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TheGenderRevolutionandtheDecliningFertilityRateinSouthKorea:
Whatishappeningbehindtheworld'slowestfertilityrate?

SASANOMisae*

SouthKoreansocietyhasundergonerapidchangesoverthepastseveraldecades,experiencing

a・compressedmodernity,・reachingthesamelevelinlessthanahalf-centurythatWesterncoun-

triesachievedinmorethantwocenturies.However,economicgrowthintheshort-termisnotthe

onlythingthatSouthKoreansocietyhasachievedintermsofmodernization.SouthKoreansociety

isalsocurrentlyexperiencingtheworld'sfastestdecliningbirthrate.WhyhasSouthKorea'sfertil-

ityratedroppedtotheworld'slowestlevelatthefastestpaceinhistory?Thispaperwillfocuson

onthreeindicators:educationalattainment,labormarketchanges,andfamilyandwomen'spolicies,

andhowtheycontributetothedecliningfertilityrateintermsofchangesincohortandgenderre-

lations.Thefindingsofthisstudyaresummarizedbelow.

First,intermsofeducationalattainment,bothmenandwomenenrolledintertiaryeducation

atanunprecedentedpaceduringthe1990sand2000s.Whilethecurrentleveloftertiaryeducation

attainmentforSouthKoreanwomenbornbetween1957and1966islessthan20%,thisattainment

forwomenbornbetween1987and1996iscloseto80%.Second,intermsofchangesinthelabor

market,youngwomenwithhighereducationhavebeenactivelyenteringthelaborforcesincethe

Asianfinancialcrisisin1997.Asaresult,womenhavebeencompetingwithmenforalimited

numberofstablepositionssincethen,heighteninggendercompetition.IntheSouthKoreanlabor

market,whereeducationaldifferenceshavebecomemorerelevantthangenderdifferences,

women'sadvancementtohigh-profilepositionsandprofessionshasalsobeennotable.Finally,in

termsoffamilyandwomen'spolicy,theintroductionoftheMinistryofWomen'sAffairsin2001

increasedthenumberoffemalegovernmentofficials,resultinginmorelawsaimedatenhancing

women'spositionsinSouthKorea.Aswomen'srightshaveimproved,youngmen'ssenseofrela-

tivedeprivationhasgrown,leadingtogrowingantagonismbetweenthegenders.Thepropensityof

eachgendertovilifyeachotherthroughonlinecommunities,combinedwiththegrowingaccep-

tanceofthe#MeToomovement,hasspurredfurtheranimositybetweenyoungmenandwomen.

TheemergenceofalargegapbetweenthecurrentvaluesofyoungSouthKoreanwomenand

traditionalconservativenormscanbeattributedtogenderconflictandtherapidchangesin

women'sroles,expectations,andopportunities.Thisgapisbelievedtobethemainfactorcontrib-

utingtoSouthKorea'srapidlyacceleratinglowfertilityrate.
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