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Though she notes that women can be authoritarian too, Linda Robinson
writes in Foreign Affairs1 that a rise in anti-woman legislation and a fall in the
number of female heads of state correlate nicely with the worldwide rise of
authoritarian regimes. Authoritarianism and anti-feminism, Robinson says, go hand
in hand. Her article singles out South Korea as a particular danger spot in this
regard.

Catherine Kim in POLITICO echoes the concern about Korea2, as does The
Economist.3None of the three pieces hold that authoritarianism was the historic root
cause of anti-feminism, or vice versa – just that once these two phenomena came
into existence, they tend to reinforce each other. This is the view taken in the present
report also.

The Korean case is a microcosm of the wider world: Young women are moving
to the political left even as their male peers move to the right. For example, in the
2022 presidential elections, 59% of male voters in their 20s voted for the Yoon Seok
Yeol, the current President, who is conservative with respect to women's rights.
Only 34% of the under age 30 female voters voted for him.

In 2019, Korea's Women Policy Research Institute (Yeosung Chungchaek
Yeonguwon), a government-affiliated think tank, polled 3,000 men aged between 20
to 50 years old on the topic of "gender inequality and men's quality of life." Their
conclusion was that, while men in their 40s and 50s were protected by gender
discriminatory employment practices and thereby did not need to think of women
as competition, younger men consider women as opponents to be defeated in a
world of "evolution of the fittest," in a period marked by a stagnant economy and
new liberalism. The study was conducted during the progressive administration of
Moon Jae In.

Negative male attitudes toward women, and even violence against women,
have ensued.4There’s a sad, inexorable logic to this. We need to pull it apart if
there’s to be hope of easing the gender-based tension, and to lend support to
democracy itself.5

Although Japan is comparable to Korea in terms of gender inequality, based on
metrics such as percentage of women in managerial positions and male-female pay
differential, we have decided to focus on South Korea as a case study. The political
dialogue in Korea is more argumentative than Japan’s, partially because the Korean
economy is smaller with fewer opportunities than Japan's, causing intense zero-sum
competition and emotional conflict, and because there is a much stronger male-

1 https://www.foreignaffairs.com/world/global-assault-women-politics-linda-robinson 2

https://apple.news/ANqllNhQDQaGw5jzUtILWYw
3 https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/06/27/meet-the-incels-and-anti-feminists-of-asia 4

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_inequality_in_South_Korea
5One of the present authors is a Westerner who has visited Korea often, and lived there for three
years. Koreans are circumspect in speaking to other Koreans, as they strain to discern the other’s age
and social status. They’re pleased, on the other hand, to let down their hair and speak without
constraint to a sympathetic foreigner. Insights from such conversations are incorporated in this report.
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dominant Confucian tradition in Korea. The purpose of this paper in not to criticize
Korea nor to promote feminism per se, but to use the Korean gender inequality case
as a benchmark to enable constructive change in other nations and in Korea.

The Korean situation and its wider implications
South Korea is a democratic country. Visitors find it welcoming, convenient,

scenic, and safe.6The country has made great strides in civil rights, including
women’s rights. Why then the word ‘autocracy’ in this report’s title?

Autocracy means the concentration of authority in a single person. This has
been a feature of South Korea’s political past. Autocracy persists within the chaebol
and other private enterprises there, despite the 40-year democratization of the
country’s wider polity.

There is no single word for the wider phenomenon we describe in this report,
namely, a rightward and more authoritarian drift in the political sentiment of young
male South Koreans. (Lacking such a word, we have gone with ‘autocracy’ for the
sake of a short title.) This rightward drift, along with a long tradition of Neo
Confucian emphasis on the male gender and Korea’s considerable but still
incomplete progress in women’s rights, reinforce each other, as we will see.

Older Koreans who may feel nostalgia for the pre-1979 autocratic government
– which did, at least, create fast economic growth – if aligned with discontented
young males at the polls, could tip the country away from democracy.

Similar forces are shaping other countries’ politics currently, stressing both
established and nascent democracies. “After the enormous expansion of democracy
that started in the 1980s and gained momentum after the end of the Cold War,
global levels of democracy have steadily declined since the mid-2000s.”7

Concern for democracy motivates this report. We do not believe South Korean
democracy is in immediate danger. Yet a close look at the Korean situation reveals
many of the forces that must be dealt with, in order to preserve democracy and
equal opportunity there and elsewhere.

Gender inequality in South Korea
“Contemporary South Korea has made great strides in attempting to reduce

gender inequality through legislation and policymaking,”8and “In 2010, 93% of
South Koreans surveyed believed women should have equal rights to men, and
among them, 71% believe more changes are needed before that goal is achieved.”9

6 Safe, that is, from crimes against persons and property. The threat from North Korea is constant.
One of us once stumbled into a South Korean defensive mine field, and considers himself very lucky
to have survived to co-author this report.
7 Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of
Authoritarian Rule.” Freedom House, February 2022.
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/FIW_2022_PDF_Booklet_Digital_Final_Web.pd

f 8 Patterson, Louise; Walcutt, Brandon (January 2013). "Korean workplace gender discrimination
research analysis: A review of the literature from 1990 to 2010". Asia Pacific Business Review. 19(1):
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85–101. doi:10.1080/13602381.2012.697774.
9Gender Equality Universally Embraced, But Inequalities Acknowledged | Pew Research Center. Pew
Research Center's Global Attitudes Project. 2010-07-01

Results have been mixed. More Korean women than men now enter college.
74% of women in the 25-29 age range work outside the home. South Korea sports
the biggest gender pay gap of any OECD country, women earning 31% less for the
same job.

The logical chain we mentioned starts with a good news-bad news story. The
good: Korea offers plentiful professional opportunities for women. The bad: This is
because the gender pay gap incentivizes companies to hire women instead of men.
Then too, Korean women are well educated, and are more likely than their male
counterparts to know a foreign language – a valuable skill as Korean companies
internationalize.10

Many links in this logical chain spur feedback effects. As more women gain
managerial and executive positions, their male cohorts see less reason to strive for
the education those jobs require. The best job applicants may then be female, and
the cycle reinforces. “In South Korea the share of young men not in education,
employment or training has surged from 8% in 2000 to 21%.”3

Historic legacies, and gender-based work culture
Korea has a long tradition of Neo-Confucianism, which stresses male

succession of head of household, and this extends into the familial structure in
Korean corporate governance and management, with no or little separation of
ownership/voting rights and management.11

Author Fareed Zakaria states12 that some countries (like Japan and Korea)
modernized so rapidly (taking decades to achieve what took the West centuries)
that while they adopted and adapted Western democratic methods, they have not
been able to inject into their societies adequate protection of rights. Thus, unequal
treatment of women persists.

Due to the military duty of Korean males, the work culture in Korea is
hierarchical. The military regimes of Presidents Park, Chun, and Roh also reinforced

10While the male female TOEIC scores were comparable in 2003, a decade later, Korean women were
clearly scoring better than their male counterparts.
11A recent case in point of a challenge to Korea's autocratic Chaebol power structure is the divorce
proceeding that is taking place in the Korean courts between Choi Taewon, Chairman of SK Group
(once chosen by Davos Economic Forum as one of Asia’s young prominent business people) and his
wife, Roh So Young. Choi had an extra marital affair with a woman with whom he had a child. Roh is the
daughter of former President Roh Tae Woo, who allegedly aided the SK Group to get licensed as a
wireless carrier in Korea. The justice awarded the wife a significant portion of the husband’s wealth.
Many citizens have vilified Choi, and Choi/SK assert that they have been victimized. Although the fight
continues in appeals toward the higher courts, many Koreans have voiced positive comments re the
size of the alimony payment, which would require Choi to sell shares, thereby restructuring his

shareholding portfolio to maintain his autocratic governance and management. 12 Fareed Zakaria, Age
of Revolutions: Progress and Backlash from 1600 to the Present.W.W. Norton & Company, 2024.
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military-style culture in the workplace. Although most males today do not
appreciate the military culture, their past military service experience inclines them
to follow hierarchical orders in organizations. Females who did not have such
experience struggle to adjust and survive in this culture at work. Even successful
women in management will state that navigating business scenes that involve
heavy drinking and golf, both male-dominated activities, is not easy.

While few and far between, there are visible cases of woman executives at the
helm of Naver, Samyang Ramyeon (although an in-law, she has promoted their
instant noodle products to even American supermarkets), and Samsung’s insurance
businesses.

When the number of women increases in civilian organizations, the military
style slowly fades away. Males in the M and Z generations also welcome this change.

Gender privilege
Male privileges in Korean society have been worn away rapidly, although they

still exist. The patriarchal tradition used to force women not to be promoted over
their male colleagues who had a single income. Similarly, women got laid off more
than men during restructuring. Since double-income families became predominant
in Korea, this gender-based work culture has lost ground but still exists.

On the other hand, the Korean government now imposes a guideline to have at
least 30% of women in managerial positions. This creates a subtle conflict between
male and female workers. Male workers feel their legitimate positions are lost to
women. Meanwhile, women do not appreciate this guideline because it is unclear
whether their promotion to become managers is solely due to their work
performance. The irony is that when recruiting new employees, female applicants
appear much more qualified than males. Male applicants can win favor over females
for purposes of gender balance (quotas).

Work-family balance
Family-based patriarchy also interferes with women’s careers. Men used to

be the sole breadwinners in Korea and were excused for being ignorant of family
issues. Women raised children, managed households, and supported parents. This
tradition still affects female workers, who often must prioritize family issues over
work. If a dad comes to school for an emergency case, all family members are
repeatedly asked why a mom does not come. There is a strong perception of what
moms (or women) and dads do, respectively. Women and men easily succumb to
this social pressure. It is often career over family for men and vice versa for women.
As the double-income family increased, the patriarchy and traditional roles for both
women and men caused an increase in divorce or the avoidance of having children.
There does seem to be a generational gap with respect to the division of familial
responsibilities in Korea. In tradition, the wife carried a significant burden in the
care of husband’s parents and the raising of kids, but the younger generation
seems more open to burden sharing (or parents declining to burden son and wife).
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Gender hate
Hate toward women is not new, anywhere in the world. Witch hunts in the Middle
Ages, the execution of Marie Antoinette in the 18th, or the corruption scandal of
Imelda Marcos in the Philippines in the 1980s attest to this. Two Korean first ladies,
Kim Jung-sook (wife of President Moon Jae-in) and Kim Gun-hee (wife of President
Yoon Suk Yeol), are strongly condemned for their inappropriate spending or
receiving luxury handbags.

During the 1980s-90s, the young generation demonstrated in the streets
against South Korea’s dictatorship. That strife echoes in today’s Korean politics,
with elaborations. After the chotbul (candlelight) demonstrations and the
subsequent impeachment of Park Geun Hye, Moon Jae In ran for president on job
creation (ilchari jeongbu) and human rights including gender equality – he actually
called himself feminist. His administration/party disappointed a significant part of
his supporters on both counts. His sudden 16% increase in the minimumwage
followed by further increases drove many employers to cut employment causing
severe unemployment in the young generation, exacerbating resentment of
affirmative action initiatives. At the same time, his progressive colleagues, such as
former Seoul mayor, Park Won Soon who promoted feminist and LGBT rights and
An Hee Jung who promoted feminism ended their careers when their sexual
harassment victims came out with their claims. Mayor Park Won Soon subsequently
committed suicide. His conservative successor, Oh Se Hoon, was elected by strong
support from the young male generation (72% of men in their 20s). Politicians use
the gender hate issue to win elections.

At the same time, the individualized young generation seeks personal
happiness. This is a partial but painful shift away from the country’s traditional
familial duty and group culture. Gender hate easily brings men as well as women
into the public discourse, for it is about their own lives.

Real estate and education
Now we must digress to the matter of outsized real estate prices in Korea,

particularly in Seoul, and their relation to education. High prices are very partially
caused by the many female Korean in-migrants who, hopping off the turnip truck in
Gangnam, abandon farm life to their male cohorts (who must then shop for wives in
Southeast Asia). Prices are maintained due to the failure of the city to decentralize
government and industry and devolve them to smaller, less expensive cities down
peninsula.

This failure, in turn, is due to the country’s best lower schools being located in
the Seoul area. Korea’s “Joseon hell,” i.e., the fiercely competitive race to get into the
best colleges and thus into plum jobs in the chaebol, mean that parents refuse to
remove their kids from the city's good K-12 districts and intense cram schools.
Devolution then fails, or results in family strains as one breadwinner must live
elsewhere.

As a result of all this, “Only 34% of women,” according to The Economist,
“believe getting married and having children is ‘necessary’ in their lives,” compared
to 60% of men in Korea. Not that many of these men can afford to buy an apartment
in order to start a family!
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“South Korea’s fertility rate is the lowest in the world, at 0.72,” a fact implying
near-future difficulties with, inter alia, solvency of pensions. Ironically, due to
postwar poverty in the country and a family registration system (hojeok) that was
structured around male head of households,13one of Korea’s biggest exports was
adopted children, until well past the date when Korea joined the OECD. This
practice, beyond the gender bias it reflected, further reduced domestic population
growth to a slight extent.

Sociological consequences
Korean women of course hope for love, or so many of them have told us, but

women with good jobs do not want to date unemployed boys who live with their
parents. Nor, says The Economist, do they want to date “patriarchal” men.

Lacking specific numbers for Korea, the Economist article implies the number
of virgin men in their 20s and 30s there may be similar to Japan’s, 42% and 17%
respectively. It goes on to interview young men who, as a result of joblessness,
extended cohabitation with parents, and involuntary celibacy, feel anger and a
marked lack of self-esteem. The anger is projected onto women, and social media
sites serve to amplify the anger.

(K-dramas convey an impression that all Koreans are heavy drinkers, surely an
exaggeration. Yet alcohol also amplifies anger, and South Korea, says ChatGPT, does
have one of the highest per capita consumption of spirits.)

Notwithstanding their forced infantilism, these young men are voters, and
politicians don’t hesitate to pander to them.

Link to authoritarianism
Like the young men just described, authoritarians tend to be people with

narcissistic tendencies and feelings of low personal adequacy, who then cover up the
latter feelings by controlling or even oppressing others. No surprise, then, that a
portion of Korean males drift rightward in their political orientation. The complex of
demographic, technological and sociological forces described above has created a
possibly escalating danger of authoritarianism in South Korea, and a severe attitude
gap between Korean men and women.

To make matters worse, South Korea’s only female president (in office 2013-
2017) was imprisoned for corruption and election interference, and was shown to
be under the influence of a cult leader. It was also the case that she was inadequate
in her governance skills as the famous conservative Chosun Ilbo columnist (Kim Dae
Jung – no relation to the former Korean president) repeatedly warned. Her handling
of the Sewol ferry disaster was poor, based on objective benchmarks of how such
transportation disasters should be managed, regardless of the gender of the top
leader.14

13 Under the hojeok, single mothers could not register their kids as legal persons. That system was
changed in 2008, and now the Kibon Chungmyungseo and Kajok Gwanggye Chungmyungseo allow a
welcome increase in flexibility.
14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sinking_of_MV_Sewol
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How to ease the situation
Unlike many of the world’s messy problems, this one has clearly identifiable

root causes. These are the gender pay gap, and the geographic concentration of
premier lower schools. Fixes are therefore straightforward, though they’re not to
be achieved instantly.

The pay gap, as became clear above, drives much of the sociological dynamic.
The Ministry for Gender Equality has failed to narrow the gap, so the forces of
tradition and economics perpetuating the gap appear strong – but not insuperable.
Incentivizing the best K-12 teachers to move from Seoul, and building the
reputations of lower schools in the provinces, will take time. But it is ever so
necessary, in order to persuade young families to live outside the capital, to better
be able to afford a home with space to birth and raise more children, and not
incidentally to ease real estate prices in Seoul.

Controlling the proliferation of hate messages on social media remains a
challenge for Korean law, as it does for American law.

The ROK is home to fine young Korean men. Yet many professional women
there have asked one of us, “Find me a good man. A foreigner would be okay.” The
request raises the question of immigration to Korea. Gender equality implies that
just as male Korean farmers find wives among Vietnamese and Filipinas, female
professional women should be able to find husbands among non-Koreans, without
suffering social scorn.

Immigrant families may well have more fecund reproductive inclinations than
today’s native Koreans, ultimately easing the impending crises in eldercare and
pensions. Fortunately, K-dramas have recently featured more foreign actors,
portraying their characters’ relationships with natives in a positive light. So far,
these have been relationships among the wealthier segments of society – Koreans
love to watch the antics of their country’s rich – but it’s a foot in the door, and will
lead to a generally more welcoming view of immigrants in all social strata.

International comparisons
Gender inequality and an authoritarian-oriented electorate do tend to reinforce
each other. However, other important factors move both gender equality and voter
attitudes in positive or negative directions. These include societal norms, values,
practices, and traditions, not to mention economics. For example, streets in Korea
and Japan are far safer than those in America, benefiting women’s level of security.
Poverty among the elderly may be about equal in Korea and the USA,
disproportionately affecting women, who tend to outlive their husbands.

The scope of this report, however, only allows a primary focus on the
authoritarianism-gender interplay. We note some contrasts among Korea, Japan,
and the U.S., as regards that interplay, and differences among principles,
institutions, and practice.

Zakaria (op.cit.) wrote that the West’s development of liberal democracy was
long and slow, but in the developing world “democratization in the 1980s was swift
and shallow. Countries emphasized market reform over political and social
transformations…. Countries failed to embed the protections and freedoms
promised by liberalism…. [Citizens] were left to weather the disruption of market
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liberalism with no institutional insulation to protect them."
Postwar South Korea certainly emphasized economic growth over civil rights,

initially. Yet (perhaps with more form than substance), Korea's Ministry of Gender
Equality exists because South Korea is a democracy. Prior to the recent general
elections, Yoon Seok Yeol committed to close the Ministry, but, in democratic
fashion, the opposition continues to resist and prevent its demise. Neither Japan nor
the United States has a ministry/department dedicated to gender equality.15 In
Japan's case, it's a bureau under the Chief Cabinet Secretariat, and in the US, for
economic affairs, a bureau under the Department of Labor.

The Japanese male/female pay gap is 30% (vs. 31%, as we’ve stated, for
Korea). In America, a woman is paid 18% less than a man for the same job.16

Therefore, a "democratic" nation is not necessarily gender-equal – until the
electorate makes it so.

Japan's ratio of women in managerial positions is 13% as opposed to 40% in
the US. Korea, at 14.6%, has established a guideline to attain 30%women in
managerial positions. This approach seems parallel to the affirmative-action thrust
in the US. (Both were a matter of law. Though the US law did not specify
percentages, it resulted in de facto percentage quotas within the organizations that
embraced affirmative action.) By contrast, the recommendation from the Japanese
working group is a shame-based approach – the group advocates that the reporting
requirements for % women in managerial positions be expanded from the current
firms with over 300 employees to firms with over 100 employees.

A similar approach was taken in Japan with respect to outside board members
in large corporations. Companies either had to hire them or explain why they did
not, on an annual basis. This is in contrast to Korea where a numerical ratio is
assigned as a "quota" for companies - although the reviews are that this approach
led Korean companies to "stuff" their boards with friends loyal to the firm and
political/academic brokers who can defend the firms against the powerful, instead
of perform compliance/check and balance.

Relating to the low birth rates that both Korea and Japan are facing, Korea in
part has established some immigration goals for workers, whereas Japan is slower
on immigration liberalization and heavier on financial and labor incentives for
productivity increase, leveraging robots and AI. The American population is not
aging (on average!) as fast as those of the two Asian nations, but immigration is
contentious in the U.S. also. America has been admitting both highly educated
med/tech workers, and less educated farm laborers.

So, on all of these issues the Koreans prefer a top-down, more authoritarian
goal-oriented approach while the Japanese prefer an indirect, consensual
approach. The U.S. can be said to fall in the middle, in its approach. Results vary in
each country.

15On July 19, 2024, Japan's public sector broadcaster, NHK, reported in their morning news the
outcome of a Ministry of Welfare working group on gender equality.
16The Pew Research Organization reports this American pay gap has remained steady for the last
twenty years.
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Implications
We have subtitled this report “Korea as bellwether.” The mutual influence of

authoritarianism and gender inequity, though perhaps particularly visible in the
ROK, is very much a warning for democratic countries worldwide. Korea’s
example may help us, as we worry about two things.

First, that a democratized nation may backslide. “Democracy’s retreat
across dozens of countries in multiple regions has forced a reckoning with
once-favored notions about democracy’s inevitable spread, its intuitive appeal,
and its inherent value.”17

Second, as Fareed Zakaria implied, that we cannot expect a country that’s
recently undergone political and economic liberalization to transform its social
norms and institutions overnight. Some have come close – Taiwan, and a few of the
post-Soviet nations – but the 250-year-old democracy in the United States is still
stumbling toward betterment. The socially polarized U.S. is close to a flash point,
and with reproductive rights in the crosshairs of the 2024 election, gender rights
are front and center.18 (By comparison, the Korean constitutional court recognized
abortion rights in 2019, and decriminalized abortion in 2021, although loopholes
did exist.)

Will social change in Korea be fast enough to avoid such a flash point? Fast
enough to avoid an anti-democratic backslide?

These questions now face every democratic nation, and every aspiring
democracy.

***

About TANDO Institute
TANDO’s 90 Global Fellows open new avenues for thinking about global

problems, evaluating promising technologies, and assessing market opportunities,
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poverty alleviation and women’s rights, to technology entrepreneurship and space
exploration, TANDO Global Fellows identify new scientific and technological advances
that hold greatest potential for social benefit, and accelerate their valorization through
commercial, government, and NGO channels. Clients benefit from TANDO’s expertise in
technology foresight, policy evaluation, technology commercialization, and curriculum
development. TANDO is a non-profit (501c3) think-tank and consultancy and listed in the
University of Pennsylvania’s directory of think tanks. TANDO Institute is on the web at
www.tando.org, and on LinkedIn at www.linkedin.com/company/47598334/ Support
TANDO’s work at https://tando.org/donate/

17Thomas Carothers and Benjamin Press (2022) Understanding and Responding to Global
Democratic Backsliding. Carnegie Endowment, October 20.
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2022/10/understanding-and-responding-to-global
democratic-backsliding
18Derek Thompson (2024) What is America’s Gender War All About? The Atlantic, July 28.

10



T. W. Kang is Managing Director of Global Synergy Associates, a management
consulting practice focused on enhancing global competence of multinational high
technology firms. He has served on the corporate boards of four companies spanning
Japan, China and the U.S., including NEC Electronics. Mr. Kang’s consulting practice is
based on his unique tri-cultural fluency and three-decade business experience in the U.S.,
Japan, Korea and China. From 1979-1990, he held management positions with Intel
Corporation involving marketing and product planning of microprocessors and system
products. He is a TANDO Institute Fellow.

Sehee Park is CTO and Chief Data Analyst at Deliverdy Co. Ltd, a consulting firm
involved with data-driven strategic planning and market analysis. She also participates in
public policy programs that enhance science and technology cooperation between Korea
and developing countries. Dr. Park is an Adjunct Professor in the Department of
Technology, Policy, and Innovation at SUNY Korea. She previously worked as a
Director of the International Cooperation Team at the Korea Institute for Advancement of
Technology (KIAT). She is a TANDO Institute Fellow.

Fred Phillips is Visiting Professor across three colleges of SUNY Stony Brook. He is
Editor-in-Chief Emeritus of the journal Technological Forecasting & Social Change. The
Russian Academy of Sciences awarded Dr. Phillips the Kondratieff Medal in 2017. He is
President of the TANDO Institute.

TANDO INC.
A 501c3 non-profit corporation

info@tando.org
www.tando.org
+1 512 758 784

11


