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ABSTRACT

The broad objective of this thesis is to evaluate the impact of economic development on
white-collar women by exploring gender relations at work in modern Korean chaebol
offices, and also to assess the extent to which the cultural legacy of traditional
(particularly Confucian) ideology has influenced contemporary corporate culture and
women’s status and roles in it. For this purpose two hypotheses are tested: first, that
national development, having generated women’s increased participation in paid work,
has failed to integrate them fully into the process; second, that the national culture, with
its strong Confucian tradition, has been a major obstacle to full integration by
‘legitimising’ and sustaining gender inequality.

The structure employs both a macro and a micro perspective: the former offers an
appreciation of the country’s cultural and socio-economic environment as it affects
women in society and at work, while the latter encompasses a case study of
employment policies and practices within chaebol offices in the late 1990s to probe the
extent of sexual discrimination at work and to identify cultural influences on their
gender relations. The theoretical framework for this research was initially based on
Tiano’s theses of integration, marginalisation, and exploitation that were developed in
relation to factory-working women in the development process.

The research shows that while gendered employment practices and the male-centred
work culture have clearly been assisted by the deep-rooted Confucian tradition, national
development process and the growing influences of global economy do not necessarily
suggest any apparent improvement in delivering gender equality. In addition, the onset
of the Asian economic crisis in 1997 (one year into the research) was an opportunity to
observe the ever-changing dynamics of the socio-cultural ideology and the fluctuating
needs and practices of big business in a global market, as well as to test further theories
on women’s labour participation, such as those relating to a ‘reserve army of the
labour’. The study concluded that Korean women’s participation in chaebol white-collar
employment most closely fits a marginalisation thesis, yet to be ‘modified’ to take

account of the complexity of the country’s development process.
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Korean words that appear in the text once only, and are clearly defined there, are

excluded from the glossary.

bu-jang senior manager
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daeri ‘supervisor’

kongchae open recruitment
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Ju-im grade higher than sawon, lower than daeri
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yeon-bong-je

remuneration system, based more on ability and achievement than on
age, educational qualification and work experience; individual salaries

are based on a regular evaluation of work performance.

yeon-kong-seo-yeol ranking by length of service
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Chapter One

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: ‘Flowers of the Office’?

1.1 Introduction

This study is an enquiry into the labour participation of female white-collar workers
in large companies (chaebol') in South Korea (hereafter Korea) in the context of the
socio-economic development of the country. Using a case study of white-collar
employees working in chaebol offices, this thesis examines their employment
policies and practices towards female staff in the late 1990s - which throws light on
the current status of working women in Korean society and gender relations at work.

As a background study (chapters 2 to 4), I undertook a review of literature on
‘gender and development’ and ‘women in white-collar work® to help understand
Korean women’s position in their national development and the growing importance
of their participation in white-collar work. In addition, the socio-economic
development of the country is also examined historically, together with a discussion
of its traditional culture and its influences on contemporary Korea. For the case
study itself (chapters 5 to 8), an understanding of chaebol as the specific context is
established by reviewing existing literature, complemented by interviews. This is
followed by a close examination of their employment policies and practices, a
discussion and analysis of work practices, administrative culture, and employees
experiences including gender relations — largely based on interview outcomes. 64
interviews of chaebol employees (28 females and 23 males) and others (12 females
and one male - see later for details) were conducted using face-to-face, semi-
structured interviews held in Seoul mostly during the main research in 1999
(following preliminary field studies in 1996 and 1997).

The Asian crisis, which peaked in November 1997, crucially affected my
research - not only by delaying the main fieldwork originally planned for 1998

owing to the subject chaebol’s reluctance to grant access, but also by requiring a

1



Chapter One

reassessment of the original hypotheses developed before the crisis when a mood of
optimism prevailed. In effect, what emerged from post-crisis Korea has made a
crucial contribution to the analysis and findings - in the sense that the recent socio-
economic changes have made the circumstances surrounding female employment
more complex and multi-dimensional, and the predicament of working women more
precarious. This has brought a new insight to women’s labour participation and

gender relations in the changing national and global economy.
1.2 “Flowers of the Office’

The title of this introductory chapter has a particular significance for this study since
it was this expression that first aroused my interest in the subject, and which
eventually led to this research. While growing up in Korea in the 1970s and 1980s,
my initial impression of female white-collar office workers was captured by this
phrase, which was often used casually by men to extol the presence of female
colleagues in their office yet implying a vague but somewhat demeaning hint of
inferiority. The phrase insinuated that women were regarded as inferior, submissive
and 'decorative' in the eyes of other people (mostly men), and had the effect of
deterring me from even considering employment in a Korean company as a career
option. There is little doubt that I was not the only Korean girl affected in this way.
Traditionally, women who work in Korean offices have been known as ‘yeo-
sawon’ (female staff), and have often been referred to as ‘flowers of the office’
(samoosil-ui-kkot)* (Park and Kang 1994; Woorisahoe yeongoo hakhoe 1998:179).
While ‘yeo-sawon’ clearly distinguishes female staff from male ‘sa-won’
(staff/employee), the words ‘flowers of the office’ encapsulated the perceived role
of female staff in Korean companies. As 'flowers’ they served to brighten up the
otherwise harsh, masculine atmosphere of the office; for work they were offered a
limited range of tasks commanding low status and poor remuneration. Their role in
the office resembled that of ‘office ladies’ (OLs) in Japan, where an OL denotes a
woman working regularly in an office engaged in simple, repetitive clerical work

(such as photocopying, answering telephones, serving tea, and acting as an assistant
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to ‘career-track’ male employees) without expert knowledge or management
responsibility (Carter and Dilatush 1976; Iwao 1993; Ogasawara 1998, 2001).
Female office workers, until the mid 1980s almost always high-school leavers, were
supposed to carry out relatively simple and fragmented tasks under orders from a
male superior or colleague (usually a graduate), in addition to other trivial duties
traditionally regarded as ‘women's work’ - such as cleaning, decorating the office
and making tea for male colleagues and visitors (Park and Kang 1994).

The phrase ‘flowers of the office’, when applied to Korean female office
employees, suggests an image controversial in itself and carrying a complex,
somewhat contradictory, insinuation for women in white-collar employment in
modern Korea. While the word ‘office’ may imply modernisation and development
(of companies or country), for women the floral association connotes a traditional,
patriarchal, gendered ideology. Although Korea and its social institutions have
endured relentless development and modemnisation, the cultural climate appears to
remain deeply traditional and conservative - revealing a sharp dichotomy between
modern business practice and traditional ideology, as will be shown clearly in later
chapters. This particularly affects Korean women, whose labour participation has
been critical to the successful development and modernisation of the country, and
yet who in their everyday working lives frequently face disadvantages and obstacles
arising from the strong traditional culture.

Korea is a developing country that has demonstrated rapid economic progress
over the past several decades. With limited natural resources the nation has,
particularly since the early 1970s, focused on export-oriented manufacturing to
drive its development, and has achieved dramatic industrial and economic growth to
become one of the mewly industrialised countries' (NICs) (Hsiao 1988; Schive
1990; Edwards 1992). Since 1950 its growth rate in total output was more than
twice that of other less-developed countries, and in manufacturing output about
three times as fast (Edwards 1992). This gathering pace of economic development
and industrialisation in the post-war period, and particularly over the last few
decades, has affected the lives and work of Korean women as much as it has the

culture of society. During this period women have progressively participated in the
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labour force®, and have vitally contributed to national development (Yoon SY.*
1977, Koo H. 1987, Bello and Rosenfeld 1990; Park KA. 1994). Female labour
participation in Korea during the post-war period will be considered in more detail
in Chapter 3.

However, it is questionable whether this contribution by women to national
development has been properly appreciated, and whether improvements in their
status have fairly reflected national progress. For example, according to the UNDP
Human Development Report in 1995 Korea, while ranking 28th in GDP per capita,
stood 37th (of 130 countries) in the Gender-related Development Index’ and 90th
(of 116 countries) in the Gender Empowerment Measure®. Among other factors, the
frequently-quoted, disproportionate wage differential between men and women in
Korea (Kim HG. 1980; Park HK. & Park SI. 1982; Kim MJ. 1994; Park SJ. 1994) is
one example of widespread gender inequality. In 1980, female remuneration in
manufacturing was on average just 44.5 percent that of men; this 55.5 percent wage
gap exceeded that of any other country for which data were available from the
International Labour Organisation (ILO 1981, cited in Amsden 1989:203).
Although there has been some improvement since that time - in 1993 female hourly
wage rates were, on average, 52.2 percent of those for men (ILO 1995) - progress
has clearly been disappointing’.

Apart from obvious, and measurable (e.g. with data or statistics), gender
discrimination in conditions of employment, working women also experience less-
visible, subjective discrimination at the workplace. This may take the form of a
gender-discriminative working environment, where the attitudes and customary
behaviour of employers and male colleagues are manifest in gendered practices and
with a male-centred corporate culture serving to restrict and discourage women
from full, active participation. Referring casually to female staff as ‘flowers of the
office’, or specifying physical criteria for female job applicants (see the discussion
of Korean female white-collar employment in Chapter 3), are just two examples of
many. Further, ideas and concepts that are widely accepted as ‘customary’ and
‘established practice’ may often hinder female participation in employment and

discourage them from positively pursuing their careers.
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Recognising the controversial status of working women in Korea has led me to
become interested in elucidating whether economic development has succeeded, or
failed, in integrating them into the human (and gender) development process; and if
failing, for what main reasons. The issue is concerned with whether Korean
development, and especially female labour participation in it, has brought women
liberation and proper integration into the process, or whether they have merely been
exploited and marginalised while the nation pursues its capitalist economic interests.
Any such failure to liberate women and integrate them into the process would be
related to issues of culture and traditional ideology, which have played such a vital
role in shaping the social structure and particular form of gender relations in Korean
society today.

The importance of culture in the gender relations of a society, and the fact that
gender is ‘culture specific’, has been widely noted (e.g. Beneria and Sen 1981;
Moore 1988; Afshar and Agarwal 1989; Brydon and Chant'1989; Lim 1990; Brett
1991; Dawit and Busia 1995). For example, Beneria and Sen (1981:288) pointed out
the importance of social and cultural structures, as well as economic structures, in
gender relations and argued that the roots of women's oppression must be sought not
only within the sphere of production but also reproduction, and not only in
economic structures but also in social and cultural structures.

In considering Korean culture, Confucianism is often regarded as one of the most
important traditional sources of the country’s character and the principles guiding its
institutions® (Foster-Carter 1985, Kim KD. 1988 & 1994; Eckert et al. 1990,
Edwards 1992; Janelli 1993; SaKong 1993; McKay and Missen 1995; Lew SC.
1997, Hahm CB. 1997; Helgesen 1998; Compton, Jr. 2000; Deuchler 2003). Even
though Korea is currently a nation of mixed religions with a variety of non-
traditional influences (e.g. Christianity, Western modernisation, globalisation etc.),
the impact of Confucianism on Korean society and the structure of its organisations
has clearly been too great to ignore. Not only have many academics acknowledged
and studied the distinctive influence of Confucian tradition on modern Korean
society (e.g. linkage between Korea's recent economic achievements and its

Confucian tradition - see Chapter 4), but also ordinary Koreans still feel the strong



Chapter One

influence of this historical culture in their everyday life - as was frequently
confirmed by my interviewees. For example, when referring to work culture, one
female interviewee stated, “the major influence on Korean customs and culture is
Confucianism; Korean work culture can be well understood and explained by
Confucianism” (fg61°), while another asserted, “Korean culture means Confucian
tradition” (mu26'%).

In examining the status and conditions under which women live and work in
contemporary Korea, an understanding of the country’s culture and the persisting
influence of traditional Confucianism is clearly crucial. Although Confucian
tradition is important in many Asian countries'' (Kim BW. 1992; O’Harrow 1995;
Rowley and Lewis 1996; Song BN. 1997; Zhang 1999; Compton Jr.2000; Roces
and Edwards 2000; Brinton 2001; Warner 2003), Korea has long been popularly
viewed as the nation that adheres most faithfully and strictly to its Confucian
heritage (Palley 1992; Janelli 1993). Korea is a developing country that, during the
past few decades, has achieved rapid industrial success within the global capitalist
system while maintaining its strong cultural tradition. Its culture has been strongly
influenced by Confucian philosophy, widely known for strict gender segregation
and its tradition of male superiority. In speaking of Korean traditional culture, the
importance accorded to ordering vertical relationships between superiors and
subordinates based on Confucian morality and the conservatism of the patriarchal
family is widely recognised (see Chapter 4 for detailed discussion). For these
reasons, therefore, a discussion of women’s status and gender relations in Korea
would not be complete without considering its strong Confucian heritage.

Among many who blame Confucianism and its values (which venerate men over
women) for gender inequality in Korea, Yoon SY. (1977) specifically attributes the
genesis of the under-privileged status of women to the cultural traditions of Korean
society. Choi E. (1994) also claims that Confucian belief has prolonged the
prevailing, negative discrimination against women. Even though the strict norms
and practices of Confucian tradition have largely faded the core beliefs, with their
oppressive, sex-discriminative traits, still influence contemporary society and the

lives of Korean people. The deep-rooted Confucian ideals and practices of male
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superiority and gender inequality still persist as a major influence on the lives of
Korean women.

What then is this culture like? The Confucian law of nature portrays manual
workers, minors and women as inferiors (Cho H. 1992) and its philosophy stresses a
rigid hierarchical order of human relationships based on age, sex, and inherited
social status. This has not surprisingly led Confucianism to be criticised for its less-
desirable characteristics, such as “embodying authoritarianism, nepotism,
conservatism, and male chauvinism” (Edwards 1992). Traditional Korean society
(before the development and modemisation of the second half of the 20® century)
strictly adhered to Confucian principles that were oppressive to women, who were
thereby constrained by their role as daughter, wife or mother and confined relatively
freedom-less within the home (see Chapter 4 for examples). It might easily be
assumed that the economic progress of recent decades has liberated women and that
their status and living conditions in modern society have consequently changed
dramatically for the better. Women in contemporary Korea now have the
opportunity to be educated in universities and freely to enter paid employment as
workers in offices alongside male colleagues. Unlike their predecessors of half-a-
century ago, Korean women now have better access to national resources (such as
education) to improve their circumstances, and more freedom to chose their
lifestyle. However, in spite of all this it is hard to escape the impression that
essentially women’s status remains secondary, decorative as ‘flowers of the office’,
and that injustices and gendered practices are still common at the workplace and in
society.

In this regard the Confucian tradition can be considered relevant to the capitalist
development of modemn Korean society, as it not only provides a sympathetic, and
ordered cultural climate (see Chapters 4 and 5), but also encourages traditionally
exploitative human relationships and gender roles. If so, is there a connection
between the strong Confucian tradition, successful national development, and the
exploitation of women in the pursuit of capitalist interests - legitimised by the

repressive, gender-biased culture?



Chapter One

1.3 Aims and Objectives of the Study

The prime objective of this study is to examine to what extent Korean women have
been integrated into, or exploited by, the process of development as a result of their
involvement in paid employment. It seeks to establish whether gender
discrimination at work exists today and, if so, to suggest its causes. While the broad
aim is to examine the impact of socio-economic development on women and their
labour participation, and whether or not this has been a means of integrating women
into the development process, it is also to explain the importance of culture in
influencing gender relations in socio-economic organisations.

Overall, Korea would appear to provide a good test-bed for examining the impact
of economic development on women and their employment, and exploring whether
or not this has been a means of integrating them into the development process.
Further, in light of the fact that Korean culture has traditionally been oppressive to
women, it would seem to provide a good opportunity to examine whether the
development process has served to improve their relative status; or whether it has
merely sustained existing gender inequality, albeit different in form. If the latter, it
would prompt an evaluation of the extent to which Korean socio-economic
organisations, such as large industrial corporations, operate primarily to serve the
chief goal of generating profit by exploiting women in their particular cultural
environment.

In summary, the objectives of this study are:

1) to form an appreciation of existing gender relations at work in contemporary
Korea.
i) to examine the impact of economic development on women, especially their

status and conditions of employment, and judge whether they have been
integrated equitably into national development or exploited by it; and,
further, to consider whether or not the process of economic development and
modernisation has contributed to improving women's status in employment

and in society.
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iii)  to assess the extent to which traditional, particularly Confucian, ideology has
influenced contemporary culture and gender relations at the workplace.

iv)  to appraise the extent of gender inequality at work, identify its causes and
understand how it has been created and maintained, and thereby to suggest

ways further to promote equality at the workplace and in Korean society.

To achieve these objectives I intend to test the following Aypotheses during this
research:
First, that national development, which has generated an increased participation by
Korean women in paid work, has failed to integrate them fully into the process.
It had been expected that participation in the process of economic development
would bring to Korean women gender equality in society and equal status at work.
However, it was my impression that their participation in the development process
has not correspondingly brought women the gender equality and improved working
conditions that their contribution deserved. The implication of this is that there has
been no true 'integration of women' into Korean development, but that they may
merely have been providing cheap and easily expendable labour - in other words,
that Korean development is simply a continuation of the exploitation of women.

Second, that it is ‘the use of the culture’, with its strong Confucian tradition, by
social actors and institutions that has been the major obstacle to full integration of
women into the Korean development process — because it has ‘legitimised’ and
sustained gender inequality and sexual discrimination at work and in society.
If the first hypothesis is valid, it is my further contention that the prime reason for
the persistent gender inequality in Korean society and at work is the continuing and
pervasive influence of traditional culture, particularly that of Confucian origin. This
implies that Confucian values remain embedded in everyday social mores and
working relationships and are used to maintain and legitimise gender discrimination.

To test these hypotheses, I have chosen to carry out a case study of white-collar
office workers in Korean chaebol. Office workers were chosen as subjects because
white-collar employment is an increasingly important sector in the expanding

national economy, and one which for Korean women is among the most popular and



Chapter One

accessible of all employment opportunities. Women working in offices have in
recent years increased dramatically in number, and now comprise a significant
proportion (13.4 percent) of all employed women.'? However, female white-collar
employment in Korea, as in other developing countries, has so far received
relatively little attention; it is a comparatively under-researched topic and there are
few empirical, up-to-date studies on this subject. In contrast, most studies on
working Korean women have concentrated on production workers (e.g. Lee HC.
1985; RAS 1988; Cho SK. 1987; Koo H. 1987; Pearson 1992a; Lee OJ. 1993), as
part of the relatively wide academic attention over the last few decades that has been
focused on Third World women in export-oriented manufacturing industries. This
relative paucity of academic focus on office workers in Korea raises the issue of the
corresponding lack of gender perspective on the subject, and suggests that perhaps
such a study is timely. This is discussed later in this chapter, when the significance
of the study is addressed, and also in Chapter 3.

Chaebol were selected as host organisations for the study for a number of
different reasons. First, among the many different types of organisation employing
female white-collar workers, they command special national status and play a
critically important role in the country's economy and its labour markets. Their
historically close relationship with government (see Chapter 3 and 5), which has
supported them with benevolent dissemination of licences, permits and loans on
favourable terms, has allowed chaebol to grow at rates far surpassing that of the
overall economy (Soh BH. 1997). Kang MH. (1996:128) argues that in Korea the
government usually sets policies and businessmen follow. This means, among other
things, that the employment policies and practices of chaebol are considered closely
to reflect governmental policy and guidance (Kim YT. 1998)". Second, apart from
their important contribution to the labour market, chaebol have long been
considered the leading model for employment policies and practices in Korean
firms. This implies that they embody, indeed pioneer, current and future trends in
national employment strategy. Third, chaebol are generally regarded as better
employers, in terms of wages, conditions of work and general organisation, than

other Korean companies, and as such are usually favoured by job seekers (see

10
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Chapter 5). This probably also applies in the case of female employees: it is often
speculated that chaebol are 'better’ employers for Korean women than small and
medium-sized companies because their employment policies and practices'* appear
to be less discriminatory and more likely to promote gender equality”. Fourth, even
though they are Korean, chaebol are effectively transnational corporations (TNCs) —
a feature which is relevant to this study in the sense that TNCs can act as agents not
only of economic modernisation (Lim 1985:97) but also cultural modernisation (and
globalisation) in a developing country like Korea. Chaebol may be considered a
bridge between modern (global) and more traditional domestic market enterpriseslsz
while firmly based in domestic society, they have more international contacts, are
more likely to be influenced by non-Korean culture, and consciously seek to present
a 'modern' image by adopting sophisticated, ‘Western’ forms of organisation. In
addition, as previously mentioned, they appear to be influenced and encouraged by
the government to become involved in the global economy and its industrial
politics. Therefore, even for gender relations and equality at work, they can provide
good examples of an environment where new changes can easily be introduced and
recognised. Chaebol offices may be seen as a place where modern organisation and
traditional Korean culture meet and intertwine to produce an environment that is
particularly relevant for a study of gender relations at work. Chaebol, therefore,
seem ideally suited for my research on female employment as they provide a social
context where two contrasting influences, traditional and modern (global), coexist
and interact with each other to produce a particular work culture and office
discourses affecting gender relations.

Since the particular aim of the research is to examine current female white-collar
employment and gender relations in the offices of chaebol, I intend to explore the
following research questions by examining and analysing their current employment

policies and practices:

i) are current employment policies and practices in chaebol gendered - and if
so, to what degree?
1) to what extent are elements of traditional culture (and other cultural

influences) manifest in the office, particularly in relation to gender relations?

11
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iii)  how far does current gender ideology, revealed in work culture and customs,
play a role in generating and sustaining gender inequality and sexual
discrimination at work?

iv)  to what degree have changes in socio-economic conditions influenced current
female employment and the status of women working in chaebol?

V) what factors, if any, could help improve gender equality and the status of
women at work?

In order to explore these questions, a total of 64 in-depth, face-to-face interviews

were carried out with office employees and a small number of other relevant

subjects; the majority of these (51) were working in the offices of eight different

chaebol located in Seoul.'” In addition, I attended group presentations by 11

chaebol managers and staff representatives. The details and profile of the

interviewees are reported in Appendix One (Tables 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3).

This study of office employment in chaebol focuses on female employees, of
which there are broadly two categories, both of which are relevant and important to
this thesis: high-school leavers and university graduates. High-school leavers, who
are usually recruited for lower-grade administrative jobs, comprise the
overwhelming majority of these female employees to date (see Chapter 3). Their
experiences are particularly pertinent in that their existence and roles in Korean
offices reflect a more ‘traditional’ approach towards female employment by chaebol
(and other Korean firms) since these are the women who have been customarily
hired as female office staff. The graduates, on the other hand, are relatively few in
number (see Chapters 3 and 6) and as a group are new to chaebol office work; they
have been employed for an ‘executive’ career path and may reflect a modern, more-
progressive trend in female employment. Their separate experiences at work, and
the gender discrimination encountered by these two distinctive groups, exhibit some
elements that are common to both and some that are distinct. A consideration of
both these groups of women is necessary for a thorough understanding of female
employment in chaebol. Therefore, I intend to discuss the historical development of
these two groups and then compare and contrast (throughout the study, whenever
possible) their different recruitment processes, the nature of their tasks, their
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working conditions, expected roles in the office and their employers' attitude
towards them. In order to provide a fair and comparative evaluation, almost half (45
percent) of the chaebol employees interviewed were male (mostly graduate) staff
(see Appendix 2.1); clearly they compare most closely with female graduates, yet
their views on, and working relationships with, high-school leavers are also
particularly instructive and relevant to this study.

To show that employment practices are gendered, and therefore sexual-
discriminatory to women, I will use both an objective and a subjective approach in
identifying and investigating the types of unequal treatment. The former focuses on
an objective examination of general employment policies and practices from a
gender perspective (see Chapter 6), while the latter considers actual gender relations
in the office by examining real, informal, attitudes and practices of both employers
and employees from a subjective viewpoint (see Chapter 7 and 8).

The more formal, objective approach reviews the key elements of human
resource management in four sections: i) ‘recruitment’, ii) ‘development’, iii)
‘rewards’, and iv) ‘termination’. The ‘recruitment’ section covers general
recruitment methods, the availability and access of information for open
recruitment, procedures and selection criteria, and the allocation of recruits to
departments and jobs. In ‘development’, staff training, task assignment, job rotation
and transfers are considered. ‘Rewards’ discusses performance evaluation,
promotion and remuneration issues, while the final ‘termination’ section examines
the topics of retirement, resignation and dismissal.

The subjective approach, exploring how common beliefs, office discourses and
customary practices are gendered, and how they relate to Confucian tradition,
probes questions such as: i) Is there gender bias or prejudice in the attitudes of
(male) employees and managers? If so, how is it justified?; ii) What are the
customary gendered discourses on women’s traits and roles?; iii) Do these influence
women’s behaviour and ways of thinking, and adversely affect the evaluation of
their performance?; and iv) How are they related to Confucian influences, and
exhibited in the workplace?

13
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1.4 Background and Rationale of the Field Work

My interest in female white-collar employment in Korea as a research project
developed in the mid 1990s at a time when major changes in female employment in
Korean enterprises were taking place. While large Korean companies, especially
chaebol, had long been popular among graduate job seekers as preferred employers,
until the mid 1980s this only really applied to male graduate candidates (see Chapter
3 for details). A few female graduates might have been employed in secretarial
positions, but this was usually as a result of personal introduction, rather than
through ‘open competition’ (kong-chae) as was used for male graduate candidates.
Until this time, female school leavers who were recommended by their (usually,
commercial) high schools were hired for simple administrative work, bookkeeping
and other tasks of an assisting nature. In 1985, however, this recruitment system
underwent major change when one prominent chaebol, the Daewoo group, for the
first time included female graduates as applicants for core white-collar jobs — which
had previously been reserved only for male graduates (Minwoohoe 1997:1).
Subsequently, other chaebol began to follow this lead by allowing women to
participate in their open recruitment process (this is considered in more detail in
Chapter 3).

When I visited Korea in the summer of 1996 for preliminary field research, the
prospects for women seeking employment in large conglomerates appeared bright in
a country where the general atmosphere was prosperous and self-confident.
Moreover, the movement towards 'globalisation’, that then headed the public
industrial policy agenda and was actively being promoted by the government of
Kim Young-Sam,' also incorporated gender equality at work as an integral
component. As a result, 'women's rights' issues were much in evidence nationally as
the government was strongly advocating the 'globalisation' of both business and
culture. In spite of the fact that Korean society was still deeply discriminatory
~ against women, the country and leading employers appeared to be making genuine

and positive efforts to improve gender equality both in society and at work.
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These changes led me to wonder why they were happening, was this the
beginning of liberation for long-suffering Korean women and a ‘natural’
consequence of the country’s progress towards fully developed status?; would
economic development and modernisation (and globalisation) in themselves serve to
redress existing gender inequality? It seemed to me at the time that the most
effective way to improve the status of Korean women was perhaps to allow the
country, with its closed society and strong Confucian tradition, quickly to open up
to outside influences and encourage further inter-communication with the
comparatively less-gendered developed world and its modern culture. During this
visit, therefore, I began to form a hypothesis that, as long as Korea maintained its
economic progress and accessibility, the accompanying modernisation and
globalisation would of itself help alleviate sexual prejudice and gender
discrimination, and thereby lead to an improvement in the status of Korean women.

However, when I returned for the second visit in July 1997, the mood of the
country had changed perceptibly. There was a national feeling of unease, the
business climate was less optimistic, and both companies and employees appeared
less confident about the immediate future (an account of the country’s economic
condition at that time is given in the first part of Chapter 3). As a result, and in
contrast to the first visit, many signs favourable to the promotion of gender equality
had disappeared. Gender issues had become less important, women seemed to be
losing jobs (often being asked to leave before their male colleagues), and
'globalisation' now seemed to most business people merely to mean “more
competitive in the global market”, rather than a means of improving the conditions
under which women worked to a 'global' standard. What struck me this time were
doubts as to whether the previous advances for women in the labour market were
genuine and permanent - or even still existed. I began to question whether the recent
enthusiastic encouragement of companies to employ female graduates for white-
collar work might have been more a temporary market response to the demands of
industrial growth and the economic needs of employers, rather than a more
sustained voluntary and egalitarian recognition of the needs and rights of women.

While this was one of the major issues to be explored in my study, the economic
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crisis in 1997 clearly introduced, however temporarily, a reluctance to discuss
gender issues and a lack of interest in promoting gender equality. The economic
difficulties of the country and chaebol were serious to the extent that the main field
research, originally planned for 1998, had to be delayed for at least a year because
of the discouraging and evasive responses from companies to my requests to carry
out interviews bearing on issues of gender equality. They were clearly distracted in
attempting to cope with the economic crisis that was, perhaps, even threatening their
own survival. This experience led me to re-examine some of my previous ideas, and
to modify the hypotheses and research questions. The main field research was
eventually carried out in the summer of 1999, when economic pressures on Korean
companies had become less intense after the initial panic, and the situation had

ameliorated.

1.5 Structure of the Thesis

In examining female white-collar employment in Korea, and investigating whether
its effects on the women employed can be considered to be in the nature of
integration or exploitation, the overall framework of the thesis is based primarily on
the feminist paradigm outlined by Tiano. In her review of the literature on women in
industrial development in Latin America, Tiano (1986) subsumed -current
viewpoints within three competing perspectives which employ contrasting
assumptions about patriarchy'® and its relationship to capitalist development: these
are the theses of ‘integration’, ‘marginalisation’, and ‘exploitation’. According to
Tiano, the 'integration thesis' holds that industrialisation leads to female liberation
and sexual equality by involving women more centrally in economic and political
development (Tiano 1994:37). In the ‘marginalisation thesis’, capitalist development
makes women peripheral to socially-valued roles and resources; it maintains that
capitalist industrialisation excludes women from productive roles and confines them
to the household or to the informal sector. Finally, the ‘exploitation thesis' claims
that capitalistic industrialisation creates a female proletariat supplying low-wage

labour for the purpose of accumulating capital at minimal cost (ibid.). These theses
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will be discussed further in more detail in the succeeding chapter, when a general
literature review on women in development is presented.

These theses outlined by Tiano are a good starting point for building a
framework for my study of Korean female white-collar workers - even though they
were formed primarily in the context of female manufacturing workers. This is
because they can be useful in viewing, not only the outcome of women's work
involvement in the export processing zones of developing countries but also, in a
broader sense, the effect of development on Third World women. My assumption is
that the experiences of Korecan women as paid employees in the development
process may share elements in common with those of working women in other parts
of the developing world. At the same time, this study also provides an opportunity
to assess whether Tiano’s framework is suitable for explaining the experiences of
female white-collar employment in the developing world.

While the general theoretical framework for this case study of Korean women in
development is largely derived from Tiano’s theses, the overall structure of the
study of female white-collar employment in chaebol employs both a macro and a
micro perspective. From a macro perspective, a general understanding of the socio-
economic background (including labour market conditions for women) and cultural
environment in the country will help properly to appreciate the position of Korean
women in society and at work. Although this study particularly concerns the
situation of women in the labour market and their role and status in work
organisations, their position in society at large and general attitudes towards
working women should first be appreciated. This is because the status of female
workers in the labour market is both directly and indirectly influenced not only by
labour market conditions, but also by the country’s general social structure,
including its traditional patriarchal system.

The macro perspective is used from two angles: first, socio-economic factors are
considered by examining historically the country’s economic and social changes
during the post-war period (1953-1990s) that influenced current female employment
policies and practices. This will include an introduction to the current Korean labour

market for female workers and, more specifically, that for white-collar employees
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(Chapter 3). Second, cultural factors that have directly and indirectly influenced the
status of Korean women in society and gender relations at work are examined and
discussed (Chapter 4).

The micro perspective, on the other hand, involved research within the offices of
selected chaebol in order to explore the extent to which sexual discrimination and
gender inequality still persist. While research from a macro perspective comprised
primarily an examination of existing literature and data sources, and constituted the
background for more focused and specific empirical research, the micro perspective
focused on relevant employment policies and practices in chaebol offices and the

experiences of chaebol employees.

1) Macro-perspective

Socio-economic Factors

These factors influence the changing demand for labour at particular historical
junctures, and the ways in which this demand has been met. It is, therefore,
important to examine whether, and to what extent, the development process in
Korea has attracted women from the private sphere into the public domain of paid
employment, and how certain patterns of female employment have evolved over
time in response to varying demands from the nation's development process.
Further, it is particularly useful to explore how female employment has developed
and changed as a result of employers’ demands and the influence of government
policy. For this purpose, an historical examination of the development of the Korean
economy, and its demands for labour to meet its needs, is considered appropriate. It
will also be helpful to consider national policies towards economic development,
and other related issues such as the recent movement toward globalisation, the role
of chaebol in the economy and the labour market - particularly in relation to female
employment. Most importantly, the nature of the labour market for women, both
white-collar and production employees, as it has developed over recent decades, is

examined; this will be discussed in Chapter 3.
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Cultural Factors

Gender identity is a social construction with a rationale related to the biological
difference between the sexes. Gender inequality and sexual discrimination, which
have existed in most societies throughout history, reflect basic assumptions and
traditions about the different nature of men and women, and the presumed roles they
can and should play within a society. These assumptions and traditions exhibit great
variability across different cultures and societies, as do the respective roles of men
and women and their consequent gender relations.

In contemporary Korea, although a nation with mixed religions and beliefs,
Confucianism retains a strong presence. A discussion of Korean society would be
incomplete without some understanding of the ideology and moral code associated
with Confucian tradition - as well as other cultural influences. An understanding of
the changing roles and status of women in Korea requires analyses, not only of this
traditional culture but also other more recent influences arising from modernisation.
The relevance of Korea’s traditional culture to contemporary society (encompassing
family, household and social organisations), and its impact on modern women who
face the dilemma of identifying variously with traditional and modern roles, is

crucial. Korean culture and gender relations will be discussed in Chapter 4.

2) Micro-perspective
This approach specifically involves an examination of work practices and gender
relations in contemporary chaebol offices. The research explores the employment
policies and practices of chaebol, the perceptions of employers towards, and
treatment of, female employees compared with their male staff, and the experiences
and attitudes of female (and male) employees bearing particularly on gender
relations at work.

The status of women and the conditions under which they work are influenced by
a variety of factors, including those relating to culture and ideology manifest at the
workplace, the domestic role and responsibilities of female employees, and the
attitudes and actions of employers and the government toward female employment;

it is important that they should all be considered. It is at the micro level of the
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workplace that these different factors are distilled and displayed in the complex

interactions among and between employers and employees.

1.6 Methodology

This part describes the methodology followed in the empirical investigation into
employment policies and practices for female white-collar employees and gender
- relations in chaebol. To explore the situation of Korean women in paid work, and
how traditional Confucian culture has contributed to their present condition and
role, I have particularly chosen (female) white-collar office workers in chaebol to be

the subjects of my case study.

a) Research Strategy

Qualitative Approach
To collect and analyse the primary data for this study, I have chosen a qualitative,
rather than a quantitative, research approach. This was because the theme of my
investigation and the nature of the research questions called for a closer, more
detailed examination from the perspective of the subjects than is usually satisfied by
a quantitative approach. For example, I was interested in examining diverse working
conditions experienced by employees, interactions between them in the light of
gender relations and administrative culture, and their attitudes towards various
issues including work ethics, culture and gender roles. The research, therefore,
focussed on exploring beliefs, experiences and behaviour of the respondents in
relation to gender relations and cultural influences at the workplace, and identifying
patterns of direct and indirect sexual discrimination. For this reason, it was
particularly important that the research truly reflected the perspective of the
participants.

A research challenge of this nature can usually best be undertaken by a
qualitative approach, as many suggest (e.g. Allan and Skinner 1991; Judd et al.
1991; Kvale 1996; Flick 1998). Allan (1991:178) asserts that satisfactory
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explanations of social activities require a substantial appreciation of the
perspectives, culture and ‘world-views’ of the actors involved, which is a core
feature of qualitative research. Further, as Judd et al. (1991:231) observe, “questions
about beliefs and attitudes are particularly difficult to explore” since they are often
complex and multi-dimensional. While recognising qualitative research as
specifically relevant to the study of social relations, due to the pluralisation of life
worlds, Flick (1998) argues that this pluralisation requires a new sensitivity to the
empirical study of issues. A source of knowledge in this context is gradually to take
an insider’s perspective — to understand the individual’s viewpoint or the
organisational principles of social groups from a member’s perspective (ibid.).

Further, qualitative approaches to human interaction are important within
feminist research:

“..... feminist approaches have in common a focus on the everyday world of
women, work with methods appropriate for understanding the very lives and
situations of women, and understanding is a means for changing the
conditions studied” (Kvale 1996:72).

Qualitative research is sensitive to the human situation, it involves an empathic
dialogue with the subjects studied, and it may contribute to their emancipation and
empowerment (Kvale 1996:70). Although in Korea there are a number of studies on
sexual discrimination in white-collar employment (typically surveys undertaken by
organisations, such as women’s pressure groups promoting gender equality, with a
more quantitative approach) and various academic works assessing the influence of
Confucian culture on women in society, few studies satisfactorily focus in depth on
the experiences of women in white-collar jobs and how they are affected by gender
relations and discrimination derived from Confucian ideology. Therefore, even
though some aspects of the research could have been assisted by a quantitative
approach (such as those involving some factual information about the employees as
respondents), I was more interested in developing qualitative data that would show
the various adaptive responses of female interviewees to their experiences, the
different justifications for gender discrimination offered by male respondents, and

finally how the work culture of chaebol is still subject to ideological influences.
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Research Methods

As the main method for executing this qualitative research, I employed semi-
structured interviews with open-ended questions. My selection of this method
derived from “the expectation that the interviewed subjects’ viewpoints are more
likely to be expressed in a relatively openly-designed interview situation than in a
standardised interview or a questionnaire” (Flick 1998:76). To allow respondents to
answer in a relatively unconstrained way and to convey subtleties of attitude to their
own satisfaction, open-ended questions can be ideal, especially when the full range
of their “attitude positions” is not known (Judd et al. 1991:239). Consequently,
establishing a close rapport with interviewees to encourage them to reveal their
personal opinions and express themselves freely on sensitive issues was considered
important. I also sought to conduct interviews in a relaxed and informal manner so
that feelings and opinions could be expressed as candidly as possible. This was
particularly important when dealing with the subtleties of sexual discrimination (or,
in some cases, sexual harassment) in the perception of respondents.

An interview guide, containing an outline of topics to be covered and a sequence
of carefully worded questions was used. Because the interviews were arranged
through personal introductions, and the feeling that I was being ‘controversial’,
questions were designed to appear less ‘provocative and contentious’ yet hiding
nuances of meaning, especially when involving male respondents. Even though I
followed the guide as closely as possible, occasionally a particular interview
situation or interviewee required a modified sequence or wording of questions.
Throughout, I sought to employ non-directive, conversational questioning and avoid
making early appraisals. For example, in exploring the influence of traditional
(Confucian) culture at the workplace (Question No. 21 — see Appendix 3), by first
asking Question No.20 (“Are there any aspects of the work culture with which you
are not happy? Which aspects of the work culture do you consider are hindering the
efficiency of the workplace?”) 1 would allow the respondents voluntarily to
introduce the issue of traditional Confucian culture — which they often did.

For my own convenience the interview guide was grouped into topic areas: on

personal background, current employment experiences, beliefs and cultural
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influences, and gender relations. In putting together interview questions, it was
intended to leave sensitive and more complex issues towards the end of the
interview - until rapport and trust had been established. Further, in finalising the
interview guide, a pilot study of test interviews was carried out prior to the main
research (see below) to reflect upon the questions being asked and to amend them if
necessary. The interview guide was modified several times, especially after pilot
interviews with female office workers in 1997.

The questions (see Appendix 3) were broadly arranged into four sections
according t6 their subject content:

a) general information about the respondent, including educational and other
qualifications;

b) experience of the respondent with the present employer, including length of
service, job description and nature of work, job satisfaction, personal career
plans, degree of satisfaction with salary and working conditions;

c¢) beliefs, experiences and behaviour of the respondent in relation to cultural
influences at the workplace and its administrative ethos.

d) attitudes, behaviour and the shop-floor discourse on issues of gender
relations and equal opportunity, such as gender relationships with male
colleagues and superiors, any persisting sexual division of labour, direct and
indirect sexual discrimination etc.

It was intended that these interviews, which often concluded with an open-ended
discussion, should also cover other important issues relevant to gender relations at
work - such as cultural ideology unfavourable to working women, new influences
originating from modemisation and recent globalisation, women's domestic
responsibilities and their roles at home, and currently-popular discourses on women
in society. Apart from the semi-structured interviews, a few other methods of
gathering information were used to complement the primary data collected: these
included personal observations and written material and data provided by the

subject chaebol.

Groundwork and Securing Access
Collection of secondary data
Initially, extensive secondary data and literature was assembled both in Korea and

the UK. relating to: Korean economic development over the last few decades,
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recent changes in the socio-economic environment, gender relations in general, and
female employment in factory and white-collar office work. Additional literature,
available in the UK., was also gathered on women in the developing world and
female white-collar work in general. For the case study of chaebol, research
literature and published materials and data were collected (both in Korea and the
U.K)) to help understand their role in the Korean economy and labour market, their
interaction with government, and their work culture — in order to ascertain and
clarify the recent changes and current status of their employment policies and
practices. However, it proved difficult to acquire information about their actual
work policies since little printed matter was available. In order to complement the
interviews, the relevant literature used is primarily derived from the sources

mentioned above and articles in recruitment magazines and newspapers.

Selection of chaebol and interviewees

Gaining research access to chaebol and interview subjects was expected to present
problems and was a major concern in selecting chaebol and interviewees. For an
outsider to approach a chaebol, particularly to interview their female employees
about gender issues, was challenging from the outset owing to their traditional
privacy and reticence; in the present economic circumstances with many chaebol
facing acute financial threat (see Chapter 5, where the recent economic crisis is
discussed), it was particularly problematic. Negotiating this access took
considerable time and required introductions from influential intermediaries. As a
result, the chaebol studied and the employees interviewed were selected largely on
the basis of convenience samples.

From my initial contacts with chaebol business executives in 1996, I formed the
impression then that it would be very difficult to persuade even one chaebol to allow
me to carry out an extensive case study over a fairly long period entirely within one
organisation (which could have been a research option). However, 1 did make
progress on an alternative plan: through a personal contact, I became acquainted
with an influential intermediary (a former president of a major affiliate of chaebol

S1, currently working as a business consultant to chaebol generally) who introduced

24



Chapter One

me to a few large chaebol. He did this indirectly, through very senior executives in
subsidiary affiliate companies where I was ultimately given permission to conduct
interviews with employees chosen and arranged by an executive manager. Other
interviews were arranged through private introductions from working colleagues
and friends.

Even though the chaebol covered in the research were primarily selected by
availability of access, in the event I was able to interview employees working in
between one and three affiliated companies within each of the five leading chaebol -
although the number of interviews in each chaebol varied. The largest number of
interviews (21) was conducted in chaebol S1, often considered the foremost large
chaebol (especially in relation to its management of human resources and
administrative structure - a fact confirmed by many interviewees, both those
working within the group and in other chaebol). Among the many affiliated
companies of chaebol S1, used as the core case study, I specifically chose one
particular company operating in the textile and fashion industry - known as a
‘female-friendly’ sector and therefore ‘allowed’ to employ more female staff than
other sister affiliates, such as those in engineering sectors. Interviewing subjects in
prominent chaebol well regarded for their progressive policies towards women, and
many in a ‘female-friendly’ affiliate, might seem to introduce an element of bias in
the sample. Yet this fact probably makes my findings of continuing gender
discrimination even more striking.

In total I interviewed 14 staff from this one company; for comparison purposes a
smaller number from two other companies within the same chaebol were also
interviewed. Apart from these, I also interviewed 8 employees from chaebol H1, 4
from D1, 4 from S2, and 3 from L (all members of the top five chaebol at the time).
In addition, interviews within chaebol H2 (6), P (4), and the smaller D2 (1) were
added (see the Appendix Table 2.1). Employees (and sometimes managers) from
each company participated in in-depth interviews using the semi-structured
interview guide. Care was taken in the selection of interviewees to ensure, as far as
practicable, that a representative balance between men and women (55% were

women), ages, educational backgrounds (67.9% of the women were university
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graduates, the remainder were high-school leavers) and status was achieved.
Further, selected interviewees were chosen from a variety of job occupations, in
different industries and at different office locations. At the outset I had intended to
pay particular regard to female graduates, as representing the most ‘modernised and
perhaps least gendered” employment sector. Their apparently small number in the
sample is indicative of their position in the chaebol — very few female graduates are
still working, a circumstance that was undoubtedly accentuated by the recession. In
total, 51 interviews were carried out with employees of chaebol (see below for

further discussion on additional interviews outside chaebol).

b) Data Collection

Field Visits

The bulk of the data was collected during the main field research that was conducted
in the vicinity of Seoul in 1999; this followed two earlier periods of fieldwork in
1996 and 1997. These two preliminary visits were planned to build the hypotheses,
and establish contacts that could facilitate access to research sites for interviewing.
In addition, they enabled me to conduct pilot studies to test the preliminary question
guide, and undertake some valuable interviews with less directly-apposite people
such as local academics working in related fields, female university students seeking
jobs, female white-collar employees working in various organisations, senior
executives and personnel managers of chaebol, and representatives from women's
pressure groups.

During the first visit (12 July — 20 August 1996), preliminary personal contacts
were established, leading later to further introductions and meetings with
intermediaries for access to potential interviewees. Further, to gather useful
information on related subjects, visits were made to a small number of academics in
sociology and gender studies, a women’s white-collar employment organisation
(e.g. Minwoohoe), and an important journal specialising in graduate recruitment
(e.g. Sisa Journal). Some of the pilot interviews were carried out with the
respondents (mu38m, fud6, fg60, {157, fgb61, fw63, mb64 - all of whom were re-
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interviewed in 1997 and 1999), while some of these (mu38m, fu46, fg60, mb64)
subsequently acted as intermediaries introducing new subjects during the
subsequent field visits (see Appendix 1.1 and 1.2 for codes and profiles of
interviewees).

During the second visit (28 July — 8 Oct 1997), the contacts previously
established in 1996 were pursued and new introductions for gaining access to
chaebol and interviewees developed. Some further pilot interviews were undertaken
(with mu38m, fu46, ff57, {158, 159, fg60, fgb61, fw63, mb64 - all re-interviewed in
1999) while the main interviews began with a few chaebol employees (i.e. fu20,
fu21, mu38m, fu46, fu50) and some job candidates (i.e. fs52, fs53, fs54). Some
other non-chaebol subjects were also interviewed (i.e. ff57, ff58, 159, fg60, fg61,
fw63 - all re-interviewed in 1999) in an informal and less-structured fashion - the
main aim being to establish contact for the main interviews to follow. Some
interviews (e.g. with ff59, fg60) unexpectedly suggested introductions to new
interview subjects for the following visit in 1999. I also attended five different
recruitment seminars for female graduate job candidates given by four major
chaebol, presented by a total of 11 people (cs65~cs75; see Appendix 1.3 for
presenters at chaebol recruitment seminars). In addition, further meetings were
arranged with appropriate people in pursuit of access to chaebol — with little
success. Academics (about 10) in related fields, such as sociology and gender
studies, were contacted and met for brief meetings or discussions: this provided me
with some useful ideas for research planning and methodology but offered little to
the main body of research - none were included in my interviewee list. Visits to
Korean women’s organisations (e.g. Minwoohoe, KWDI) yielded some interviews
and the collection of published materials on gender issues.

The final, principal, field visit was in 1999 (from 1 May to 1 Sept). The early
months were devoted to securing access to chaebol and interviewees and making
frequent contacts with potential intermediary-interviewees (e.g. mulm, mulSm,
fh23, mu25m, mu30m, mu38m, fudé, {ff59, fg60, mb64; plus some others who chose
not participate). By the end of the visit these contacts had led to further

introductions which enabled me to complete the remainder of the interviews. Thus,
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the majority of the interviews (all except fu20, fu21, mu38m, fu46, fus0, 552, £s53,
fs54 — which were conducted in 1997) was completed during this time allowing me
to finalise the field research by the end of August 1999. Meanwhile, recent
secondary data and literature were gathered (including that from women’s
organisations) to support and complement my empirical research.

Together, these field studies yielded a total of 64 interviews, including 51
interviews with employees from 11 companies in 8 different chaebol. Because of
the lack of U K. data and literature on Korea and its female workers, and the paucity
of literature and research on female white-collar work even in Korea, it was
necessary to conduct pilot interviews in a manner designed to elucidate information
about contemporary female employment and any relevant research, as well as
soliciting the personal experiences and opinions of interviewees. The two earlier
visits provided the background that enabled me to appreciate and focus on more
recent, important issues, and were valuable in developing the study hypotheses and
question guide. The interviews, most of which were tape-recorded for later
transcription and analysis, lasted usually between one and two hours. As agreed
with the companies and interviewees, to maintain anonymity references to both in

the body of this study are indicated by code initials.

Interviews

Interview subjects, who were located as explained through a variety of sources
including personal contacts and referrals, were interviewed using a semi-structured
question guide with an open-ended, 'informal' discussion of key issues. Most of the
interviews were conducted face-to-face, either in the offices of the subjects or at a
tearoom near where they worked, and lasted from 45 minutes to two hours - the time
depending on how much they could spare. Even though the main focus of the study
is female employment, it was decided also to include male employees to compare
and contrast their status and conditions of employment with those of female
colleagues, and to elucidate their views about female staff and provide a more

complete evaluation of female experiences.
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As already discussed, the interviews were to cover a broad range of topics,
including personal background, individual experiences in the current job,
perceptions and attitudes towards work and corporate culture, and gender relations
in the office. In interviews with managers, topics would also include the company’s
recruitment policies and practices, their evaluation of work performance and attitude
of both female and male employees, matters relating to the general administrative
culture of the chaebol, including decision-making and authority patterns, attitudes to
female employees, and sexual discrimination. In addition, their views were solicited
on recent national socio-economic developments (such as modernisation,
globalisation, the current economic crisis etc.) and whether they affected their
company and had any impact on its everyday working life and gender relations.

Some additional interviews with female subjects who were not chaebol
employees were included to provide further comparison and contrast: they
comprised five employees of foreign companies in Seoul, three government
employees, three job candidates and one housewife; one male chaebol specialist was
also interviewed (see Appendix Table 1.2). Finally, presentations by 11 chaebol
managers and employee representatives during chaebol recruitment seminars that I
attended are also included with an individual code name for each presenter
(Appendix Table 1.3).

¢) Discussions and Limitations and Constraints

Sample Size

A core sample of 64, of which 51 were employees of chaebol, may be considered
too big or too small — depending on the perspective and the approach taken. To the
question, “How many interview subjects do I need?” in research, Kvale (1996:101)
simply answers: “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what you need
to know.” In current interview studies with a qualitative approach, the number of
interviews tend to be around 1510 (Kvale 1996:102); this number may derive from
the time and resources available and the law of diminishing returns - where further

interviews would yield little new knowledge. In this vein, the size of my sample
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may be regarded too large: as Kvale (1996:102) points out, “if the number of
subjects is too large, then it is not possible to make penetrating interpretations of the
interviews”. On the other hand, the size of this sample might also be regarded as
small and ‘unrepresentative’ - if the study appears “to be designed on a quantitative
presupposition - the more interviews, the more scientific” (Kvale 1996:103). Even
in qualitative interview studies, if the number of subjects is too small it is not
possible to make statistical generalisations or to test hypotheses of differences
among groups (ibid. p102). Therefore, selection of sample size is a delicate yet
critical matter. It may be assumed that the necessary number of subjects depends on
the study’s purpose and feasibility. ‘Feasibility” implies “not simply whether a
project is feasible in principle, but also whether it is feasible within the constraints
of time and resources available” (Clark and Causer 1991:170).

Bearing in mind that my research is essentially qualitative, principles of
qualitative approach were used - while some elements of quantitative research were
also incorporated. As already explained, the feasibility of gaining repeated access
and ample time for satisfactory ‘in-depth’ interviews was a major constraint, and
some adjustment to the research approach was made as the fieldwork progressed.

Although access to all interviewees was gained through personal contacts, it was
without official sanction or ‘powerful’ connections. Access typically resulted from a
single kindness or ‘favour’ (sometimes a token gesture to save the face of an
intermediary) - although many female respondents seemed to enjoy being
interviewed and expressing their opinions. Apart from those few who became
‘friends’, with whom I established a certain rapport during the first meeting and
could feel comfortable enough to invite later for tea and an out-of-working-hours
‘chat’, it was almost impossible to arrange a second interview. Further, as most of
interviews took place during working hours, the time they could spare was often
limited. In some cases, the intermediaries who helped with arranging interviews had
already set a timetable for them. Therefore, it was unrealistic with most chaebol
respondents to conduct to my satisfaction ‘in-depth’ interviews that may require

lengthy or repeated meetiﬁgs. As these constraints prevented me from pursuing
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proper in-depth interviews for all, I decided to select a sample larger in size and
variety to achieve an improved validity.

Overall, therefore, there is an element of empirical quantitative approach in my
selection of the size and nature of the interview sample; I sought to cover a number
of variables, such as different sizes of company (including the then-top five
chaebol), various industries, both sexes and diverse educational qualifications of
interviewees etc. While not a controlled representative sample, it was considered to
provide an appropriate social spectrum of responses. Including more chaebol or
more interviewees might, arguably, have been useful in establishing differences of
detail between them, yet would contribute little further to exploring the existence of
sexual discrimination in chaebol offices and the cultural influence of Confucianism.
Indeed, such a sample would not necessarily be more statistically representative. In
a sense, differences between chaebol are not a central issue here, although it was
interesting to explore variations in work culture, the pattern of gender relations and
degree of sexual discrimination. Ultimately, in designing the research methodology
and carrying out the fieldwork, I considered that the most important issue was to
achieve, within the constraints faced, a practical balance between the depth of

interviews and the spread of interviews.

Sensitive Topics

Apart from the constraints set by the issues of access and time, there were some
other limitations faced during the interview research. Particularly relevant here is
the issue of talking about sensitive topics. For example, although the discussion of
sexual harassment frequently come up during the interviews, it mainly related to
unequal, gendered treatment (seong-cha-byeol, ‘gender differentiation’) rather than
harassment in a more sexually explicit sense (seong-hee-rong, ‘sexual harassment’).
If women were asked during a face-to-face interview whether they had ever been
subject to sexual harassment (seong-hee-rong) at work, most would say “No”. This
would be particularly so if the introduction was through their male superiors and the
interview took place at work, which was often the case. To be subject to sexual

harassment (especially in Korean society) and talk about it to a stranger can be
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regarded a degrading experience, and I did not have sufficient confidence to pursue
these matters in depth. Further, clarifying the various definitions of ‘sexual
harassment’ with respondents, and attempting to ask non-directive questions about
these sensitive issues, was considered less urgent than pursuing other issues more
relevant to my study. A separate study directed towards understanding sexual
harassment, and women’s reactions to it, may be worthwhile: however, it may need
to employ large-scale survey techniques involving the use of relatively highly-
structured questionnaires to deal with such sensitive issues — or, if a qualitative
interview study, having special access (e.g. through women’s organisations or
unions etc.) where respondents feel comfortable and secure enough to talk candidly
about their experiences.

For similar reasons, discussing the salary of respondents in a face-to-face
interview was constrained by their uneasiness in revealing their remuneration: when
asked in the pilot interviews the response was intentionally vague, “I earn as much
as others at the same level in the company”. Therefore, even though salary itself was
a crucial element in evaluating ‘rewards’ (see Chapter 6), direct questions could not
be asked. However, considering the present remuneration system in most Korean
companies (where a person’s salary has largely been based on length of
employment, and related to the seniority level - see Chapter 6), gendered features
for investigation in this research were less concerned with actual salary but more
related to promotion opportunities and security of employment. For this reason, the
lack of open discussion on salaries may not be considered crucial.

In summary, the aim of my qualitative research was achieved by focusing on
people’s everyday experiences and office discourses, and elucidating their personal
feelings and attitudes. Even though there could be benefits from a larger (and better
controlled) sample, the data and findings of this study clearly showed how gender
discrimination and cultural influences operate at the office floor level. Further, the
impact of changes in the business climate amplified the need for this type of data.
Halfway through my field research there was a sudden, dramatic economic
recession (see Chapter 5) which produced no simple, uniform response at any level

of society - thus making insights of a qualitative nature, focusing on subtle changes

32



Chapter One

occurring at a micro-perspective level, more appropriate. In the future, findings
from this initial qualitative research could be used as a pedestal for an appropriate

quantitative survey on a larger scale.

1.7 Significance of the Study

There are a number of reasons why this study of female white-collar workers in

chaebol is considered to be of significance:

a) Examination of female white-collar labour in developing nations has to date been
somewhat limited, and the experiences of these workers relatively little documented.
As far as working women in developing countries are concerned, most academic
attention has been directed towards low-income employees, such as production
workers in manufacturing, petty traders in informal sectors, and subsistence
agricultural workers. The experiences of female factory workers in developing
countries, and their association with the development process, has been extensively
covered by international academics and writers - and will be considered briefly in
Chapter 2. This attention is perhaps not surprising since it is women on low-incomes
that are often placed at the margins of economic activity, where a gendered
(therefore unbalanced) distribution of wealth and resources can affect women more
seriously than higher-income or more-privileged women. The relative lack of
interest in white-collar workers may be explained by the fact that, until recently, the
proportion of women working in offices in developing countries has been low and
of relatively little importance. Nevertheless, female office workers do exist in such
countries and, even if working under comparatively better conditions than their
counterparts in factories, they may also face sexual discrimination and exploitation.
It appears that the relative importance of women in offices is greatest in more
developed countries, where secretarial work is almost a completely feminised
occupation, while they “comprise a much lower proportion of office workers in
developing countries” (Joekes 1987:108). The growing number of white-collar (both

absolutely and in comparison with blue-collar) occupations in Korea would appear
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therefore to carry significance as an indicator of the country's stage of economic
development. It is widely believed that developing countries, including Korea and
other Asian NICs, which have grown quickly and have undergone rapid economic
and social change during the last few decades, no longer really belong to the
developing world where the importance of female white-collar workers remains
minor®®. As these countries develop, the number of female white-collar workers
increases and their role, domestically and internationally, becomes more important.
The number of women working in white-collar office jobs in Korea has expanded
dramatically, and this trend is likely to continue as the nation develops further. Yet
so far these developments have attracted relatively little academic attention and
there 1s to date limited literature covering the recent changes, the current
employment market and the gender relations within it. Perhaps it is now timely and
appropriate to bring a little more attention to this relatively ignored group of

working women - white-collar employees.

b) In the light of current interest in the field of development and the on-going search
for human (and gender) development indicators, the study attempts conceptually to
identify non-economic indicators that could help clarify the process of development
at the micro level, particularly as it affects women. This is important because
investigating the theoretical background to the study may also help fill gaps in the
gender and development literature relating to female employment in the developing

world, particularly that in Southeast and Far East Asia.

c) The study is also intended to contribute to the literature on female white-collar
employment in general - both in the developed and developing world - by analysing
how this research in its particular context differs from others, especially those
relating to the developed world. Most existing literature on female white-collar
workers relates to developed countries, written by their own academics and perhaps
reflecting the viewpoints and experiences of the developed West. (e.g. Kanter 1977,
McNally 1979; Crompton and Reid 1982; Crompton and Jones 1984; Murolo 1987,
Anderson (ed.) 1988; Rogers and Henson 1997; Davies-Netzley 1998; Baxter and
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Wright 2000; Wallace 2001). Mohanty (1991) argues that Western feminist
scholarship often misleadingly generalises on the basis of a limited perspective, and
ignores women's voices from different social groups and regions21 (see also
Momsen and Kinnaird (1993). In spite of common features shared by all women
worldwide, gender relations are currently fragmented by race, class, historical and
cultural particularity, and individual differences. In this sense, no single explanation
or solution can apply to all women everywhere. Instead, it may be more productive
to focus on the differences and diversity of women's needs and experiences across
disparate cultures, regions and classes when seeking constructive and beneficial

insights that would apply to each case in its own special context.

d) This empirical study on Korean female white-collar workers also provides an
opportunity to look at the complex matrix of social change in economy and culture
as it effects gender relations. It also allows an examination of how and to what
extent socio-economic organisations (e.g. chaebol) operate to serve capitalist goals
by making use of women, who find themselves caught between two contrasting
ideologies - a strongly sex-discriminative Confucian tradition and the less-gendered
(or more egalitarian) non-Korean ideology derived from transnational
modernisation. This study also provides an opportunity to assess the relevance of
traditional culture to such modern socio-economic organisations and the people

working in them.

e) Further, the research findings may be able to assist leaders in chaebol and other
Korean firms, policy makers in government and non-governmental organisations,
and women themselves, to appreciate the reality facing working women by
illuminating the problems and challenges they face, and thereby suggest how equal

opportunity and a reduction in gender discrimination might be achieved.

f) Finally, although not a primary purpose, the study also attempts to make a
contribution to the debate and literature on research methodology for gender studies

- which can be sensitive and are in most circumstances difficult to conduct,
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especially in a society with little gender awareness or where gender issues are still

controversial and discussion of them can be met with hostility.

1.8 Thesis Organisation

Chapter 2 presents an overview of literature on women in the developing world and
the impact of their labour participation on the development process in order to
provide a theoretical background for the study of female white-collar employment
in Korea. A basic understanding of women’s general participation in development,
as well as their role in white-collar work, is considered essential in forming a proper
appreciation of female white-collar employment. Chapter 3 is divided broadly into
two parts, covering the country’s economy and national development, and Korean
women’s labour participation in the development process. Without doubt, the
gathering pace of economic industrialisation and modernisation in the post-war
period, and particularly during the last few decades, has affected women’s life and
work. To understand female employment characteristics and patterns it is important
not only to consider socio-economic factors but also cultural factors covered in
Chapter 4, which explores the country’s cultural background in order to elucidate
the status of contemporary Korean women and gender relations in society.
Development and modernisation, most intensively during the last few decades, has
transformed both the economic and social life of Korean people; yet despite the
onset of industrialisation, modernisation and Westernisation, Confucian influences
undeniably still persist in the value systems of the country. Accordingly, the manner
whereby Confucian-influenced culture historically has defined women's status and
role in society is examined. By considering gender relations in their specific societal
context, this examination should help to establish the origins of current gender
discourses and explain how women came to assume their present status in society
and in the labour force.

The next four chapters focus on chaebol as employers of white-collar labour, and
their employees, particularly women. Chapter 5 presents a descriptive and historical

overview of chaebol and encompasses their role in the Korean economy, their
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relationship with government and their importance to the national labour force. The
chapter also describes the administrative culture that characterises office
employment in chaebol, and explains why they were selected as the context of this
case study of female employment. Chapter 6 considers the employment policies
and practices of chaebol by examining their general characteristics and features
from a gender perspective; the purpose is to explore the manner in which their
employment practices are gendered, and to assess the degree to which unequal
employment practices and gendered hierarchies are still maintained. In Chapter 7,
where gender relations at work are considered within the context of work culture,
the main factors influencing the perpetuation of gender inequality in the workplace
are identified, and the degree to which they are sustained by the existing work
culture in chaebol offices is assessed. Apart from overt gender inequality in
conditions of employment, subjective gender discrimination also exists and is more
difficult to evaluate, yet is no less serious and injurious to the women who
experience it. Chapter 8, therefore, focuses on women’s work experiences and
reactions to perceived discrimination by exploring different outcomes offered by
female interviewees as to how they adapt and plan their careers and lives. This
chapter also attempts an overall evaluation as to whether white-collar employment
has served to integrate women into development, or whether it has exacerbated the
exploitation of their labour for capitalist ends. The concluding Chapter 9 presents an
overall summary of the enquiry and adjudges, in the light of the research, whether
Korean women can be regarded as a fully-equal human resource - whether there
appears to be a genuine movement towards gender equality or merely that women
are exploited or marginalised as secondary labour supporting employers and the
state. In this chapter, I will offer an assessment of the limitations and obstacles
hindering equality in employment for women in Korea, and present some

suggestions as to how improvements may be introduced.
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Endnotes

' The term, ‘chaebol’, comes from two Chinese characters, meaning “wealthy extended family.”
(Kim W. 1994:83). Chaebol are generally very large conglomerates, owned and managed by a single
family and composed of several firms operating in a wide array of often-unrelated industries (Janelli,
1993:81). See Chapter 5 for further details.

2 The implication of ‘flowers of the office’ is also well described by Iwao (1993:156) as "pretty to
look at and decorative, but insubstantial and transient", referring to female office workers in Japan
which bear similarity in this context to female Korean office employees.

* The proportion of females in the labour force rose from 28.6 percent in 1960 to 40.4 percent in
1990. Source: EPB, Population and Housing Census Report, 1960 EPB, Annual Report on the
Economically Active Population Survey, 1990. Cited in Chang S. et al. (1991)

* Korean authors are designated by using the surname followed by the initial of the given name
because of the frequency of relatively few surnames in the country.

3 GDI (Gender-related Development Index) measures achievement in the same basic capabilities as
the HDI (the Human Development Index) but takes note of inequality in achievement between
women and men (UNDP 1995). It is measured by share of earned income, life expectancy, adult
literacy and combined primary, secondary and tertiary gross enrolment in education.

¢ GEM (Gender Empowerment Measure) assesses the extent to which women and men are able
actively to participate in economic and political life and take part in decision-making. While the GDI
focuses on expansion of capabilities, the GEM is concerned with the use of those capabilities to take
advantage of the opportunities of life (UNDP 1995). It is measured by the percentage of women in
parliamentary seats, as administrators and managers, professional and technical workers, and also
their share of earned income.

7 According to some other Korean sources, the figures differ somewhat from those quoted by the
ILO, indicating a worse outcome: for example, the wage gap was reported as 46.7% in 1985, 58.1%
in 1995, and 62.8% in 1999, showing a deteriorating wage differential (Ministry of Labour, Survey
Report on Wage Structure 1986, 1996, Ministry of labour, Survey Report on Wage Structure 2000,
cited in KWDI (2000) Annual Statistical Report on Women, Seoul).

® Confucianism is sometimes viewed as a religion but it is more accurately considered a philosophy,
social ethic and political ideology. It exists alongside the organised religions such as Islam,
Christianity, Shintoism, Taoism and Buddhism. It spread to all East Asian countries with the
influence of Chinese culture, but nowhere was it more powerful than in Korea during the Yi dynasty.
From the 15™ century the Yi aristocracy (yangban) defined itself as the carrier of Confucian values,
and the penetration of court politics by Confucianism was unprecedented (Edwards 1992:101).

? Interviewee code: the first letter (f or m) denotes sex; the second indicates occupation (s - student, f
- foreign company employee, g - government employee, w - housewife, and b - own business); a
number identifies a non-chaebol interviewee (from 52 to 64). See Appendix 1.2 for the codes and
profile of non-chaebol interviewees.

* denotes that the female interviewee is married (marriage seems to be more significant for working
women than for men).
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19 Interviewee code: the first letter (f or m) denotes sex; the second indicates educational attainment
on joining: h (high-school leaver) or u (university graduate); the number identifies the chaebol
interviewee (from 1 to 51); a final m denotes manager. See Appendix 1.1 for the codes and profile
of chaebol interviewees.

* denotes that the female interviewee is married (marriage seems to be more significant for working
women than for men).

In instances where it is judged to be relevant, the identity of the employer chaebol is indicated after a
hyphen with an upper-case postscript followed (where appropriate) by a lower-case letter for the
particular affiliate. For example, ‘ful0*-S1a’ indicates that the interviewee number 10 was female,
university educated, married, and worked in affiliate ‘a’ of chaebol S1. However, reference to a
particular affiliate is rare as in only a few cases is it deemed to be relevant.

"' According to Foster-Carter (1985:107), in East Asian societies the cultural heritage of
Confucianism emphasized the subordination of women as one of the several parallel ‘natural’
hierarchies: young to old, children to parents, ruled to rulers. He further argues that, although to a
degree transformed by socialist revolution in some countries and capitalist industrialisation in others,
such norms persist.

2 In 1999, 13.4 percent of all economically-active women were employed in ‘clerical work’, the
highest category after ‘sales and service’ (35.1%) and ‘elementary occupations’ (simple labour work)
(15.1%). Source: National Statistical Office, Anrmual Report on the Economically Active Population
Survey, 2000, cited in Moon YK. and Joo JS. (2000).

1* An example of this was the Kim Young-Sam government’s strong promotion of both globalisation
and gender equality. It had an immediate affect on chaebol’s recruitment of female office workers in
the mid-1990s: with government encouragement and ‘pressure’ many leading chaebol (whose ‘open-
recruitment” was previously intended mainly for male applicants) hired female graduates in
increasing numbers.

" For example, while 85 percent of large Korean firms (including chaebol) offered equal
opportunities for women to apply in open competition without sex-specific recruitment, in smaller
companies more than 50 percent of firms either exclusively employed men or found new staff
through personal contacts (Park SJ. 1989).

> As sometimes claimed in their public image and recruitment literature, chaebol can play an
important role in improving sexual equality in employment practices. For example, a quotation in a
study (Berman et al. 1995) on cross-cultural issues at Samsung Corporation (a major chaebol) is
indicative:
"Samsung is breaking new grounds in Korean society by expanding the roles that women
play in the workplace. The group welcomes married women to stay at their jobs by giving
them the chance to move up in the organisation. Effort has also been made in ensuring
the same remuneration and chances of promotion as male employees enjoy; this
guarantees loyalty towards Samsung, thus enhancing the quality concern of workers"
®.9).
Although it will be interesting to determine how genuinely Samsung believes in, and implements,
this practice it is certainly true that chaebol have played a leading role in promoting gender-equality
practices.

'® There is no direct and simple dichotomy between globality and national origin. The large Korean
chaebols are likely to be both national companies with foreign connectedness, and at the same time
decentred global actors who, regardless of national origin, take their mobile resources to the most
profitable business location. Nationalism (or localism) and globalism coexist and interact with each
other in many forms (Kim YT. 1998:230).

39



Chapter One

17" The qualitative approach was designed to explore the nature of office discourses and gender
relations from the perspective of the subjects involved. While the size of the sample may be
considered relatively small, and the chaebol were selected primarily on the basis of access,
individuals were chosen as far as practicable to provide a balance between sexes, ages, educational
background and status, and encompassed a range of occupations in different industries and at
different locations.

'8 The Committee for the Promotion of Globalisation was set up by the Kim Young Sam government
in 1995 (Kang MK. 2000; Shin KY. 2000). See Chapter 3 for more details.

 According to Lim (1983:76), “Patriarchy is the system of male domination and female
subordination in economy, society, and culture that has characterised much of human history to the
present day. In the economic sphere, it is reflected first in the sexual division of labour within the
family, which makes domestic labour the sole preserve of women. Their involvement in production
activities outside the home varies with different societies and different stages of development, but is,
particularly in those countries where capitalist development has penetrated (Boserup 1970), often
accorded inferior status and reward compared to the activities of men.”

% For example, as far as clerical occupations in the developing world are concerned, in places like
India office work is regarded as a 'masculine' occupation and women only fill 6 per cent of all
clerical positions; in some more-industrialised countries, for example part of Latin America and
Southeast Asia, 3040 per cent of the clerical labour force is composed of women (Momsen and
Townsend 1987).

2! Mohanty (1991:51) states that,

“Any discussion of the intellectual and political construction of ‘third world feminisms’
must address itself to two simultaneous projects: the internal critique of hegemonic
‘western’ feminism, and the formulation of autonomous, geographically, historically, and
culturally rounded feminist concerns and strategies. The first project is one of
deconstructing and dismantling; the second, one of building and constructing. While these
projects appear to be contradictory, the one working negatively and the other positively,
unless these two tasks are addressed simultaneously, ‘third world’ feminism runs the risk of
marginalisation or ghettoisation from both mainstream (right and left) and Western feminist
discourses.”
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
for the Study of Women in Employment

2.1 Introduction

In examining the situation of women and their work in the developing world, it is
important first to understand the broad economic, political and social context within
which these women participate in labour forces to support the industrial growth of
their countries. Korean women, like most women in developing countries, have
faced challenges arising from these economic and socio-cultural changes and have
experienced repercussions affecting their gender roles and status in society.
Although their situation is to some extent unique, I believe that Korean working
women share certain experiences with women from other parts of the developing
world - particularly those engaged in paid employment in countries undergoing
recent industrial development. While female white-collar employment in Korea is
the main focus of this study, in order to understand how economic development has
affected Korean women and their work, and to evaluate the extent to which they
have been integrated into the development process, this chapter reviews two major,
relevant bodies of literature by way of background: that bearing on 1) female labour
participation in development, particularly in factory work, and ii) women in white-
collar employment (chiefly in developed countries).

The first half of the chapter examines literature on women in development and
their labour participation in developing countries. This primarily involves
production, rather than white-collar, workers in export-oriented manufacturing
industries. This is partly because the conditions of production workers seem to
reflect more clearly the impact of development on 'Third World' women (in the
sense that it is women on low-incomes, such as production workers, that are usually
placed at the margins of society where gendered distribution of wealth and resources

affects them more severely), and partly because they have inspired a wider body of
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relevant literature for women in the developing world. While examining women’s
labour participation in manufacturing industries, some of the major debates around
women’s changing roles and their status in development are discussed. This is
important for developing an appropriate framework to elucidate the roles and
experiences of Korean working women, not only for production but also white-
collar workers.

The second half of the chapter focuses on women in white-collar employment.
This begins with a brief examination of the development of white-collar work in
selected developed countries traditionally linked with industrialisation and
economic advancement, together with their influence on the growth of female
white-collar employment. Some controversial implications of bias against female
white-collar employment, such as gender-based work allocation and subordinate
roles borne by women, will be introduced and discussed. This discussion is intended
to assist an understanding of female white-collar employment in general, before
addressing female white-collar office employment in Korean chaebol in later
chapters. Even though the situation of female white-collar employment in Korea
differs from that in more developed countries (arising from its different stage of
development and the unique socio-historical context), a general introduction to
female white-collar employment in other countries can serve as a useful foundation.
Furthermore, an appreciation of female white-collar employment in Korea also
requires some basic understanding of female white-collar work in similarly
developing countries. Therefore, some newly emerging literature on female white-
collar work in such countries will be also examined. While this literature body may
not yet be broad enough to offer a systematic comprehension of white-collar

employment in the developing world, it still provides some useful insights.
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2.2 Women’s Labour Participation in Development

Women in Development

Orthodox economists and development planners have often assumed that national
development increases opportunities for women to participate economically, and
that it naturally advances their social status and promotes gender equality. As a
result, it was widely accepted that ‘what would benefit one section of society (men)
would trickle down to the other (women)’ — an assumption which has been
increasingly acknowledged and criticised by many academics (e.g. Rogers 1980;
Jones 1984; Mazza 1987; Brett 1991; Elson 1995; El-Bushra 2000; Nussbaum 2000;
Molyneux and Razavi 2002).1 This can be clearly seen in a brief review of the
historical development of the literature on ‘women in development’ (WID).

In the 1950s and 1960s women's issues in development were subsumed under the
question of human rights®, and women were viewed as objects to protect or make
recommendations for, but not necessarily to consult (Brett 1991). The assumed
benefits of development for women have, however, begun to be questioned when,
by the late 1960s, some economists had realised that development was not
proceeding as smoothly as expected and concerns were raised about the continuing
poverty and deprivation of Third World women (Parpart 1993). In this climate, the
study of Boserup in 1970, ‘Women’s Role in Economic Development’, arrived as a
watershed in thinking about women in development, and called for planners and
politicians to recognise and consider women’s roles in economic development and
take the interests of women fully into account when drawing up development plans
(Whitehead 1991; Parpart 1993; Kabeer 1994).3 In the 1970s, therefore, efforts
were made to link women’s issues to development for the first time (Beall and
Davila 1993). According to Kabeer (1994), the initial implication of Boserup's
critique, reinforced by WID* advocates and scholars who succeeded her, was to shift
attention from 'welfare' to 'equality for women' in the development process.” In the
1980s, although there was a growing trend towards viewing women as agents and
beneficiaries in all sectors and at all levels of the development process (Brett 1991),

women were primarily regarded as agents of social development, whose caring and
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nurturing could substitute for expenditure on health, education and social services
(Antrobus 1988; Dwyer and Bruce 1988, Elson 1991).° In brief, not only have
women often been adversely affected by the development process, but their roles in
the process have also not been properly addressed by most development planners
and workers (Moser 1993; Pearson and Jackson 1998; Fenster 1999).

In recent decades, a growing number of researchers and academics progressively
have recognised that, as development has proceeded in Third World countries, its
impact on men and women has been different, and that women have not necessarily
benefited from it as widely as was expected (e.g. Boserup 1970; Joekes 1987; Sen
1990; Tinker 1990; Elson 1991; Pearson 1992b; Moser 1993; Kabeer 1994; Okin
1995; Roces and Edwards 2000; Rai 2002). As pointed out by Moser (1993), while
the so-called 'development industry' had realised that women are essential to the
success of the total development effort, it did not necessarily follow that
development improved conditions for women. In this context, Joekes (1987:128)
also argued,

“Growth has created general employment opportunities from which women
have benefited. Yet, their greater participation has also played a significant
causal role in industrialisation, related to their lesser status and rewards in
industrial production than men’s. In some regions, industrial development
has added to women’s income-earning opportunities to an extraordinary
degree, but the terms on which they have found employment have been
inferior. Therefore, despite the wage income, this new employment for
women has not been unequivocally beneficial.”

In summary, as Brett (1991) concludes, there is a wide gap between women’s high,
yet relatively unrecognised, economic participation and their low political and social
power, and that development strategies have usually taken the needs of the most
vocal and politically active group as their starting point. Therefore, to understand
gender relations at work the activities of men and women need to be addressed
separately, and for the successful incorporation of women into the development
process their particular needs, status and conditions in society should be considered
independently.

Not only should women’s concerns and needs in development processes be

addressed separately, but the diversity of women’s experiences must be
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acknoWledged. For example, the wide variation in conditions experienced by female
export-oriented factory workers in developing countries is determined by many
different factors, such as “the type and level of economic development in the
country” (Brydon and Chant 1989:13) and “the local labour market conditions, and
by the differing needs of employers in different industries” (Lim 1990:108). The
development process is, as Beall and Davila (1993) pointed out, not homogeneous
but one that varies considerably from one national context to another, and from one
decade to the next. Furthermore, this diversity is reflected not only in intra-regional
and intra-community differences on the basis of religion, culture and political
ideology, but also in significant variations in the status of women according to their
position in the class hierarchy (Brydon and Chant 1989; Parpart 1993). For this
reason, the approach also acknowledges the need to incorporate race and culture, as
well as class and gender, into feminist analysis of development, as Parpart argues
(1993:443). For academics and feminists engaged in debate on development, the
post-modern focus on differences has offered ammunition to women who felt
excluded - by providing a space (or opening up new spaces) that legitimises the
search for different voices from different places and experiences.’

Acknowledging women's multiple realities, Parpart (ibid.) suggests that the
notion of Third World homogeneity, especially for women, can be damaging both to
understanding and practice (see also Mohanty 1991; Okin 1995). She accordingly
advocates that the goals and aspirations of Third World women should be
‘discovered’ rather than assumed, and strategies for improving their lives should be
constructed on the basis of actual experiences and needs. This clearly recognises the
relevance and importance of historically and socially-grounded empirical research
(Moore 1988): the actual experiences and opinions of participating workers can lead
to a better understanding of the complexities and diversity of circumstances faced
by them, and used to support, refute or modify academic scholarship and help
develop strategies for improvement. This post-modernist approach towards gender
issues in development is relevant to my study: since the conditions of women in

developing countries are diverse and complex, to understand the situation of women
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in Korea it is important to take into consideration their specific socio-economic and

cultural environment - which will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.

Women in Export-oriented Industries in Developing Countries
In the 1970s and early 1980s, studies of “women and development” led to
exploration of the ways in which an increasingly global economy, and its vast
movements of capital, labour, and changing technology, posed radical implications
for third world women (Freeman 2000:37). One of the most popular areas of
research since the mid-1970s relating to women in development has been that
bearing on female factory workers in Third World export-oriented industries,
particularly women employed by multinational corporations. The reason for the
widespread interest in this subject is, according to Lim (1990), the historical
coincidence of a growing focus on women's changing roles worldwide combined
with the expansion of export manufacturing in Third World developing countries.®
While women in manufacturing employment are only a small proportion of all
women living in the Third World, theirs is an important case study. This, according
to Elson and Pearson (1981), is because the provision of jobs for them is often seen
as an important way of 'integrating women into the development process'.”
Export-led industrialisation, as a key component of national development in
Third World countries, has served to mobilise large numbers of women into
productive employment. In many of these countries, work in ‘world-market
factories' producing manufactures for export to rich countries has become accessible
to women as a new type of waged employment since the late 1960s (Elson and
Pearson 1981). By the 1980s, women constituted about 80 percent of the assembly-
processing labour force in export zones throughout the world (Mies 1986); in
particular, East Asian assembly plants alone employed half a million women
(Fuentes and Ehrenreich 1983:16). According to Seager and Olson (1986), high

numbers of multinational 'world-market factories'®

, and a preference for hiring
female labour (on account of its relatively low cost), meant that the proportion of
female employment in Southeast Asia was among the highest in the Third World. It

should also be noted that, where there is a significant amount of export-processing
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manufacture, multinational firms often relocate assembly operations to tariff-free
production zones - in South East Asia and elsewhere. (see Chapter 3 for a discussion
on female production workers in Korea).

There are a number of explanations for this rapid rise in female labour
participation in these manufacturing industries. Generally, manufacturing for export
has been concentrated in labour-intensive industries, which in all countries tend to
be female-intensive. This, according to Lim (1990), is because these industries are
sensitive to wage costs'' and female labour is typically cheaper than equivalent male
labour. When women become involved in the production process, 'sexual divisions
of labour'? and gender differentiation permeate the process and inevitably result in
gender inequality. An important consequence of this gender differentiation is what
is generally referred to in the literature as women's 'secondary status' in the labour
market. Because of their capacity to bear children (Moser 1993) and their relegation
to household work, the perceived and actual roles of women in production become
secondary to men’s (Stichter 1990). Stichter claims that men get the better jobs
because they are men, that the jobs that men do are considered more important than
those performed by women, and further that there seems to be a general and
systematic over-valuation of male attributes and a corresponding under-valuation of
female ones (see also Elson and Pearson 1981 for the discussion on women being
viewed as ‘the bearers of inferior labour’). This secondary status results in rates of
pay for women that tend to be lower than those of men doing similar or comparable
jobs. Lim (1990:102) also argues that the difficulty of combining factory labour
with rearing children also ensures that a labour force is largely unmarried, and
therefore young and healthy, with a consequential high turnover and a low average
wage, but without jeopardising productivity because of the short learning curve.

The job characteristics of these industries also fit well with the needs and
attributes of female workers. A number of studies (e.g. Elson and Pearson 1981;
Enloe 1983; Mitter 1986; Stoddard 1987; Lim 1990; Pearson 1998) confirm that
production factories of TNCs justify their preference for female labour in terms of
qualities that women are assumed to acquire through gender-role socialisation. A

tolerance for tedious and monotonous work and manual dexterity (so-called ‘nimble
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ﬁngers"3 ) is considered to suit them for intricate tasks, and a docile nature enables
them to withstand the pressure of rapidly-paced, closely-supervised production.
According to Lim (1990:102), these readily learned skills, requiring manual
dexterity and patience with tedious tasks, that make women appropriate workers
have been conditioned by culture and extensive experience with sewing, food
processing, and other household tasks. These attributes, internalised by women over
years of socialisation within the family, and manifest in docility of behaviour and
respect for male authority, are a commonly stated reason for employers preferring to
employ women rather than men in export-oriented manufacture, argues Afshar and
Agarwal (1989:7)."*

However, the involvement of Third World women in export-oriented manual
work, and particularly their status within it, is subject to some controversy. Much of
the discussion has centred on the implications of the new job opportunities for
young women: do they gain greater independence; are they exploited; is their
traditional patriarchal subordination weakened (e.g. Elson and Pearson 1981, 1989,
Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Lim 1985, 1990; Mitter 1986; Tiano 1986, 1987, 1994,
Pearson 1998; Afshar and Barrientos 1999)? Academics remain divided about the
extent to which industrial and economic development assist the integration of
women into development, or whether it merely exploits them to the ultimate
continuing advantage of a patriarchal capitalist system.

Thus, when it comes to an overall evaluation, the outcomes of industrial
development and modernisation for women are neither easy nor simple to elucidate;
women's position and status is characterised by the simultaneous existence of
positive and negative, exploitative and liberating, features and consequences of
capitalist development (Lim 1983). As Elson (1991) suggests, women’s lives may
be improved or worsened in complex and contradictory ways: the extension to them
of the employment marketplace brings new opportunities, but also new risks. It is
clear that involvement in economic development does not of itself guarantee a
reduction in gender discrimination and an improvement in conditions faced by
women. For example, in her study of Javanese factory workers, Wolf (1992:256)

argues that it is simply not possible to reduce the situation to a judgement of either
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“better” or “worse” for women workers, since the situation is paradoxical and
contradictory and must be understood as such. According to her, Javanese factory
workers recognise that factory employment is poorly paid, insecure and unfair, yet
they are also certain that it has brought them both material and personal benefits that
few would give up. The point, as Sklair (1993: ch.8) argues, is that the dilemma
bluntly is whether women are better off inside, rather than outside, factories.
According to him, it is important to ascertain what alternative work is available to
these women; where there is dearth of other job opportunities, female assembly
workers do benefit from their employment - however poor their job satisfaction may
be. In this regard, Pearson (1998:184) also asserts that “although...... employment
for women in export industries is unstable, often short lived and undertaken in
exploitative working conditions for lower than subsistence wages, factory work
because of its collective nature inevitably provides a location for a different kind of
gendered experience, offering the possibility of alternative versions of gender roles
and expectations”.

Some academic writers have attempted to postulate an analytical framework to
help understand women’s roles and their situation in labour participation in
manufacturing work, and to measure the overall impact of development on women.
In assessing the outcomes of women’s labour participation in development, Elson
and Pearson (1981), for example, identify three tendencies in the relationship
between the emergence of factory work and the subordination of women as a
gender: a tendency to ‘intensify’ the existing forms of gender subordination; a
tendency to ‘decompose’ them; and a tendency to ‘recompose’ new forms of gender
subordination'>. However, they explain that this does not imply that these are
mutually exclusive tendencies — as any specific situation might well show signs of
all three. According to Elson and Pearson, these are not categories which can be
aggregated to produce a uni-dimensional conclusion that the position of women is
getting worse or better; rather, they are suggested as ways of analysing particular
conjunctions of forces shaping women’s lives, in the hope that this will help clarify
the strategic possibilities facing women in those situations (ibid.). This provides a

helpful way of observing and categorising the processes and dynamics of the
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relationship between women’s labour participation in factory work and gender
subordination.

Tiano later offers a slightly different approach: while the analytical categories
defined by Elson and Pearson focus on the actual process itself and its diverse
nature, Tiano places greater emphasis on evaluating the outcome of the process by
looking at the resultant positions of working women in the economy and society. In
her review of the literature on women’s involvement in industrial development in
Latin America, Tiano (1986; see also 1987 & 1994:.ch.3) subsumed current
viewpoints on women’s labour participation in development within three contrasting
perspectives;, which are termed the ‘integration’, the ‘marginalisation’, and the
‘exploitation’ theses. These perspectives employ differing assumptions about the
impact of industrial development on women and their households, on patriarchy,
and on its relationship to capitalist development.

Tiano’s 'exploitation thesis' claims that capitalist industrialisation creates a
female proletariat supplying low-wage labour for accumulating capital at minimum
cost (Tiano 1986). According to this view, women provide cheap and easily
expendable labour because discriminatory hiring practices, sex-segregated labour
markets, and inadequate training weaken their position within the labour market.
Further, the typically intense competition for scarce jobs keeps wages low and
workers docile, while they are often powerless to change their circumstances
because women workers rarely organise effective workers' unions. This perspective
assumes that Third World women are often central to industrial production but that
their involvement is, for them, more harmful than beneficial. Good examples of this
stance are, among many others, the works of Fernandez-Kelly (1983)16, Elson and
Pearson (1981)"7, Mitter (1986)'®, and Chant and Mcllwaine (1995)". Proponents of
this exploitation thesis are usually unsatisfied with a relativist approach (e.g. the
‘better-than-nothing’ approach of the integration thesis) and prefer to evaluate
export-processing jobs in terms of absolute standards of human fulfilment and
economic well-being (Tiano 1986).

While much of the literature describing the nature and consequences of women's

participation in assembly-processing industries is consistent with the assumptions of
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the 'exploitation thesis', some others would argue that export processing is a
valuable means whereby women can be integrated into national development by
incorporating them in modern industry. Advocates of the integration thesis - such as
Rosen (1982)% and Lim (1981, 1983, 1985, 1990)*' among others - tend to take a
‘better-than-nothing' approach towards export-processing jobs, and view them as
superior to other jobs available for women. According to Tiano (1986; see also
1987, 1994), the 'integration thesis' is based on the belief that industrialisation leads
to female liberation and sexual equality by involving women more in fundamental
economic and political development. It also assumes that industrialisation, and its
attendant cultural and structural changes, involves women more centrally in public
life.

Tiano’s third category, the ‘marginalisation’ thesis, in which capitalist
development is seen as making women peripheral to socially-valued roles and
resources, maintains that capitalist industrialisation excludes women from
productive roles and confines them to the household or to the informal sector (Tiano
1986; 1987; 1994: ch.3). The underlying assumption of this thesis is that capitalist
industrialisation isolates women from production and political control and,
therefore, despite the ideology of egalitarianism, industrialisation has generally
increased women's economic and social marginality (Tiano 1986:159). Writers such
as Beneria and Sen (1982)? and Scott (1986)>® have expressed their strong interest
in this approach.

These three different perspectives are, however, as Tiano points out, neither
mutually exclusive nor entirely distinct: the marginalisation and exploitation theses
share some basic assumptions, and although the integration thesis interprets the data
differently it describes trends similar to those suggested by the other two
perspectives. Even if the different portrayal of these theses may reflect the different
personal stance of each author or researcher, it is also likely that they reveal the
multiple realities of women's roles and status in the developing world, and the
importance of its diversity and complexity, as many would recognise (e.g. Brydon
and Chant 1989; Lim 1990; Tinker 1990; Beall and Davila 1993; Parpart 1993;
Okin 1995; Pearson and Jackson 1998; Afshar and Barrientos 1999).

51



Chapter Two

So far this chapter has discussed women in development, particularly production
workers, in order to illuminate the situation of women in developing countries in
general as a useful prelude to considering that of Korean women. Further, the
process will assist the generation of a structural framework for evaluating and
analysing women’s work and gender relations in Korean development. The
relevance and applicability of Tiano’s analytical model to Korean women in white-
collar work will be discussed later in the concluding part of this chapter. The
remainder of the chapter reviews academic literature on white-collar working
women in developed countries, and developing countries where the services sectors
(particularly office work) have been the focus of growing debate about new trends
in female employment - such as the impact of new technology on women’s work
(Mitter 1995). This would provide useful literature relevant to the study of female

white-collar workers in Korean chaebol.

2.3 Women in White-collar Work

White-collar Work

'White-collar work' is a vague term with a meaning that differs between countries,
and even between individual scholars. Indicative of the confusion surrounding the
term is the large number of synonyms which it has acquired: 'salaried work', 'office
work', 'non-manual work’, ‘blackcoated work' etc.. However, the definition given by
McNally (1979:22) is useful here. She writes,

"The term may broadly be used to distinguish all non-manual occupations
from manual ones, connoting differences in working conditions, career
prospects, methods of payment, and even orientations to work and towards
trade unions. More narrowly, the term may be used as shorthand for all
lower and intermediate categories of non-manual work, thus making a
further distinction between such groups and professional and managerial
employees. According to this meaning, the terms 'white-collar work' and
'clerical work' are interchangeable”.

My preference is to use (though loosely) the second, narrower definition since it

embraces the overwhelming bulk of general (female) employees in chaebol offices,
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the prime subject of this study. The research focuses on chaebol staff who are
university graduates, but also covers employees who joined after leaving high
school. The high-school leavers (mostly female) are considered lower-grade clerical
workers, and engage in such menial tasks as typing, filing, running errands etc. The
graduate staff, whose job titles may appear professional but in reality undertake
general administrative work, are recruited from university with a general academic
degree (perhaps involving some business-related subjects) and then trained by the
chaebol for the particular tasks allocated. For the purposes of this study, these
graduate employees without special professional qualifications can be regarded as
an intermediate category of non-manual worker. This definition, therefore, naturally
excludes professional employees (e.g. qualified lawyers, accountants etc.) that have
completed specialist training (as distinct from purely academic university studies)
and whose work is concerned primarily with their professional field. White-collar
office workers in this study thus comprise junior and intermediate-grade clerical and
administrative workers in chaebol offices.

The growth of the white-collar labour force is one of the most striking features of
the economic and social development of the twentieth century (Bain 1970:11). In a
survey of trends in the United Kingdom labour force during the twentieth century,
for example, Bain found that between 1911 and 1966 the number of white-collar
workers™ increased by 176 percent, while over the same period the number of
manual workers increased by only 5 per cent, having actually decreased in total
since 1931. Similarly, in the United States there were in 1870 only 91,000 clerical
workers (most of them males) representing 1 percent of the labour force; by 1880
there were 186,000, and by 1890 the number had risen to nearly half-a-million.
Almost a century later, in 1982, there were 18.4 million clerical workers, 18.5
percent of the employed labour force - four out of five of them women
(Oppenheimer 1985:117). The importance of white-collar workers in developed
Western countries is still increasing. This growth is both absolute and relative: not
only is the total number of white-collar workers increasing, but so also is the
proportion of these workers in the labour force as a whole. For example, while

figures vary with definitions used, in the United Kingdom some two-thirds (67.5
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percent) of all employees may be considered ‘white-collar’ by 2002 (Labour Market
Trends, May 2002). The United States has also reached a point where its white-
collar employees far outnumber manual workers (74.1 percent in 2000)*. There is
every likelihood that this trend will continue, and that white-collar workers will
dominate the labour force of developed countries.

The growth of white-collar employment is generally associated with periods of
rapid industrialisation and expansion in world commerce. In the United Kingdom,
for example, the growth in the scale of manufacturing and commercial enterprise in
the second half of the nineteenth century created an enormous demand for workers
equipped with clerical skills (McNally 1979:23). As Bain (1970:16) pointed out, the
changing occupational structure of any society can be attributed to two fundamental
but related causes: technical developments within industries that lead to changes in
the type of skills required, and differences in the relative growth rates of industries.
The emergence and growth of large corporations also helped to reinforce the
increase in size and importance of the white-collar administrative class, as
exemplified in the United States (Kanter 1977) and elsewhere.

As white-collar workers have become more numerous, they have played an
increasingly important role in the social, political, and economic life of their
country. Yet, paradoxically, their value in economic terms and their economic
position compared with that of manual workers have become less favourable (Bain
1970:71). In fact, in the social strata of a country the position of white-collar
workers has been considered as somewhat ambiguous by many commentators,
especially by those who hold a ‘new-working-class’ view?’®, such as Mills (1951).
White-collar workers traditionally have seen themselves as ‘privileged’ in
comparison with blue-collar workers, and this sense of privilege was often
considered sufficient reward in itself (Kanter 1993:86). Yet they are often referred to
as having ‘contradictory status’, because of the failure of this social ‘middle strata’
either to develop an independent political philosophy of its own or to align itself
clearly with the bourgeoisie or the proletariat (Oppenheimer 1985:84). Even for
Lockwood (1958:14) (who saw the similarities between the clerk and the manual

wage earner, both divorced from ownership and control of the means of production,
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and considered the former 'proletarian’ - using Marxian terminology) the clerk has
never been strictly 'proletarian’ in terms of income, job security and occupational
mobility. As a group, ‘black-coated’ (i.e. white-collar) workers have, according to
Lockwood, enjoyed certain material advantages over manual workers®’ - even
though his views may not always be so relevant to present-day conditions.

One of the main adverse characteristics, often discussed in relation to modern
white-collar work, of employment in capitalist enterprises is that of the 'deskilling'
process. In his work Labour and Monopoly Capital' (1974), Braverman argued that
the logic of capitalist production is such as inexorably to 'deskill' the labour process
- that is, progressively to render most work in capitalist society increasingly routine
and fragmented, so that it ultimately requires very little skill on the part of the
worker. Even though much of his discussion concemed the deskilling of manual
work, he points out that non-manual (particularly clerical) work has also been
substantially deskilled. This has, according to him, contributed to the
‘proletarianisation’ of clerical work - in respect both of the nature of the work and
the employment terms and conditions under which it is carried out.

However, although the process of deskilling serves to render non-manual labour
relatively homogeneous, it has not become completely so, as Crompton and Jones
(1984:2) argue. According to them, the impact of the technical deskilling of clerical
work has been significantly moderated (particularly for men) by the fact that the
resulting large bureaucracies are characterised by internal labour markets with clear
job hierarchies through which individuals with suitable attributes historically have
made progress. These writers claim that this process has been overlaid by a gender-
based job allocation process which has tended to group women into particular types,
and lower levels, of clerical employment. Therefore, unlike Braverman (1974:355)
who saw office employees as “an immense mass of wage-workers” representing
“the creation of a large proletariat in a new form”, Crompton and Jones (1984)
viewed the 'office proletariat' not as a 'mass’ but stratified by age, qualifications and
(most particularly) by gender. They also confirmed in their study that the women in
their population were concentrated in the lowest clerical grades of non-manual

employment: in other words, the ranks of the ‘white-collar proletariat' may be said to
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be filled largely by women®®. In their view, despite technological deskilling a
bureaucratic career has to date been largely the preserve of men (ibid.:211). They
also conclude that, in a very real sense, men need women in the office: the male
career rests on the continuing subordination of non-manual female workers. That is
because the bulk of the deskilled, routine work in the modern office can be carried
out by women - most of whom will never receive promotion. As we shall see in
later chapters, there is substantial evidence of this in Korean chaebol offices —

especially relating to female high-school leavers (see particularly Chapter 7).

Women in Offices
The progressive introduction of women into the white-collar labour force is one of
the most noticeable characteristics of labour markets in developed countries. In the
United Kingdom, where clerical work was once a small, mainly male occupation
until the close of the nineteenth century (Anderson 1976:2), a large and growing
number of women today pursue this type of work (see also Anderson 1988).
Between 1911 and 1961, not only did the number of female clerical workers
increase dramatically, but the proportion of all white-collar jobs occupied by women
increased from 29.8 percent to 44.5 percent (Bain 1970:14). According to
Braverman (1974:296), by the time of the censuses of 1961 in the United Kingdom
“and 1960 in the United States, the percentage of women had risen in both countries
to about two-thirds. And within only another decade in the United States, three-
quarters were women. In the United Kingdom, while 45.0 percent of all employees
are female, they represent 38.6 percent of all managerial and professional jobs and
79.5 percent of administrative and secretarial employment (Labour Market Trends,
May 2002). To provide background and some insight into the present situation of
Korean white-collar working women, a brief selection of representative literature
relating to female office workers in the United States, United Kingdom and Japan,

as well as some developing countries, is summarised and presented.

56



Chapter Two

The United States

In his study of the white-collar working class in the United States, Sobel (1989)
recognised that the numerical analysis of occupations tended to mask an underlying
disproportion in roles between men and women — which seems to confirm the
earlier argument advanced by Crompton and Jones (1984). According to him, in
spite of the fact that in 1975 white-collar labour appeared numerically to be split
exactly 50 percent male and 50 percent female, the upper and lower divisions of
white-collar work proved to have unequal gender compositions. For example, the
upper white-collar employees were two-thirds (67.7 percent) male, while the lower
white-collar workers were almost the same proportion (68.8 percent) female. By
1980, when women represented 53.2 percent of all white-collar workers, the upper-
white-collar sector was slightly less male-dominated (63.2 percent), but the lower-
white-collar sector was even more dominantly female (71.2 percent). Women
continued to move into low-level clerical jobs, which were 80.1 percent female at
the time of his research in 1989. Sobel (ibid.:51) concluded by suggesting that a
proxy for gender relations in offices was to consider ‘upper white-collar’ as
representing males and ‘lower white-collar’ representing females.

This concentration of women in the lower strata of the labour market can better
be understood in the context of dual labour market theory which evolved from post-
Fordist flexible specialisation® (see Sabel 1982; Piore and Sabel 1984). In a “dual
labour market’ there is a relatively advantaged primary type of employment and a
correspondingly disadvantaged secondary type of work and employment (see
Berger and Piore 1980; Piore and Sabel 1984). The primary sector is characterised
by good working conditions and pay levels, fair treatment and opportunities for
advancement and, especially, stability of employment. This sector is usually
occupied by ‘core’ employees (such as skilled workers and managers) who are
permanently employed, flexible in the work they do and willing to be retrained and
re-allocated within the internal labour market as required. Secondary sector workers,
on the other hand, are worse off in all these respects and their employment is
considered less secure and prone to high turnover. This secondary labour force tends

to comprise workers who are easily dispensable, possess clearly visible social
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differences, are little interested in training or gaining high economic reward and
rarely organise themselves collectively. These ‘peripheral’ workers often undertake
clerical, assembly, junior supervisory or testing jobs requiring skills easily met from
the external labour market (Watson 1995:348-9; see also Christopherson 1987,
Hakim 1990). Companies and organisations tend in time to restructure their staff
into core and peripheral groups, with the former representing the most skilled and
functionally-flexible labour, while the latter provides some degree of numerical and
financial flexibility (Atkinson and Meager 1986; Grint 1998:305). The search for
‘flexibility’ has encouraged the trend towards increasing casualisation of work and
suggests that the composition of the ‘peripheral’ workforce will be maintained
(Broadbent 2003:29; see also Piore and Sabel 1984).

Although this development has its root in market forces, the allocation of
workers into the different sectors is clearly social and cultural. Factors such as
socially-influenced low expectations, and discrimination against women (as well as
youths, coloured and immigrant workers) determine that secondary labour
disproportionately comprises workers in these categories (Piore 1979; Watson
1995:185-7). Most relevant to this study, women often seem concentrated in the
secondary, peripheral labour force, and remain marginalised in low paying, low
status positions. In summary, in the global economy a dual labour market has
developed that takes advantage of the existing gender hierarchy in society to
marginalize women for capitalist interests. The following two studies, covering a
significant time span, clearly illustrate the gendered white-collar job sector, where
women are concentrated in a peripheraliworkforce as lower graded clerical workers
rather than core employees.

Murolo's study (1987) of the Aetna Life Insurance Company’s headquarters
office in the United States during 1910-1930 provided an insight into the
rationalising of a labour force accompanied by the feminisation of its lower grades.
She explained that, like most large clerical employers, Aetna Life hired women to
fill the routine jobs created when skilled work was separated from simple, repetitive
operations: jobs requiring the exercise of judgement in decision-making remained

the province of men. She further argued that the study of changing labour systems at
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her research site showed that it was the managerial drive to minimise labour costs
(and not that to achieve technological innovation) which provided the engine for
rationalisation and the concomitant creation of a gender-divided work force.
According to her, women were still concentrated in the most routine jobs at the time
of her study, although the titles and content of these jobs had changed with
computerisation.

A similar argument was also made by Kanter (1977, 1993) when describing a
case study in a large corporation, Indsco.’® Kanter suggested that, while both men
and women worked together in such an organisation, their respective experiences
were shaped by their very different numerical distribution across administrative
positions. According to her, even though the development of modern administration
brought women to pre-eminence in the office, it seemed to have excluded them from
management: in the 1970s, women worked in most corporate offices in one role
only - as clerical labour. By the 1990s, occupational barriers had been reduced and
women were represented in nearly every department in the company, even up to
‘senior officer’. Yet most of the corporation's white-collar women employees were
still where they had always been: in the clerical ranks (Kanter 1993:312). Kanter
(1993) further added that, while management was being defined as a ‘masculine'
pursuit, more of the routine office chores were being 'feminised': office work was
acceptable, in that women emphasised their femininity rather than their skills and
saw it as clearly subordinate to the ultimate goal of marriage. She concluded from
her studies that sex polarisation and sex segregation of occupations was a fact of the

American work world.

The United Kingdom

The situation in the United Kingdom appears to differ little from that in the United
States, also displaying the sex stereotyping of office jobs®', a high degree of sex
segregation’” and a disproportionate concentration of women in lower levels of the
organisation (Hakim 1979, 1992; Murgatroyd 1982; Walby 1986, 1989, 1990, 1997,
Bradley 1989; Crompton and Sanderson 1990; Corcoran-Nantes and Roberts 1995;
Pierce 1995; Crompton 1997; Hatt 1997; McDowell 1997; Mitter 1997). Employers
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are keen to hire more women as cheaper, flexible and easily-manageable labour for
their lower-grade clerical jobs (Holcombe 1973; Anderson 1976; Hakim 1979,
Crompton 1997; McDowell 1997; Walby 1997). Walby (1989, 1990) also points out
two distinct patriarchal strategies operating in paid work: exclusion, aimed at totally
denying women access to an occupation or paid work, and segregation, involving
the separation of women’s work from men’s work and grading it differently in terms
of remuneration and status. In contrast to the considerable hostility among male
clerks towards the initial introduction of women to clerical jobs in the nineteenth
century,”® the resistance to women’s employment since World War II has been less
trenchant and also less effective (Walby 1986). Walby (ibid.:241) explains the
reasoning: “the patriarchal aspect of union strategy was now, not to demand the total
exclusion of women from paid work, but instead merely to ensure that men
continued to retain the higher-graded positions, or rather that men’s work should
continue to be graded higher than women’s”. Unlike in the nineteenth century when
clerical work was a male occupation, during the twentieth century it has become
essentially a female enclave (Hatt 1997). According to Hatt (ibid.:66), whilst the
content of men’s and women’s jobs has changed, men are usually concentrated in
the higher paid and higher status jobs while women’s work is usually considered to
be low skilled and commanding a lower wage rate.

Further, the gender segregation in white-collar jobs has adapted to new
technology and carried over to the newly-computerised office (Oppenheimer 1985,
Webster 1990; Cassell 1991; Crompton 1997; Hatt 1997, Mitter 1997). Men
maintain a monopoly over the better-paid and more skilled computer jobs, just as
they did over managerial jobs in the old-style office, while women find themselves
once again locked into lower-level jobs. Oppenheimer (1985:122) argues that sex
stereotyping at work, which has developed over time, is reinforced by economic
pressures to keep wages in these relatively labour-intensive fields low. According to
him, discriminatory practices against women designed to keep their labour cheaper
than that of men (even in similar or identical jobs) are, therefore, 'functional' to the
prosperity of a particular firm or agency. Further, these practices not only involve

personal discrimination but also are institutionalised and relate to longer-term
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structural factors, such as differences in socialisation, education, career training, and
social expectations (including the possibility of career interruption to bear children)
(ibid.:120).

More recently, the situation seems in essence to be little changed. According to
Corcoran-Nantes and Roberts (1995), while women represented an increased
proportion of staff in all the five firms studied, those in core occupations tended to
be doing relatively peripheral jobs, and those having core jobs in core occupations
tended to be in more junior grades. They further argued that the companies, rather
than widening their recruitment, were becoming more selective, that upward career
progression for women was becoming more difficult, and that these trends were
tending to reinforce rather than break down the peripheralisation of women. Taking
the British banking sector as an example, Crompton (1997) also shows that the
nature of employer demand and a history of both indirect and explicit masculine
exclusionary practices have served to create a labour force that is typically
gendered: women carry out low-level clerical work, men act in supervisory and
managerial positions. She further claims that the employment situation of women in
the British clearing banks has been shaped by the employers’ need for a particular
kind of labour (low-level clerical work), and maintained by a series of
organisational rules and practices which served to keep women out of higher-level
positions (Crompton 1997:111). McDowell’s (1997) study of merchant banks also
shows a gendered career progression, with women at a disadvantage even when
more highly qualified — although there were some ‘exceptional”’ women who
successfully broke through the ‘glass ceiling’ that traps other women. McDowell
further argues that men and women do not come to work with fixed gender
attributes but rather conform to or transgress expected patterns of behaviour in a
particular cultural milieu and physical setting.

As Hakim suggests (1996), reviews of post-war trends repeatedly show an
intensified segregation of women into lower-grade, low-paid jobs, in spite of an
enormous growth in their participation in the labour force. Walby (1997) also shares
a similar view by pointing out that recent waves of industrial restructuring in the

United Kingdom embody newer forms of patriarchal conditions of employment® -
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which are less exclusionary, allow women greater access to employment, and have
led to a major increase in the proportion of top jobs occupied by women - but that
significant sex segregation in employment still remains. Women’s jobs remain
concentrated in a limited number of occupational and industrial classifications,
relatively distinct from those in which men are employed (Hartmann 1976;
Cockburn 1983; Walby 1988, 1990, 1997; Jill and Collette 1993). The segregation
of women from men in employment, Walby (1997) concludes, is a major factor that
potentially limits the significance for gender equality of the increase in women’s
employment.

In summary, the system of gender relations has been changing, from one which
was based on women being largely confined to the domestic sphere to one in which
women are present in the public domain, leading to significantly increased
opportunitiecs. However, the diversity between women, and the complicated
development of new forms of inequality, ensures that they are still frequently
segregated into unequal positions (Walby 1997). There is thus no reason to expect
any significant social and economic alteration from post-war changes in female
employment patterns — from this rise in ‘secondary earners> (Hakim 1996). As
Hakim (ibid.:82) concludes, “the sexual division of labour did not die but was

simply regenerated in its modern form™.

Japan

Considered as the closest Asian counterpart of Western developed countries, Japan
further confirms this propensity towards sexual segregation in offices and
concentration of women in lower-graded jobs, according to the work of many
academics (e.g. Carter and Dilatush 1976; Lebra 1984; Condon 1985; Shiga 1987,
Camey and O’Kelly 1990; Saso 1990; Lam 1990, 1992, 1993; Iwao 1993;
Shinotsuka 1994; Makoto 1996; Ogasawara 1998, 2001; Brinton 2001; Broadbent
2003). When Japanese think of a working woman in the office, according to Condon
(1985:211), the first image that springs to mind is that of a young, single, pretty, and
uniformed ‘OL’ (office lady), a term that was coined in the early 1960s to describe a

member of that legion of female office workers who answer the phone, greet
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customers and pour tea (for a detailed discussion of OLs, see also Carter and
Dilatush 1976; Ogasawara 1998, 2001). Carter and Dilatush (1976:76) also
explained that OLs in the early 1970s were temporary members of a growing work
force of women who contributed in large numbers to the Japanese economy, and
whose work allowed them to continue to be 'ladies' (and dutiful daughters and
suitable wives), and whose cost to their employer was low. According to them, all
of these OLs had several characteristics in common. First, they received extremely
low pay in comparison to male office workers, and were denied access to the higher
supervisory positions open to men. Second, they were expected as part of their work
to serve tea and perform other 'womanly' duties that made working conditions
pleasant for their male co-workers. Third, they were providing an important yet
inexpensive supply of labour for an economy that had been booming (until recently)
since the end of World War II. Finally, it was made clear to them, both directly and
indirectly, that while their work was necessary in modern Japan their primary and
most important role was still, as it always had been, to care for their households,
husbands and children. Most of these OLs appeared to have accepted this last
‘condition of work' as a fact of life and 'the way it should be' (Carter and Dilatush
1976:76).

With more women now continuing to work even after marriage, Iwao (1993:160)
claims that females in Japanese offices today are no longer insignificant, transient
‘flowers of the office’. More women now tend to work in the same company for at
least ten years,”’ and the average age of working women is also rising®. Yet, there
still remains a large earnings gap between men and women: a comparison of
monthly salaries of workers in general shows that Japanese women earn only 61 yen
to each 100 yen for men (in 1990). Further, men occupy more senior jobs than
women: the proportion of working women in general who are in managerial posts is
only 5 percent, whereas that of men is 29 percent (ibid.:190). Iwao further argues
that, for women who work for an extended period in the same company, promotion
is definitely a matter of concern. However, due to the close relationship between
promotion and continuous service in Japanese corporations, those women who drop

out of the work force temporarily (e.g. to have children) and then return to the same
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company, know from their restart that there is little likelihood of attaining
promotion, and consequently do not expect it (p191). Broadbent (2003:14) also
confirms this tendency by pointing out that the emphasis on continuity in ‘lifetime’
employment disadvantages women, since employment for many Japanese women
involves, in some combination, interruptions for marriage, childbirth and child or
dependant care. She proceeds to argue that ‘lifetime’ employment in Japan is
predicated on a valorisation of male work patterns: paid jobs performed by men are
seen as essential and male full-time workers are regarded as the ‘core’ workforce.
Women, on the other hand, are consistently considered unable to become workers in
the same way because they remain responsible for providing domestic services
(ibid.:12).

Acker (1998) argues that core Japanese organisations have always excluded
women from lifetime, high-wage, employment, while using them as a flexible
auxiliary labour force (for the use of women as a flexible, temporary workforce see
also Shiga 1987; Brinton 2001:31). This tendency is further confirmed by
Ogasawara’s (1998) recent work which shows that most OLs are excluded from the
benefits of the internal labour market enjoyed by men and also from the opportunity
of upward mobility. It is therefore not surprising to find that this results in women
being less concerned about their performance or the impression they make with their
bosses, and leaves them largely indifferent to organisational hierarchy and with an
intention to remain working only until marriage (ibid.). As Broadbent (2003:33)
summarizes, in Japan women’s labour is used to adjust employment as a
‘peripheral’ workforce (see Chalmers 1989, for the peripheral workforce in Japan).
When the separation of roles inherent in the gendered division of labour is
combined with Japanese employment culture, which emphasises continuity,
women’s labour is marginalised (ibid.). In brief, Japanese women have been viewed
by large employers primarily as a ‘reserve army of labour’, not a reservoir of
managerial potential (Brinton 2001:31).%°

While two of these national examples (the United States and the United
Kingdom) may suggest how work practice operates in developed countries (even

though they may differ in some respects from other parts of the developed world),
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the example of Japan is particularly pertinent for considering female employment in
Korea. Although Japan and Korea are in economic terms at different developmental
stages, and clearly have their own distinctive socio-cultural character, it is also true
that they are profoundly influenced by each other due to geographic proximity and
shared cultural heritage — not the least of which is their China-derived Confucianism
(Brinton 2001). Furthermore, the Japanese colonisation of Korea for 36 years in the
early twentieth century (see the following chapter) and the socio-economic
influences in recent decades have affected Korea in many ways, including aspects of
its business culture and the way social organisations are structured and
administered. '

Song BN. (1997:189-200) suggests that while the Korean management style
appears to lie between the Japanese and American approaches, in many ways
Koreans are closer to Japanese than to Westerners in terms of race, culture, values,
and social institutions. Examples of this include Korean chaebol (conglomerates)
which are often compared with Japanese Zaibatsu (see Chapter 5), the tradition of
‘lifetime’ employment (though weaker in Korea —~ see Chapter 5), and strong
individual loyalty that has long been prevalent in both countries - although in Korea
it is more to a particular individual, while in Japan it is more to the organisation and
a commitment to collective goals (see Whitley 1991; and Chapter 5). Another
example of an organisational practice shared by both countries is their adoption of
two distinct career paths for white-collar workers: new recruits in chaebol are
allocated either to a ‘general’ or a ‘clerical’ track - analogous to internal labour
markets®® and ‘non-career’ tracks in Japan (Lee and Hirata 2001:101). Job
descriptions for the former include planning and managerial (as well as clerical)
tasks, whereas the latter is restricted to clerical work and assistant tasks (ibid.).
Under this practice women (particularly those without a university degree) often
find themselves in “clerical’, ‘non-career’ tracks where they hold junior positions as
‘flowers of the office’. Although brief, this review would suggest that employment
practices in Japan can offer useful insights into the experiences of female office

employees in Korea.
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Developing Countries

Although Third World countries have increasingly become important producers of
commodity goods and parts in labour intensive industries, the white-collar strata
(including management and research) of industrial interests have remained largely
the preserve of “core” or industrialised nations (Freeman 2000). As a result, the
academic literature on women in white-collar employment in developing countries
is, by comparison, rather limited with a shorter history and a comparatively new
academic interest in the subject. More recently, however, as more women enter the
skilled labour market, there has been a growing body of literature on women
working in white-collar sectors. Some of the issues covered relate to the emerging
trend of new technology employment in the wake of computerisation, as in
developed countries (e.g. Lai 1987; Ng 1987, 1999; Ng and Yong 1995; Gaio 1995;
Gothoskar 1995; Odedra-Straub 1995; Mitter and Rowbotham 1995; Freeman
2000). The impact of computer automation and the approach of the “paperless
office” has received increasing attention as technological advancements in
telecommunications coupled with rapid changes in both local and global economies
have presented new labour processes, recruitment patterns, and the reorganisation of
work itself (Freeman 2000:44). The trends may be diverse: the stage of socio-
economic and political development of each society and the pre-existing division of
labour are important mediators of how information technology (IT) and its different
stages are implemented (Ng 1999:139).

The introduction of computer-based technology to clerical work can reinforce
women’s skills and give them new opportunities to enhance human skills, or
diminish them (Goodman 1987:80). In this environment, feminist writers point to a
new dimension in the engendering process of new technology which has led to a
gender polarisation of skills (Ng 1999:120; see also Webster 1990). For example,
Gothoskar’s (1995) study of information processing jobs in the banking sector in
Bombay found that, despite the numerical increase, women’s jobs were still
concentrated at the clerical level, with the general picture changing only very
slowly.*! However, Ng’s (1999) research on office workers in IT-using companies

in Malaysia reveals a slightly different picture. While the clerical workforce was
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slowly becoming feminised and lower-level data entry operators were usually
female, women (as systems analysts and programmers) are also gradually entering
middle-level professional and management positions in the Malaysian IT and
telecommunications industries (Ng 1999:165). This study further suggests that
women have been the major beneficiaries of new computer-related white-collar jobs
(see also Ng and Yong 1995). In Singapore, also, the expansion of those economic
sectors reliant on new technology has created additional job opportunities for
women in office work, albeit requiring new skills (Lai 1987) (see Goodman 1987
for the implications of computerisation and microelectronics on women’s
employment in South-east Asia).

While office work in the developing world may mirror similar trends in
industrialised countries, there are also new initiatives particular to the former, such
as hosting subcontracted office services for high-waged developed countries. In this
‘offshore office work’, third world women are often employed to enter data at a
fraction of the cost of comparable labour in developed countries; Pearson
(1995:278-9) quotes the instance of data inputting by well-educated Caribbean
workers earning less than one sixth of their American counterparts.

With this type of expansion of white-collar sectors in the developing world, new
concepts relating to women’s involvement have emerged. Worth mentioning here is
so-called ‘pink collar’ work. Freeman’s (2000) work on informatics in Barbados
defines ‘pink-collar’ work as repetitive, manual labour carried out in an office
environment. Her work explores the emergence of the “global assembly line” and its
recent incorporation of clerical work as a feminised, proletarianised “pink-collar”
sector.”> The nature of the labour process in the offshore industry of informatics
and the symbolic power of computer-based open offices introduces a blurred
boundary between what we once described as mental, white-collar work and
manual, blue-collar work. This feminised arena introduces a number of wrinkles to
traditional ways of interpreting class. The very name “pink collar” is an explicit
acknowledgement of the gendered, and in particular feminine, construction of this

new sector (Freeman 2000:229).
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In summary, while the gendered practices of white-collar office work in
developing countries tends to reflect those of developed countries, there are also
some extra factors associated with the particular economic and socio-cultural
climate of the country and its position in the global economy (see Pearson 2000;
Pettman 2003). Although the introduction of new technology has universally
influenced women’s labour participation, particular experiences of women in the
developing world may differ importantly from those in developed countries: an
example being the recent phenomenon of outsourced services providing Third
World women employment in a ‘pink-collar’ sector. It is clear that office work for
women in the developing world is a rapidly-expanding arena, the implications of
which have yet to be fully understood and appreciated in their own social context

rather than presumed from the developed world experience.

2.4 Conclusion

The first part of the chapter introduced the roles and status of Third World women
whose labour, particularly in fast-growing export-processing industries, vitally
contributed to their countries’ economic development. While the economic benefits
for women of this participation in employment are often acknowledged, it remains
questionable whether it has furthered gender equality. In this context, a review of
current academic debate on the subject of the labour participation of female
production workers was presented. In particular, Tiano’s three theses bearing on the
impact of economic development on participating women were introduced to foster
a discussion as to whether their labour involvement has led to women being
integrated into, or exploited or marginalised, by the development process.

The second half of the chapter focused on the increasing participation of women
in white-collar office employment in developed countries, particularly the United
States, the United Kingdom and Japan. In discussing the growing numerical
importance of women in clerical occupations, it was recognised that technical
advances, coupled with progressive deskilling of white-collar work, have served to

maintain gender discrimination and the often-peripheral role of women in
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employment. While these countries differ in the specific roles that women are
expected (and allowed) to follow, they share some common features in that,
although their participation in paid employment has improved their status in the
labour market, it still remains largely peripheral. Gender segregation remains
common and women usually occupy lower-grade, lower-paid jobs with fewer
opportunities for promotion. In each of these countries, more advanced and with an
assumed gender equality more progressive than in the developing world, women
still suffer discrimination at work and their roles often remain secondary to that of
men. The additional consideration, albeit brief, of literature on developing countries
confirms the existence of gendered practices in office work, yet also reveals some
new effects specific to their socio-economic position in the global marketplace. This
literature review has contributed to a broader understanding of experiences of
women in white-collar work and provides useful and parallel insights for the study
of female white-collar employment in Korea.

Women have clearly played a significant role in the growth of new capitalism
worldwide, both in blue-collar manufacturing work and white-collar clerical work.
Their labour participation has undeniably brought some improvement in their roles
and status in society, yet it reveals uneven and intermittent progress towards gender
equality. Their increased economic participation, both in developing and developed
countries, is too often characterised by low socio-political power, a questionable
degree of integration into development and a status in the labour market which is
frequently ‘peripheral’ or ‘marginalised’, yielding a wage gap and gender hierarchy
in the organisation. The examination of this literature, even before undertaking the
case study, suggested a rather negative perspective for working women in Korea, a
country developing economically but also retaining a strong traditional patriarchal
culture (see Chapter 4). However, the actual extent to which women experience
discrimination at work, and the effect on them of the country’s development process
and unique cultural tradition, need to be further investigated. For this task, this
review of literature assists in developing an analytical framework for the study of

white-collar women in Korean chaebol.
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Since my study focuses on the changes in gender relations within the white-
collar sector of a rapidly-developing country, I was initially seeking a framework
with a developmental context. However, unlike that covering factory work, the
existing literature on white-collar work overwhelmingly relates to the developed
world and does not offer a satisfactory framework for evaluating white-collar
women’s work in developing countries. Therefore, while the nature of gendered
work practices (such as women’s exclusion from the workplace, gender
segmentation and segregation, unequal power and low pay etc.) may resemble those
in developed countries, and which consequently may provide some insight, the
broad framework for appraising white-collar women in rapidly-developing Korea is
adapted from studies of factory work in developing countries.

For the analytical framework of this study, the context of development took
priority over the nature of white-collar work. In this respect, Tiano’s theses make a
good starting point, although they were formed with factory workers in mind. My
contention is that their perspectives not only provide a useful analytical model for
understanding the impact of economic development on female factory workers, but
that they can be extended to encompass other categories of female workers within a
developmental capitalist context. Tiano’s theses, therefore, offer a suitable structural
framework within which the experiences of Korean women in the white-collar

sector can be studied and evaluated.
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Notes

! Jones (1984:6), for example, claims that “it may be true that women’s status in Southeast and East
Asian societies is a generally subordinate one, and that elements of this subordination are present in
the development strategies being pursued; but most planners undoubtedly perceive their strategies as
benefiting women as well as men in both the short and longer run”.

2 The principle of equality of men and women was recognised in both the UN Charter in 1945 and
the UN Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.

3 Boserup (1970) argued that development schemes had often deprived Third World women of
economic opportunities and status, rather than improving their lives, by proving empirically that
women in the developing world (particularly women in rural Affica, Asia and South America) had
not benefited from whatever development had taken place in those areas.

* The declaration of the International Decade for Women (1976-1985), with the official themes of
equality, peace and development, signified the new visibility of Women in Development (WID) in
international forums (Kabeer 1994:4). WID emerged in the 1970s, not because women had been
totally ignored by policymakers in the first decades of development, but rather because they had been
brought into development policy on very sex-specific terms. In other words, while men entered the
policy process as household heads and productive agents, women were viewed primarily in their
capacity as housewives, mothers and ‘at-risk reproducers’ (Jaquette and Staudt 1988). Consequently,
mainstream ‘development’ efforts were targeted mainly at the male population, while women were
relegated to the more marginal ‘welfare’ sector (Kabeer 1994:5).

5 In fact Boserup’s work, as Kabeer claimed, helped launch a wave of new feminist scholarship on
WID. The United Nations’ Decade for Women (1976-85) also stimulated WID literature (Moser
1993; Charlton et al. 1989; Beall and Davila 1993), playing a crucial part in highlighting the
important, but often previously invisible, role of women in the social and economic development of
Third World countries, while also drawing attention to the particular plight of low-income women
(Elson 1991; Moser 1993:2). Issues relating to women and their role in the development process have
now become more central to feminist movements and important feminist debate. Because gender
inequities and inequalities are increasingly regarded as a matter of conscience, concerns about gender
issues progressively impact on development, as Brett (1991) argues.

S The significant shift from the previous WID approach to a ‘gender and development’ (GAD)
approach also began in this decade (Moser 1993; Beall and Davila 1993; Young 1997; El-Bushra
2000; Rai 2002; Bhavnani et al. 2003). While the WID approach viewed the absence of reference to
women in development plans and policies as the major problem, the GAD approach regarded
unequal social relations between men and women, and their ‘naturalisation’, as the major problem
(Rai 2002). According to Moser (1993:3), the WID approach focuses mainly on women in isolation,
promoting measures such as access to credit and employment as the means by which women can be
better integrated into the development process, whereas the GAD approach emphasizes a focus on
gender relations when designing measures to ‘help’ women in the development process, while
insisting that women cannot be viewed in isolation. As a result, their focus has altered from “women”
in WID to “socially constructed, endorsed and maintained relations between women and men, with
special focus on the subordination of women” with a goal of “equitable development with both
women and men as full participants in decision-making” in GAD (Rai 2002:72).
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7 Building on the WID/GAD debates but extending them in different directions, the postmodernist
feminist critique of development emerged in the 1980s and 1990s (Rai 2002). Rai (ibid.:p75)
explains the significance of the post-modern approach as follows:
“The growing acknowledgement of the fact that state-based strategies of development were
not working, and that international agencies remained concerned with rather narrow
development agendas, led to disillusionment with ‘the project of development’ itself.
Within this ‘post-development’ framework ‘reason’ and determinacy were questioned, and
a more diffuse sense of power relations discovered by focusing not on binaries of western
philosophy but on the multiple differences that we live with and within.”

% In the 1970s and 1980s, improved telecommunication system and transport facilities encouraged
transnational companies to relocate a considerable number of manufacturing jobs, especially in
textiles, clothing and electronics, to countries where wages were low and where there was a plentiful
supply of young women workers (Mitter 1986). Within a decade or so, several million women
workers were employed in manufacturing for export. This new form of employment gave women in
the developing world recognition as an important industrial workforce, and a visibility they did not
receive while working in small-scale or home-based units, broadly and vaguely defined as the
informal sector (Mitter 1995:24).

® A requirement which emerged from the United Nations Conference of the International Women's
Year in 1975 under the tutelage of various international development agencies.

19 Plants that are 100 percent foreign-owned and specialise in assembly for export (ibid.)

1 Since labour-intensive industries tend to have low capital requirements, relatively simple
technologies and low skill content, barriers to entry are low. Even in developed countries, they are
highly competitive industries with low profit margins which exert continuous pressure on production
costs and especially on wages, reinforcing the necessity of employing cheap female labour (ibid.).

2 When capitalism fuelled the recent industrialisation in some parts of the developing world, the
gradual establishment of the wage labour system and the emergence of the nuclear family system
(and separation of home and workplace) also took place, with the emergence of an ‘ideology of
familialism® (Eviota 1992:14) — as it did in the developed world. This ideology, according to Eviota
(ibid.), involved assigning appropriate roles for women and men within and outside the household. In
this process men, as heads of households, were deemed the primary wageworkers, while the same
process extended women’s procreative functions to responsibility for the home and the reproductive
role; home became ‘women’s place’. Therefore, in capitalism, an ideology of gender was central to
the division of labour and the reproduction of labour-power, and it is capitalism that encouraged
strict sexual divisions of labour.

13 See Elson and Pearson 1981, 1989; Elson 1983; Stichter 1990; Moser 1993; Pearson 1998.

'* However, it is worth mentioning some challenging views on this issue. For example, as Sklair
(1993) points out in his investigation of the maquila industry in Mexico, women do not necessarily
have a monopoly of so-called ‘feminised’ characteristics (docility, undemanding, ‘nimble fingers’)
considered suitable for production-line assembly work. He shows that men are increasingly being
hired for this work at the same low wage rates paid to women (although he suspects that an employer
cartel in some centres is partially responsible for keeping wage rates low in the face of a shortage of
labour). He points out that men are just as likely to be similarly dexterous, although they are less
likely to have been trained to sew when young — by tradition a skill attractive to early export-oriented
manufacturing which was often textile related. Similarly, he argues that women are not necessarily
more docile or less demanding than men.

'> While there is a tendency for some existing forms of gender subordination (such as the control of
fathers and brothers over the life-styles of young women) to ‘decompose’, there is also a tendency of
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new forms of gender subordination to ‘recompose’, both through the recomposition of gender
ascriptive relations in new forms, and through relations which are not intrinsically gendered
becoming bearers of gender. Indeed, the decomposition tendency itself helps to strengthen the
recomposition tendency (Elson and Pearson 1981).

1 Tiano takes the work of Fernandez-Kelly (1983) as one of the good expository examples of this
category, arguing that Fernandez-Kelly considers that the ‘maquiladoras’ programme contributes to
their economic exploitation and structural oppression rather than being a source of women’s
liberation and gender equality (Tiano 1986:163-4).

17 The work of Elson and Pearson (1981) would also be popular with this group, as they “see
patriarchy and gender subordination as crucial underpinnings and inevitable consequences of all
capitalism refuse to recognize any benefits to women in the Third World from employment in export
factories, insisting that such employment intensifies rather than alleviates the gender subordination”
(Lim 1990:116). However, they have since re-evaluated their initial position on the issue,
appreciating the benefits of factory work on women for the potentially liberating implications of
collective action in the public sphere (see Pearson 1998).

'8 Mitter (1986) points out that the changing gender structure of employment (both in European and
non-European countries) reveals that the TNCs now deliberately recruit female workers, in whom
they see the promise of ‘subservience, obedience and punctuality’, and argues that in their search for
this ideal labour force the global corporations have created a new female proletariat located in
virtually all regions of the world.

1 Chant and McIlwaine (1995) believe that women’s overall status, both in their own society and
internationally, remains determined by continuing patriarchal relations and capitalist exploitation,
even though they may gain minor improvements, mainly at the micro-level of personal and family
life.

2 As a typical example of this stance, Tiano (p160) cites Rosen's work (1982) of family change in
Brazil which showed that industrialisation increases gender equality by bringing women into the
labour force and supporting an egalitarian, achievement-oriented ideology.

! The works of Lim (1981, 1983, 1985, 1990) may, in my view, fall into this category. Lim (1983,
1990), while being fully aware of the exploitative nature of industrial development on women (see
1985:2), suggests that the expansion of employment opportunities for women in the developing
countries does improve conditions for them in the labour market. In her view, it does this by
generating more income, with shorter working hours and better working conditions, than traditional
housework, home-based work, or unpaid family labour, even though it may be inferior by standards
in developed countries. She argues further that, in however limited a way, the availability of jobs in
multinational and local export-oriented factories does allow women to escape the confines of the
home, delay marriage and childbearing, increase incomes and consumption levels, improve mobility,
expand individual choice, and exercise personal independence. She concludes that capitalism cannot
wipe out patriarchy, yet exploitation in capitalist enterprises can provide some women with at least a
temporary escape from traditional patriarchal social relations. In this context, she argues that
development can provide opportunities for women to improve their economic lot, and that of their
families, and may help them to overcome some oppressive aspects of traditional social relations (Lim
1983, 1985).

22 Beneria and Sen (1982:161) argue that the problems of Third World women do not arise from a
lack of integration into the development process: on the contrary, the masses of Third World women
are indeed integrated into that process, but at the bottom of an inherently hierarchical and
contradictory structure of production. This view suggests that women in development have been
marginalised in their participation in the process and have become peripheral in society.

73



Chapter Two

3 At this point, it is worth noting Scott's own elucidation of the 'female marginalisation thesis' (1986)
which seems to share certain aspects of this perspective. To Scott (1986:653-4), marginalisation
encompasses a range of particular elements which she itemises as follows: i) exclusion from
productive employment; ii) concentration on the margins of the labour market; iii) feminisation or
segregation; and iv) economic inequality. In brief, she argues that as capitalist economic
development proceeds women are progressively squeezed out of production, and that when they do
work they are confined to peripheral, low-prestige sectors or to occupational segments where the
workforce is predominantly female. Moreover, the benefits accruing to women from their
employment, in terms of wages, fringe benefits, security and so on, are vastly inferior to those
accorded to men (Chant and Mcllwaine 1995:21).

2 The “white-collar workers’ category Bain used includes “lower professionals, shop assistants, and
clerks”.

%5 In the United States, by 2000 three quarters (74.1 percent) of all employment may be considered
‘white-collar’, and of this 39.3 percent is represented by professional and managerial staff and 22.1
percent by office and administrative support employees (Monthly Labour Review 2001).

% Virtually all of the writers who contributed to the early development of new-working class theory
shared an approach to white-collar workers that, while emphasising the ambiguity of their situation,
assumed that in one way or another this ambiguity would be resolved: either by the lower white-
collar strata finally joining the proletariat, or by their becoming part of a middle-class majority, or by
their supporting the upper layers of the middle-class in an independent bid for power (Oppenheimer
1985:77).

7 He (1958) included, as examples, a relatively-high income, a greater degree of job-security, an
increased likelihood (particularly for male clerks) of rising to managerial and supervisory positions,
and other non-pecuniary benefits of office work (cleanliness, comfort, even tempo, better hours and
holidays etc.).

2 According to Crompton and Jones (1984:211), non-manual workers are divided along lines of
gender: reasonably qualified young men who follow the organisational rules — acquiring post-entry
qualifications, demonstrating loyalty and good behaviour and, where required, being willing to be
geographically mobile — have been able to progress upwards through the internal labour markets
characteristic of large non-manual bureaucracies. In contrast women, who on the whole find it more
problematic to acquire and display these characteristics, do not similarly progress.

» Flexible specialisation is an approach to employment and work organisation which offers
customised products to diversified markets, building trusting and co-operative relationships both with
employees, who use advanced technologies in a craft way, and with other organisations within a
business district and its associated community (Watson 1995:344). Piore and Sabel (1984) argue that
the ‘old’ Fordist system, characterised by mass production, is giving way to methods of production
based on new technologies requiring the adoption of more flexible work practices.

% Industrial Supply Corporation (Indsco) is among the larger and more powerful American-based
multinationals. In the past decade, Indsco has taken an active look at its employment practices in an
attempt to benefit workers and live up to the self-chosen designation of ‘people-conscious
organisation’ (Kanter 1993:3).

3! Some jobs are regarded as ‘men’s’ jobs, and other jobs as ‘women’s’ jobs. This is known as the
‘sex-stereotyping’ of jobs and occupations. Ideas about ‘suitable’ jobs for men and women have
reflected prevailing notions of manhood and womanhood, of masculinity and femininity. Thus, for
example, with the coming of the Industrial Revolution ‘woman’s work” was seen as requiring high
levels of dexterity and patience but little by way of skill and creativity, reflecting the assumption that
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women did not possess the drive or intellectual strength of men, but nevertheless surpassed men in
their docility, patience, and attention to details (Bradley 1989).

32 Hakim (1979:34) earlier argued that:
“Occupational segregation [between the sexes has] remained relatively unchanged in
Britain over seven decades. The types of occupation in which women or men are over- or
under-represented have changed somewhat, with women increasingly forming the majority
of the labour force in the lower grade of white-collar and blue-collar work, very often in
occupations which closely mirror functions carried out on an unpaid basis in the home.”
However, in her recent work (2004) she also suggests that the pattern of occupational segregation
and its functions have changed substantially over time (see page 145-184 for detailed discussion).

33 This was due to their belief that the entry of women to clerical work was responsible for
depressing the pay and status of their positions (Walby 1986:148).

3* For example, during the post-war period, and especially in the last decade, there have been
significant changes in the position of women in employment. Women are now almost as likely as
men to be employed; but nearly all this increase is in part-time work. There has been a significant
narrowing of the wage gap between women and men who work full-time (from 63 percent in 1970 to
80 percent in 1995) - but this does not extend to women who work part-time (Walby 1997:30-31,
37).

3% Bain in 1970, in his work ‘The Growth of White-Collar Unionism’, expressed his views (which
subsequently become widely disseminated) of the major characteristics of female employment of the
time as follows, describing women as supplementary or secondary earners:
"Most women do not participate continuously in the labour market because of marriage and
family responsibilities, and they generally are supplementary earners in the sense that their
pay is not the family's main source of income but merely supplements the earnings of their
husbands. It is often suggested that these characteristics tend to reduce women's
commitment to work, thereby increasing their indifference to trade unionism, and that the
large proportion of women among white-collar workers therefore helps to account for their
generally low degree of unionisation" (Bain 1970:40).

3 Some other academics are more optimistic about the future of working women. For example,
Crompton concludes, in her recent study of women’s work in the United Kingdom (1997:139), that
“there are some grounds for a guarded optimism as far as movement towards a less rigid division of
labour between the sexes is concerned, in respect of both paid and unpaid work”. In her latest work,
Hakim (2004) also acknowledges some substantial positive changes in recent years.

37 The proportion of women who have worked in the same company for at least 10 years has
increased from 9 percent in 1980 to 26 percent in 1990 (Iwao 1993).

3% In 1990 it was 36 years compared with 26 years in1960 (Iwao 1993).

¥ See Chapter 8 for a discussion on ‘reserve army of labour’ which also proves to be one of those
characteristics that describe Korean women’s status and role in the white-collar sector.

“0 Internal labour market is the creation by an employer of a stable and well-rewarded labour force
through a policy of internal promotion and training. The use of internal labour markets by employers
in order to maintain consistent, appropriately skilled and motivated workforces, creates at a societal
level a primary labour force (Watson 1995:186).

M This includes the burden of the dual role, sexual harassment in the workplace, the refusal of men
to accept women as colleagues or seniors, the need to work twice as well as men to gain recognition,
and the lack of solidarity among women (ibid.).
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2 She (ibid.:252) explains that the “pink collar” represents a feminine, professional “disguise” as
well as an enactment of women’s sense of distinction: the data entry operator essentially performs
“blue-collar” work but, in place of the dust and fumes of garment and electronics houses, she is
situated within a cleaner, cooler “white-collar” setting, and as part of the trade she is expected (and
expects herself) to appear distinctly feminine and “professional”.
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CHAPTER THREE

KOREAN DEVELOPMENT
AND WOMEN’S LABOUR PARTICIPATION

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides the background to the growing importance of female labour,
particularly in white-collar employment, within the context of the economic and
political changes in Korea over the last few decades. The chapter begins with an
overview of the Korean economy and a brief historical summary of the way it has
developed since the end of the active phase of the Korean War in 1953. The aim is
chiefly to assist an understanding of the changes in female employment and gender
relations at work in a country that has been undergoing rapid socio-economic and
cultural development - from its status as an underdeveloped agrarian economy to that of
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