -
ra phy be cause of the unique char ac ter is tics of con ser va tism
in the Chosun dy nasty. Later in the 18th cen tury, erot ica was 
cre ated and pro duced by Ko re ans and widely dis trib uted.
How ever, the Ko rean erot ica was not as ex plicit as much of
that from China and Ja pan. Af ter the in dus tri al iza tion of the
1970s, var i ous kinds of por nog ra phy were de vel oped as in
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other coun tries. Be fore the Internet was cre ated, the main
source for ac cess ing por nog ra phy was at lodg ing houses
and late-night cof fee shops that served the role of adult the -
aters. To day, ac cess to por nog ra phy has been much eas ier
via Internet adult tele vi sion, adult magazines, video pur -
chases and rentals, and computer programs.

In a study of 1,976 male and 3,134 fe male high school
stu dents, 60.5% of the male stu dents had seen all kinds of
por no graphic ma te ri als, such as mag a zines, adult vid eos,
and com puter-re lated ma te ri als, 28.1% had ex pe ri ence only 
with mag a zines, 27.4% only with adult vid eos, and 3.6%
only with com puter pro grams. Just un der 2% had not seen
any adult erot ica. Mean while, 52.2% of the fe male stu dents
had never seen adult mag a zines, 36.3% no adult mov ies,
and 93.9% no com puter-re lated adult ma te ri als (Kim et al.
1997). Con sid er ing the lack of ad e quate sex u al ity ed u ca -
tion for Ko rean ad o les cents, the im pact of their ex po sure to
por nog ra phy re mains to be stud ied. In 1997, for ex am ple,
three 17-year-old male stu dents and a 15-year-old fe male
stu dent re corded their sex ual in ter course on vid eo tape and
sold it. The tape was spread na tion wide. Af ter con vic tion,
one male was sen tenced to six months in a ju ve nile prison,
the other males were sen tenced to work in so cial wel fare,
and the fe male stu dent re ceived two years of guidance.
They said that they just wanted to make a tape like adults do.South Korea: Contraception, Abortion, and Population Planning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A. Contraception
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

Af ter 1961, when most ac tive con tra cep tive pro grams
were started, mar ried women who prac ticed con tra cep tion
in creased from 44.2% in 1976 to 80.5% in 1997 (see Ta ble
7). The most com mon method of con tra cep tion in 1976
was va sec tomy, fol lowed by the intrauterine de vice (IUD), 
oral pills, con doms, and fal lo pian tubal li ga tion. In 1988,
the most com mon form be came tubal li ga tion
(37.2%). In 1997, the most com mon form of
con tra cep tion was still tubal li ga tion (24.1%),
fol lowed by con doms, va sec tomy, the IUD, and
oral pills. The us age of the IUD and oral pill is
considerably low in Korea.

B. Teenage (Unmarried) Pregnancies

HUSO YI

As noted ear lier, pre mar i tal sex ual ex pe ri -
ence is still pro hib ited, and there is a strong de -
nial of ad o les cents’ sex ual re la tion ships. Be -
sides, ad o les cent preg nancy and abor tion are an -
other se ri ous prob lem. It is es ti mated that around
one third of all abor tions might be per formed
among un mar ried ad o les cents (Youn 1995).
How ever, no of fi cial re port has been pub lished
on ad o les cent preg nancy and abor tion. Given the 
fact that be ing a teen age mother is most un de sir -
able, ad o les cents may have two choices, abor -
tion or adop tion: “Most ad o les cent moth ers who
carry their preg nan cies to term sur ren der their
ba bies to adop tion agen cies” (Youn 1996, 630).
Ac cord ing to the Ko rean Min is try of Health and
Wel fare, the num ber of ba bies given up by ad o -
les cent moth ers was 1,904 in 1993, 1,781 in 1994 
(Youn 1995) and 1,802 in 1999 (Min is try of
Health and Wel fare, MOHW 2000) In sum mary,
one third of the abor tion cases were per formed
on preg nant teens and one third of the adopted
babies were surrendered by teens (see Table 8).

C. Abortion HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
(Redacted by HUSO YI)

In Ko rean law, an in duced abor tion, de fined as the re -
mov ing of a fe tus be fore the 28th week of ges ta tion, is al -
lowed in cases of ge net i cally in her ited dis eases, trans mit ted 
dis eases, in cest, rape, and those cases that may greatly harm 
ma ter nal health. How ever, it has been used as a form of con -
tra cep tion in Ko rea, and the num ber of in duced abor tions
runs be tween 1.5 to 2 mil lion cases an nu ally. There are
600,000 new borns in Ko rea each year, and the num ber of
abor tions is nearly three times the num ber of de liv er ies. The 
to tal num ber of abor tions in Ko rea is the sec ond high est in
the world. One out of two mar ried women has ex pe ri enced
an abor tion. Eighty per cent of abor tions are done for gen -
der-se lec tion pur poses, us ing an ul tra sound scan to as cer -
tain the gen der, and then se lec tively abort ing fe male fe -
tuses. Those who seek abor tions for rea sons de fined by the
law ac count for only 20% of all abor tions. Un mar ried
women have 18.5% of the in duced abor tions; 26.5% of
these women were be tween ages 16 and 20. The over -
whelm ing ma jor ity of women who had an abor tion, 77.9%
of mar ried women and 71.3% of un mar ried women, re -
ported sat is fac tion with the re sults of the abor tion. This re -
flects, perhaps, the fact that abortion has become common -
place in Korea (PPFK 1996).

D. Cesarean Operations HUSO YI
Ko rea’s fre quency of ce sar ean (c-) sec tion de liv ery is

the high est in the world. Ac cord ing to the Na tional Health
In sur ance Cor po ra tion (NHIC), al most half (43%) of the
Ko rean women who had a baby in 1999 de liv ered by the ce -
sar ean op er a tion. The rate of in crease has been sur pris ingly
rapid: from 6.0% in 1985, to 13.3% in 1990, to 21.3% in
1995, and most recently, in 1999, to 43%.

By age-co hort group, 29.4% of moth ers un der 19 years
old de liv ered by c-sec tion, with 37.0% of moth ers be tween
ages 20 and 24, 40.7% be tween ages 25 and 29, 46.5% be -
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Table 7

Contraceptive-Practice Rate of Married Women, Aged 15-44

Year Total
Tubec -
tomy

Va sec -
tomy IUD Pills Condom Others

1976  44.2%  4.1% 10.5% 7.8% 7.8%  6.3% 11.3%

1979  54.5% 14.5%  9.6% 7.2% 7.2%  5.2% 12.1%

1982  57.7% 23.0%  6.7% 5.4% 5.4%  7.2% 10.3%

1985  70.4% 31.6%  7.4% 4.3% 4.3%  7.2% 11.0%

1988  77.1% 37.2%  6.7% 2.8% 2.8% 10.2%  9.2%

1991  79.4% 35.3%  9.0% 3.0% 3.0% 10.2%  9.9%

1994  77.4% 28.6% 10.5% 1.8% 1.8% 14.3% 10.6%

1997  80.5% 24.1% 13.2% 1.8% 1.8% 15.1% 13.6%
Source: Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs 1998

Table 8

Number of Adopted Children, 1995-1999

Total Domestic Overseas

1995 3,205 1,025 2,180

1996 3,309 1,229 2,080

1997 3,469 1,412 2,057

1998 3,675 1,426 2,249

1999 (1,802)a/4,135 (645)/1,726 (1,157)/2,409
aNumbers in parentheses are the number of adopted children surrendered by
adolescent mothers; the number following the / is the total number of adopted
children.
Source: Ministry of Health and Welfare 2000: Child Health



tween 30 and 34, 58.4% be tween 35 and 39, and 68.7% over 
40 years old (see the NHIC Web site: http://www.nhic.or.kr, 
in Korean).

The high est c-sec tion fre quency rate among hos pi tals
was 75.6% of all de liv er ies. Even the low est hos pi tal rate
(16.1%) ex ceeded the World Health Or ga ni za tion (WHO)
rec om men da tion of 10%. The 1999 rates for the United
States was 20% and for Ja pan, 15%. A sur vey showed that
80% of the par tic i pants were rec om mended by doc tors for
cesareans with out de tailed ben e fits and risks (Kim 2000).
The main rea son of the high est rate co mes from the in sur -
ance pol icy. Nat u ral de liv ery costs about US$40 for out pa -
tients and US$330 for in pa tients, whereas the op er a tion
costs US$180 for out pa tients and US$860 for in pa tients. In
ad di tion, in cases of nat u ral de liv ery, women need to be
taken care of for at least 12 hours, but ce sar ean op er a tions
only take 40 min utes. Law suit cases re gard ing vag i nal de -
liv ery ac ci dents ranks the first. Thus, doc tors pre fer the
high-profit and low-risk ce sar ean op er a tion. The is sue re -
ceived pub li c at ten tion right af ter NHIC an nounced the an -
nual re port on ce sar ean op er a tions in July of 2000. Since
then, women’s rights groups have worked to promote the
“right of choice” for women’s bodies, together with the
issue of abortion.

E. Population Programs
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

Fam ily plan ning started in Ko rea in 1961 with the slo -
gan of “Two chil dren whether they are a boy or a girl.” The
pop u la tion-in crease rate has di min ished from 2.32 in 1970
to 1.54 in 1980 to 1.02 in 1997. The to tal fer til ity rate has
also de creased from 4.5 in 1970 to 2.8 in 1980 to 1.6 in 1997
(see Ta bles 9 and 10). Ko rea’s pop u la tion-in crease rate and
fer til ity rate de creased only af ter con sid er able ef fort. Al -
though the trend and cur rent rates are en cour ag ing, this
trend has not be come solid. The rea sons for this un cer tainty

are as fol lows: First, the strong pref er ence to ward boys is
wors en ing the male-to-fe male ra tio. Sec ond, late de liv er ies
for women in their later 30s are in creas ing. There are also
sig nif i cant in creases in the re ver sal of tubal li ga tions and
va sec to mies. Third, there still ex ists a high rate of un wanted 
preg nan cies, which cor re sponds to the high rate of in duced
abor tion. Fourth, the num ber of em i grants has de creased
con sid er ably, but im mi grants into Ko rea have in creased re -
cently. Fifth, the rapid de crease in the death ratio is produc -
ing significant increases in the adult and elderly popula -
tions.South Korea: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
Incidence, Patterns, and Trends

HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES
Ko rean law lists syph i lis, gon or rhea, chla myd ia, her pes, 

candida, chan cre, can croids, nongonococcal ure thri tis, and
lymphogranuloma venereum as sex u ally trans mit ted dis -
eases. The num ber of STDs steadily de clined from 145,802
cases in 1985, to 121,585 in 1990, and to 120,320 in 1995,
but it in creased to 127,389 in 1996 and 134,726 in 1997. Be -
gin ning in 1984, a law man dated that those who are em -
ployed in sit u a tions with a high risk of STDs must have reg -
u lar screen ings. There are 324 cen ters des ig nated to pre -
vent, di ag nose, and treat sex u ally trans mit ted diseases (see
Table 11).

B. HIV/AIDS
Incidence, Patterns, and Trends

HUSO YI [Updated 2003 by H. Yi]
The first re port of an HIV-pos i tive for eign er in Ko rea

came in June 1985, fol lowed by the first re port of a Ko rean
HIV-pos i tive case (con tracted abroad) in De cem ber 1985

(for re view, see Oh & Choe 1999). The first
AIDS pa tient was di ag nosed in Feb ru ary
1987 fol low ing an un safe trans fu sion in
Kenya. As of the end of 1998, the to tal num -
ber of HIV-pos i tive cases in Ko rea was 876
and the num ber of AIDS pa tients was 131
(see Ta ble 12). The es ti mated num ber of
HIV-pos i tive cases as of the end of 2000 is
around 5,000, most of them be ing in their 20s 
and 30s. Ac cord ing to a re cent re port by the
Na tional In sti tute of Health of South Ko rea
(2002), as of Sep tem ber 2002, Ko rea had
1,888 HIV-pos i tive cases; 277 new cases
were re ported in 2002. The an nual-in crease
rate from 1994 to 1998 was 12.8%. In 1999,
the in crease was 44% com pared to the pre -
vious five years. The rea sons for this sig nif i -
cant in crease can be found in the in crease in
vol un tary test ing, in creased aware ness of
HIV/AIDS pre ven tion, and the need for HIV
treat ment. How ever, a 17.7% in crease oc -
curred from 1999 to 2000, with a 51.1% in -
crease from 2000 to 2001 (see Ta ble 12). The 
HIV in fec tion rate in 2002 in creased by 20%
from the same pe ri od the pre vious year and,
at the end of 2002, 400 new HIV cases were
reported (CDCNPIN 2002, 2003).

Ta ble 13 shows the ep i de mi ol ogy of HIV
in fec tion in Ko rea. Sex ual con tact ac counted
for 1,505 cases (97.2%): hetero sex u al con -
tact for 1048 cases (67.7%), and homo sex u al
for 457 (29.5%).
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Table 9

Natural Population Increase Rate

Year 1970 1980 1985 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997

Rate 2.32 1.54 1.02 9.5 1.08 1.13 1.08 1.06 1.04 0.99 1.02
Source: National Statistical Office 1999b

Table 10

Total Fertility Rate

Year 1970 1980 1985 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997

Rate 4.5 2.8 1.7 1.6 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.6 1.6
Source: National Statistical Office 1999b

Table 11

STD Screening Criteria and Required Frequency of Tests

Frequency of Tests

Serologic Test STD Test  

Waitresses and dancers at foreign
amusement restaurants

Once every 3
months

Once a week

Waitresses and dancers at
amusement restaurants

Once every 3
months

Once a month

Service girls at lodging houses/
love motels

Once every 6
months

Once every 6
months

Service Girls at massage rooms Once every 3
months

Once every 3
months

Source: Ministry of Health and Welfare 1999



Availability of Treatment, Prevention Programs,
and Government Policies HUSO YI

With the ini tial re port of an HIV-pos i tive case in 1985, the
Ko rean gov ern ment en acted a strict law to deal with this
threat. Man da tory screen ing of all blood prod ucts was in sti -
tuted in July 1985 and ex panded in July 1987. Ac cord ing to
the AIDS Pre ven tion Law en acted in De cem ber 1987, man -
da tory HIV test ing was re quired of cer tain groups at high
risk: over seas sail ors and those fe male work ers at cof fee
shops, bar ber shops, amuse ment res tau rants, lodg ing houses,
and mas sage par lors (note In dus trial Pros ti tu tion in Sec tion 8, 
above). The lat ter group could not get work ing per mis sion
with out HIV test ing. The man da tory HIV-test ing law stopped 
in June 1993. Yet, the pro grams pro vided by the law in clude
in form ing the spouse and friends of HIV/AIDS-infected per -
sons and close surveillance.

Peo ple with HIV are re quired to re ceive HIV-pre ven tion 
train ing and coun sel ing at lo cal health cen ters, as well as to
re port to a gov ern ment of fice when mov ing. The gov ern -
ment pro vides med i ca tion for HIV/AIDS for free. The
prob lem, how ever, is that these pa tients with HIV/AIDS
first have to pay for med i ca tions at the hos pi tal and then re -
quest re im burse ment. Thus, if they do not have enough
money for treat ment in the first 3 months, they can not get
med i ca tion. With re spect to the HIV test, vol un tary tests
rarely oc curred be cause of the man da tory law for re port ing.
Only tar geted groups in the sex in dus try get man da tory test -
ing. The cur rent pol icy does not con sid er the rights of peo -
ple with HIV. Once no ti fied that they are HIV-pos i tive, they
are listed un der the per ma nent con trol of the gov ern ment, so 
they can not guar an tee their pri vacy. It is re ported that peo -
ple with HIV suf fer more from gov ern ment sur veil lance
than from ill ness and/or the fact of HIV in fec tion. The
AIDS-re lated law states that if peo ple with HIV re fuse to re -
port reg u larly, gov ern ment of fi cers, des ig nated by the state
gov er nor or the Min is try of Health de part ment, can visit
them in their liv ing places with out no ti fi ca tion and take
them to sep a rate places for treat ment. In case they re fuse the 
of fi cer’s acts, they will be sen tenced for one year in prison
or a US$1,000 fine. Peo ple with HIV can not work in the
man da tory test ing places. As shown, un like those of de vel -
oped coun tries, the AIDS-pre ven tion law is pri mar ily to en -

force pun ish ment and not to pro tect those with HIV, so that
it cer tainly vi o lates hu man rights (Chung 1999). In or der to
en sure their rights, ac tual name re port ing at gov ern ment of -
fices, man da tory test ing, sep a ra tion for treat ment, and ex -
ces sive crim i nal law en force ment should be re vised. Mean -
while, aware ness about the im por tance of HIV test ing may
be different issue. A study reported that, among 507 college
students, only 5 male students and 1 female student had
taken the HIV test (Kang 1994).

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
The Re pub lic of Ko rea has a low HIV-prev a lence rate. By
the end of June 2000, a cu mu la tive to tal of 1,282 HIV cases
in clud ing 197 AIDS cases had been re ported. An es ti mated
4,000 HIV-in fected in di vid u als were liv ing in the coun try at 
the end of 2001 (prev a lence of 0.01% among peo ple aged
15 to 49.) The great ma jor ity (96%) of HIV in fec tions are
es ti mated to be sex u ally trans mit ted, with 13% oc cur ring
among women. Na tional seroprevalence sur veys have iden -
ti fied only sporadic cases of HIV infection.

[The seroprevalence of syph i lis is also very low (0.03%
among blood do nors). Gono coc cal antimicrobial re sis tance
is high; in 2000, pen i cil lin re sis tance was 80% and quinolone 
(ciprofloxacin) re sis tance, 79.5%. Be hav ioral sur veys in
2001 found that 26.8% of sex work ers re ported us ing con -
doms dur ing all sexual contacts.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 4,000 (rate: < 0.1%)
Women ages 15-49: 960
Chil dren ages 0-15: < 100

[An es ti mated 220 adults and chil dren died of AIDS dur -
ing 2001.

[At the end of 2001, an es ti mated 1,000 South Ko rean
chil dren un der age 15 were liv ing with out one or both par -
ents who had died of AIDS. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]South Korea: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

A. Sexual Dysfunctions and Attitudes
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

Erec tile dys func tion in males and in hib ited fe male or -
gasm were the most fre quently re ported dys func tions (Yoo

et al. 1989). Male ex pec ta tion anx i -
ety and fe male or gas mic dis or der
were highly re lated to mo ral ity by
re press ing sex ual de sire. In terms
of mo ral ity, it was also pointed out
that mas tur ba tion and sex ual fan -
tasy were ef fec tive ther apy for sin -
gle adults, but lit tle re search had
been done with mar ried cou ples. In
their study, more than 90% of the
120 mar ried-cou ple re spon dents
had sex ual fan ta sies. With re spect
to the con tent of the sex ual fan ta -
sies, the fe male showed more var i -
ous con tent than those of the males: 
re place ment of the part ner (52.6%
of males and 38.5% of fe males);
un usual po si tions (21.1% of males
and 13.2% of fe males); un usual
sex ual ac tiv ity (15.8% of males and 
3.8% of fe males); group-sex ex pe -
ri ences (7.9% of males and 1.9% of
fe males), and the use of sex toys
(2.6% of males and 3.8% of fe -
males). The fol low ing things were
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Table 12

HIV/AIDS Cases in Korea, 1985-2002 (September)

Total 1985-93 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

HIV infected 1,888 323 89 108 102 124 129 186 219 331 277

Women   221  34 11  19  12  17  18  26  25  35  24

AIDS patients   312  16 11  14  22  33  35  34  32  42  73

AIDS deaths   403  42 13  21  33  36  46  43  52  58  59
Source: Korean National Institute of Health 2002

Table 13

Routes of HIV Infection in Korea, 1999

Route of Infection Cases   Route of Infection Cases

Sexual contact   Blood products  17
  Korean heterosexual 339   Maternal   1
  Foreign heterosexual 236   Intravenous drug use   0
  Homosexual 191   Others  42
Blood transfusion
  Domestic  10   Total 876
  Abroad  11
Source: Ministry of Health and Welfare 1999



only fan ta sized by the fe males: forced sex ual en coun ters,
sa dis tic im ag ery, ob ser va tion of sex ual ac tiv ity, and sex ual
ac tiv i ties with an i mals. Thirty per cent of the fe males gave
no re sponse. The find ings sug gested conflicts between the
females’ sexual desires and their activities, which results in
sexual dysfunction.

B. The Availability of Diagnosis and Treatment
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

(Redacted by HUSO YI)

[Com ment 2001: Sex ther apy was first of fered by a few
psy chi a trists in the 1970s, and un til the early 1980s, only par -
tial anal y ses through case stud ies were avail able (Yoo et al.
1990). Later in the 1980s, as Ko rean so ci ety be came more
West ern ized, the is sue of sex ual dys func tions re ceived at ten -
tion. The first sex ther apy clinic was es tab lished in April
1986 at Yonsei Med i cal Cen ter. The clinic de vel oped a Ko -
rean ver sion of the Self-Eval u a tion of Sex ual Be hav ior &
Grat i fi ca tion (Lief 1981) and DSFI: Derogatis Sex ual Func -
tion ing In ven tory (Derogatis & Melisoratos 1979). These
Ko rean trans la tions were eval u ated for re li abil ity and va lid -
ity and have been ef fec tive in sex-ther apy set tings (Lee et al.
1989). In a re view of the 231 pa tients who vis ited the sex
ther apy clinic from its open ing to April 1995, 75.8% were
male and 24.2% were fe male. The most prev a lent sex ual dis -
or ders were male erec tile dys func tion (40.1%), pre ma ture
ejacu la tion (20.3%), and in hib ited fe male or gasm (10.6%).
Those who un der went sex ther apy with their part ners were
11. 5% where the male had the prob lem and 20.0% where it
was the fe male, which were sig nif i cantly lower than those in
West ern coun tries (Yoo 1999) (End of comment by Huso Yi)]

Since the 1980s, there has been a rapid in crease in the
num ber of pub li ca tions as so ci ated with sex ual dys func tion
and andrology. In the Jour nal of Urol ogy, there were 13 pa -
pers pub lished by Ko rean re search ers and cli ni cians in
1983. This in creased to 33 in 1988, and to 52 in 1993. In an
ef fort to ac com mo date this in crease, the Ko rean Jour nal of
Andrology be gan pub lish ing in 1989. Andrology, a text book 
on sex ual dys func tion and in fer til ity, was authored by Hee-
Young Lee, and in 1995, Sae-Chul Kim pub lished Di ag no -
sis and Treat ment of Male Sex ual Dys func tion. Hyung-Ki
Choi also pub lished the ex pe ri ences of a sex ual dys func tion 
clinic to further the knowledge of the general public.

Male sex ual dys func tion in cludes a de crease in li bido,
erec tile dys func tion, and ejac u la tory ab nor mal ity. It is es ti -
mated that there are 1.2 mil lion such pa tients in Ko rea. This
num ber is ever in creas ing be cause of pro longed life ex pec -
tancy, stress, and var i ous traf fic and in dus trial ac ci dents.
Since penile pros the sis im plan ta tion was in tro duced by
Pro fes sor Hyung-Ki Choi and Sae-Chul Kim in Ko rea in
1983, some 800 cases were per formed as of 1995. Pro fes sor
Hee-Young Lee in tro duced tri ple phar ma co logic agents for
cor po ral in jec tion in pa tients with erec tile dys func tion, and
vas cu lar re con struc tion for arteriogenic im po tence was first 
per formed in 1989. Sildenafil sul fate (Viagra) has been
avail able to Ko rean pa tients since Oc to ber 1999. In Ko rea,
pa tients over 21 can pur chase a monthly al low ance of 8
sildenafil pills (Viagra) with writ ten proof from a physician
that they are free from any cardiovascular diseases.

No na tion wide data on the clin i cal pro files of sex ual dys -
func tions are yet avail able in Ko rea. In 1998, Hyung-Ki Choi 
from Yonsei Uni ver sity re ported the re sults of 2,000 con sec -
u tive pa tients vis it ing a sex ual dys func tion clinic from Sep -
tem ber 1995 to March 1997. Pa tients in their 40s were most
com mon at 29.4%, and un mar ried pa tients com prised 11.5%. 
The most com mon com plaint was erec tile dys func tion with
61.8%, pre ma ture ejacu la tion with 15.0%, and those with
both dis eases at 11.7%; 40.4% of pa tients had a pre vious ex -

pe ri ence of coun sel ing or treat ment with health care pro fes -
sion als, 70.3% be ing non-phy si cian care. The most com mon
as so ci ated dis eases were di a be tes (17.3%) and car dio vas cu -
lar ab nor mal ity (13.8%). Med i cal treat ment was of fered in
64.7% of the pa tients, and among them, 21.5% gained erec -
tile ability capable of intromission.

[Com ment 2001: An other well-known sex ther apy clinic
is the Se oul-Cor nell Clinic for Hu man Sex u al ity, with Dr.
Hyun Uk Seol, who is a mem ber of the So ci ety for Sci en tific
Study of Sex u al ity and was trained in sex ther apy by Dr.
Helen Singer Kaplan at Cor nell Med i cal School in New York 
City. His clinic opened in 1995 and he has pub lished a dozen
books about sex u al ity from his own pub lish er, Sex-Acad -
emy. His sex ther apy website (http://www.sex-acad emy
.com; con tact: seolhu@nuri.net) has good re sources with
 online sex coun sel ing. (End of com ment by Huso Yi)]

C. Therapist Training and Certification HUSO YI
There is no or ga ni za tion of fer ing a cer tif i cate for sex

ther apy, nor is there any in sti tu tional train ing pro gram for
sex ther apy in Ko rea. Usu ally, med i cal doc tors, who are
trained in psy chi a try, ob stet rics and gy ne col ogy, urol ogy,
andrology, and its re lated fields, prac tice sex ther apy. In the
med i cal school, the need for courses about sex u al ity has
been dis cussed, but the prob lem re mains as to which de part -
ment should be re spon si ble for the cur ric ula (Hong et al.
1993). For sex u al ity coun sel ing, sev eral or ga ni za tions, such
as the Sex ual Vi o lence Re lief Cen ter, the Planned Par ent -
hood Fed er a tion of Ko rea (PPFK), the Young Women’s
Chris tian As so ci a tion (YWCA), and other so cial wel fare or -
ga ni za tions have de vel oped their own pro grams on sex u al -
ity coun selor certification, so that no official criteria or
guidelines have yet been established.South Korea: Sex Research and AdvancedProfessional Education

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

A. Graduate Programs and 
Sexological Research

HUSO YI

The Ko rean Re search In sti tute for Cul ture and Sex u al ity 
was founded in July 1996 un der the su per vi sion of the
Planned Par ent hood Fed er a tion of Ko rea with fund ing from 
the Ko rean gov ern ment. The tasks of this In sti tute are to re -
solve the prob lems of male pref er ence and the im bal ance of
sex-ra tio at birth, pre vent abor tion by pro mot ing con tra cep -
tive use, and es tab lish ef fec tive sex u al ity ed u ca tion. The In -
sti tute has con ducted not only na tion wide stud ies about the
is sues of ad o les cent and adult sex u al ity, but also in ves ti -
gated sex u al ity ed u ca tion and coun sel ing cen ters all over
the coun try. The In sti tute has been very suc cess ful in de vel -
op ing re sources for sex u al ity ed u ca tion, with more than 200 
vi sual ma te ri als and a guide book of sex u al ity ed u ca tion.
Es pe cially, the ma jor achieve ment is that the In sti tute has
of fered train ing pro grams in sex u al ity ed u ca tion and coun -
sel ing for the of fi cers at lo cal health cen ters, and school
teach ers since 1997. The train ing is com posed of three
courses. The train ees first at tend lec tures and a field study at 
a sex u al ity ed u ca tion cen ter, and then at tend 20 ses sions of
sex u al ity ed u ca tion and 50 ses sions of a coun sel ing in tern -
ship. In the last course, they par tic i pate in the dis cus sion of
case stud ies, sex u al ity coun sel ing su per vi sion, and psy cho -
log i cal test ing. Those who pass the course receive the cer -
tificate of sexuality educator/counseling specialist (PPFK
2000). For information, see http://www.yline.re.kr; con -
tact: sjoon@ppfk.re.kr.

The Ko rean So ci ety of Hu man Sex u al ity (KSHS) was
founded in 1988 and lasted un til 1995. Com posed mainly of 
schol ars in med i cal sci ence, KSHS also in cluded so cial sci -
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en tists, psy chol o gists, re la tion ship coun sel ors, and other
pro fes sion als. The So ci ety pub lished the Jour nal of the Ko -
rean So ci ety for Hu man Sex u al ity, as well as held monthly
col lo quia on sex ual is sues and top ics, such as sex ther apy,
sex u al ity and re li gion, sex u al ity ed u ca tion, sex ual phys i ol -
ogy, sex and art, transsexualism, homo sex u ali ty, psy cho -
sex ual de vel op ment, and so on. All ab stracts of the jour nal
(1989-1994) are avail able in English. Efforts were under -
way in 2001 to revive the organization.

In 1997, Ewha Woman’s Uni ver sity* opened the Ko rean 
Women’s In sti tute and of fered women’s stud ies courses at
the un der grad u ate level. The De part ment of Women’s Stud -
ies was es tab lished in the grad u ate school in 1982 and ex -
panded to of fer Ph.D. de grees in 1990. Through such
achieve ments, Ewha Woman’s Uni ver sity has led in the de -
vel op ment of women’s stud ies in Ko rea. The Asian Cen ter
for Women’s Stud ies (ACWS) was es tab lished in May 1995
for the pur pose of fos ter ing an un der stand ing of women’s is -
sues in Asia through ex ten sive re search, ed u ca tional pro -
grams, and in ter na tion al ex changes (ACWS 2000). Since
then, the ACWS has con ducted the “Asian Women’s Stud ies 
Cur ric u lum De vel op ment Pro ject” and Eng lish lec tures/
work shops on “Women in Ko rea,” held an in ter na tion al
con fer ence on women’s stud ies, and pub lished the Asian
Jour nal of Women’s Stud ies. For in for ma tion, see http://
home.ewha.ac.kr/~ewsadmin/www_page/eng/ (in Eng lish);
contact: acwsewha@mm.ehwa.ac.kr.

The Ko rean Women’s De vel op ment In sti tute (KWDI) is 
not fo cused mainly on sexological re search it self, yet the
KWDI, funded by Ko rean gov ern ment, im ple ments nu mer -
ous re search ac tiv i ties and pro jects in re la tion to gen der and
sex u al ity, with the De part ments of Law and Pol i tics, Ed u ca -
tion, La bor and Sta tis tics, Fam ily Health and Wel fare, So -
cial Cul ture, and In for ma tion De vel op ment. The In sti tute
pub lishes an an nual re port com par ing sta tis tics for women
and men, con ducts re search on sex ual abuse, sex u al ity ed u -
ca tion, and pros ti tu tion, and pro duces vi sual ma te ri als on
these top ics (KWDI 1999). For information: http://kwdi
.re.kr; contact: S4KWDI@unitel.or.kr.

[Up date 2003: The Ko rean Sex ual-Mi nor ity Cul ture and
Rights Cen ter (KSCRC), founded in Au gust 2002, was the
first in ter dis ci plin ary cen ter for re search, pol icy ad vo cacy,
ed u ca tion, cul tural events, and pub li ca tion in the LGBTQ
com mu nity. KSCRC pub lishes a quar terly mag a zine and
trans la tions in sex u al ity and gen der stud ies, as well as plans
to con duct re search about the live s of in di vid u als who are
sex ual mi nor i ties. For in for ma tion: http://kscrc.org/en/; con -
tact: Huso Yi, kscrc-en@kscrc.org. (End of up date by H. Yi)]

B. Sexological Organization and Publications
HYUNG-KI CHOI and COLLEAGUES

In Jan u ary 1982, at a World Health Or ga ni za tion meet -
ing, the Ko rean So ci ety of Andrology was formed with
plans to pub lish a jour nal. The sec ond meet ing was held in
Sep tem ber 1983. The in ter est in this new field of med i cine
was am pli fied by the first Ko rean im plan ta tion of a penile
pros the sis in De cem ber 1983. The Ko rean So ci ety en rolled
as a mem ber of the In ter na tion al So ci ety of Andrology in
1985. The Asia-Pa cific So ci ety for Im po tence Re search
(APSIR) was or ga nized in No vem ber 1987 in Hong Kong,

and the found ing del e gates from Ko rea in cluded Hyung-Ki
Choi, first au thor of this chap ter, Sae-Chul Kim, and Jun-
Kyu Seo. Hyung-Ki Choi was elected pres i dent at this
meet ing for the sec ond meet ing of the Asia-Pa cific So ci ety
for Im po tence Re search held in Se oul in No vem ber 1989,
with 239 sci en tists and phy si cians at tend ing. In June 1994,
the Ko rean So ci ety for Andrology held a meeting to update
private physicians on erectile dysfunction.South Korea: References and Suggested Readings
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Critical Acclaim for
The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality

1. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vols. 1-3 (Francoeur, 1997)

The World As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy, an in ter na tion al so ci ety of lead ing schol ars and eighty pro fes sional or ga ni za tions
de voted to the study of hu man sex ual be hav ior, has en dorsed The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity as an
im por tant and unique con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing and ap pre ci a tion of the rich va ri ety of hu man sex ual at ti tudes,
values, and behavior in cultures around the world.

Re cip i ent of the “1997 Ci ta tion of Ex cel lence for an out stand ing ref er ence in the field of sexol o gy,” awarded by the
Amer i can Foun da tion for Gen der and Gen i tal Med i cine and Sci ence at the Thir teenth World Con gress of Sexol o gy,
Valencia, Spain.

Rec om mended by Li brary Jour nal (Oc to ber 1, 1997) to pub li c and ac a demic li brar i ans look ing to up date their
col lec tions in the area of sex u al ity: “An ex traor di nary, highly valu able syn the sis of in for ma tion not avail able
else where. Here are in-depth re ports on sex-re lated prac tices and cul ture in 32 coun tries on six con ti nents, con trib uted
by 135 sexol o gists world wide. . . . For all academic and larger public collections.”

Picked by Choice (As so ci a tion of Col lege & Re search Li brar ies/Amer i can Li brary As so ci a tion) as Best Ref er ence
Work and Out stand ing Ac a demic Book for 1997: “Al though this en cy clo pe dia is meant as a means of un der stand ing
hu man sex u al ity, it can also be used as a lens with which to view hu man cul ture in many of its other man i fes ta tions.
. . . Con sid er ing cov er age, or ga ni za tion, and au thor ity, the com par a tively low price is also no ta ble. Rec om mended for
ref er ence col lec tions in universities, special collections, and public libraries.”

“Most im pres sive, pro vid ing a wealth of good, solid in for ma tion that may be used by a wide va ri ety of pro fes sion als
and stu dents seek ing in for ma tion on cross-cul tural pat terns of sex ual be hav ior . . . an in valu able, unique schol arly work 
that no li brary should be with out.”—Con tem po rary Psy chol ogy

“. . . en ables us to make transcultural com par i sons of sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iours in a way no other mod ern book
does. . . . Clin ics and train ing or ga ni za tions would do well to ac quire cop ies for their li brar ies. . . . In di vid ual ther a pists 
and re search ers who like to have their own col lec tion of key pub li ca tions should cer tainly con sid er it.”—Sex ual and
Mar i tal Ther apy (U.K.)

“. . . schol arly, straight for ward, and tightly-or ga nized for mat in for ma tion about sex ual be liefs and be hav iors as they are 
cur rently prac ticed in 32 coun tries around the world. . . . The list of con tri bu tors . . . is a vir tual who’s who of schol ars
in sex ual sci ence.”—Choice

“. . . one of the most am bi tious cross-cul tural sex sur veys ever un der taken. Some 135 sexol o gists world wide de scribe
sex-re lated prac tices and cul tures in 32 dif fer ent coun tries. . . . Best Ref er ence Sources of 1997.”—Li brary Jour nal

“What sep a rates this en cy clo pe dia from past in ter na tion al sex u al ity books is its dis tinct dis sim i lar ity to a ‘guide book to 
the sex ual hotspots of the world.’ . . . An im pres sive and im por tant con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing of sex u al ity in a
global so ci ety. . . . fills a big gap in peo ple’s knowl edge about sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iors.”—Sex u al ity In for ma tion 
and Ed u ca tion Council of the United States (SIECUS)

“Truly im por tant books on hu man sex u al ity can be counted on, per haps, just one hand. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia 
of Sex u al ity de serves spe cial at ten tion as an im pres sive ac com plish ment.”—Jour nal of Mar riage and the Fam ily

“. . . a land mark ef fort to cross-ref er ence vast amounts of in for ma tion about hu man sex ual be hav iors, cus toms, and
cul tural at ti tudes ex ist ing in the world. Never be fore has such a com pre hen sive un der tak ing been even re motely
avail able to re search ers, schol ars, ed u ca tors, and cli ni cians ac tive in the field of hu man sex u al ity.”—San dra Cole,
Pro fes sor of Phys i cal Med i cine and Re ha bil i ta tion, University of Michigan Medical Center

2. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vol. 4 (Francoeur & Noonan, 2001)

“. . . a mas ter piece of or ga ni za tion. The feat of suc cess fully com pil ing so much in for ma tion about so many coun tries
into such a co her ent and read able for mat de fies sig nif i cant neg a tive crit i cism.”—Sex u al ity and Cul ture, Paul Fedoroff,
M.D., Co-Di rec tor, Sex ual Be hav iors Clinic Fo ren sic Pro gram, The Royal Ottawa Hospital, Ottawa, Canada

3. The Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity (Francoeur &
Noonan, 2004)

“. . . [a] trea sure trove. . . . This unique com pi la tion of spe cial ized knowl edge is rec om mended for re search col lec tions
in the so cial sci ences . . . as well as a sec ond ary source for cross-cul tural re search.”—Li brary Jour nal, March 15, 2004, 
p. 64

“. . . a book that is truly his toric, and in many ways com pa ra ble to the great sexological sur veys of Havelock Ellis and
Al fred Kinsey. . . . Many works of un de ni able im por tance are in tended to speak about hu man sex u al ity. But in this
en cy clo pe dia we hear the voices of a mul ti tude of na tions and cul tures. With cov er age of more than a quar ter of the
coun tries in the world, . . . not only will the Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity re main a
stand ard ref er ence work for years to come, but it has raised the bar of sexological schol ar ship to a rig or ous new
level.”—John Heidenry, ed i tor, The Week, and au thor of What Wild Ec stasy: The Rise and Fall of the Sex ual
Revolution

For more review excerpts, go to www.SexQuest.com/ccies/.


