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“From the battle against spycam porn to the ‘birth strike’ against pressures to marry, Hawon Jung’s engaging, lively, and thoroughly reported book offers a vivid portrait of the remarkable and ongoing fight for gender equality in South Korea. Flowers of Fire brings to life the hopes and struggles of women in Asia in the #MeToo era and will resonate with women around the world.”
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—Mary Anne Franks, professor of law at the University of Miami, president of the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative, and author of The Cult of the Constitution
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NOTES ON THE TEXT

Almost all interviews and conversations that appear in this book were conducted in Korean and translated into English by me. Names are stated in a variety of ways: Korean names are written with the surnames first and given names last; given names are often comprised of two syllables, which I’ve connected with a hyphen (e.g., Seo Ji-Hyun) unless requested otherwise by the interviewees (e.g., Kim Nari). Names that are a combination of Anglicized first names and Korean last names are written with the surname last (e.g., Claire Lee).

Some Korean names—including mine—are given in reverse order (e.g., Hawon Jung) to match the usual Western pattern. Japanese names are also presented with given names first and family names last (e.g., Shiori Ito).

While the Korean names of those who produced some of the materials cited in the endnotes are generally stated according to the rules above, some names are stated in line with the official English abstracts of the academic papers.

The titles of the Korean-language materials cited in the endnotes, such as newspaper articles or academic papers, are presented along with English translations made either by me or by the authors of those works (e.g., via English-language abstracts of academic papers).

The romanization of Korean is largely based on the official rules set out by the National Institute of Korean Language.* Exceptions are made for proper names well known in the English-language world (e.g., Park Chung-Hee) and proper nouns involving specific locations, organizations, or businesses (e.g., Samsung).

All translations not otherwise credited are my own.

The ages of the people who appear in the book are stated as of 2023.



*“Romanization of Korean,” National Institute of Korean Language, Republic of Korea, https://www.korean.go.kr/front_eng/roman/roman_01.do




INTRODUCTION

JULY 7, 2018

SEOUL

Claire Kim pumped her fist into the air, a mixture of sweat and tears streaming down her face. Like many other women in the crowd, she’d been sitting on the sunbaked tarmac at Seoul’s theater district of Hyehwa for hours. The mercury hit one hundred as the summer sun beat down on their heads, but their number kept growing, reaching tens of thousands.

“Molka* filming us illegally! Those bastards who film them! Those who share them! Those who watch them! Those who sell them! Punish them, right now!” Kim, a twenty-one-year-old college student, chanted with the others, thousands of fists shooting up towards the sky in unison.

Moving rivers of red-clad figures endlessly streamed out of the nearby subway station and chartered buses from all across the country, joining the sea of protestors brandishing handwritten banners that declared, “My life is not your porn” and “Angry women will change the world.”

At the same time and about 1.5 miles away, another five thousand people were rallying at Seoul’s Gwanghwamun Plaza, an iconic site of public demonstrations. This assembly wore all black and waved banners proclaiming, “Women’s wombs are not public properties” and “We are not baby-making machines to boost the birth rates.”

“Decriminalize abortion!” roared thirty-nine-year-old activist Na-Young and her legion as they marched towards the giant gray-brick courthouse of the Constitutional Court. “Let’s end the abortion ban here, now!”
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Welcome to the loud, raucous world of South Korean feminists. Powerful scenes of female anger and solidarity like these were part of a massive, unprecedented wave of feminist awakenings that rocked the economically advanced yet deeply patriarchal country.

South Korea is the world’s tenth1 largest economy, a tech giant that is home to Samsung, the top smartphone maker internationally, as well as some of the fastest internet connection speeds and densest high-speed railway networks on the planet. It is also a cultural juggernaut whose cinema (e.g., Parasite), television dramas (e.g., Squid Game), and music stars (e.g., BTS) have enormous social influence and huge global followings. But behind the facade of its economic, technological, and cultural dominance also lies a history of deep-seated gender discrimination that, despite all the country’s modern advances and reputation, has changed relatively little over the years.

South Korea has such dire records in women’s rights within the industrialized world that it hovers at the bottom of many surveys on women’s status among advanced nations. The country has recorded the largest gender pay gap in the Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s annual survey every single year since it joined the OECD in 1996. Similarly, it has remained at the bottom of the Economist’s glass-ceiling index without fail since the magazine’s annual measure of the “role and influence of women in the workforce” was launched in 2013. The Economist describes the obstacles faced by working women in East Asia—including South Korea—as “a ceiling that appears to be made of bulletproof glass.”

Not surprisingly, the World Economic Forum places South Korea at number 102 out of 156 countries in terms of gender parity.2 Nearly 70 percent of the companies listed on South Korea’s stock markets have no female executive, and women account for only 19 percent of the parliamentary seats—just slightly more than in North Korea.

Aside from suffering institutional challenges such as income inequality, career barriers, and lack of representation in leadership roles at work and in the government, South Korean women also experience numerous hardships in their daily lives. Sexual harassment and sex-based crimes are rife, especially with hidden cameras that secretly film women in almost every imaginable space, from public transportation to bathrooms in offices and schools—and even in the privacy of their own homes. Single women and women who live alone are often judged for their singlehood; meanwhile, married women are expected to sacrifice their careers and personal lives to care for their families. And women face enormous pressure to look perfect at all costs, sustained by South Korea’s reputation as the world’s capital of plastic surgery and its homogenous society’s strict beauty standards.

To be fair, South Korea is not the worst place for women to live. Girls do not have to risk their lives to go to school. Women do not need male guardians’ permission to drive or travel. Women and girls in the country, known for its esteemed universal healthcare and obsession with education, enjoy greater access to medical services and higher education than others do in many parts of the world. South Korean women record one of the longest lifespans compared to those in other economically advanced countries. Many of the problems bemoaned by South Korean women may appear to be so-called “first-world problems,” albeit more extreme than those of most first-world nations.

But South Korea’s reality also represents a unique case wherein a well-run nation that has achieved great economic, technological, and political advances has seen its patriarchal values changing at a surprisingly slow pace, challenging the widely held belief that women’s overall status in society tends to improve in tandem with such progresses.

Yet over the past few years, South Korean women have pushed back like never before. Inspired by the #MeToo campaign in the United States and a surge of feminist movements at home, South Korea’s #MeToo story is one of the most successful in Asia and beyond.

Women like Kim and Na-Young have fought to bring down countless men accused of sexual misconduct, including a powerful presidential contender; put the country on the forefront of the global battle against tech-based sexual abuse; ushered in a rare victory in women’s rights to access abortion; and launched a homegrown movement against the impossible beauty standards imposed on them. A growing number of women have also vowed not to marry or give birth in a so-called “birth strike,” defying the pressure on them to be self-sacrificing caregivers for their families. Together, these women have built a powerful tale of a feminist revolution with its own unique history and magnetic energy—a story that also challenges the widespread stereotypes of Asian women.

In the Western imagination, Asian women are often portrayed as innocent, passive, and compliant creatures who silently suffer under men’s rule with little to no voice of their own—or as selfless, uncomplaining caregivers who sacrifice themselves for others. But the reality on the ground in South Korea could not be more different than those fantasy-fueled stereotypes, which are seen by many women as utterly laughable and farcically outdated. One woman told me, “For all the Westerners who still fantasize about the sweet and docile Asian women like Miss Saigon, I’d say, ‘Wake up! Your Miss Saigon was dead and gone a long time ago. She’s not here anymore.’”
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Of course, neither the problems of living in a patriarchal society nor successful resistance are unique to South Korea. The global momentum created by the #MeToo movement has encouraged many women around the world to speak out about the violence, misogyny, and discrimination they face in their daily lives. And many of their stories share eerie similarities across borders: growing threats of tech-based abuse, legal backlash faced by sexual-assault victims who speak out, and criminal justice systems—and wider societies—in which victims’ voices are often met with suspicion and abusers’ downfalls with sympathy.

Furthermore, many hard-won advances made in women’s rights have been rolled back or come under unprecedented threat in recent years, bringing new urgency to feminist activism. Globally, the COVID-19 pandemic reversed much of the progress women had made, as it eliminated far more jobs typically held by women than those by men, dramatically increased the burden of unpaid domestic work, and stoked a tide of gender-based violence during lockdown. In the United States, some of the attacks on women’s rights unleashed under or emboldened by the Trump administration have had a lasting impact on the lives of many women, most notably over abortion rights. Similar attacks on women’s rights and activism by right-wing or authoritarian rulers have raged on in many other countries, including China, Turkey, Hungary, and Brazil, just to name a few.

In South Korea, the outburst of women’s advocacy has angered many young men who think these activists have gone too far, with feminists often attacked as the “mentally diseased” who follow “antisocial ideology.” Amid this anti-feminist backlash, Yoon Suk-Yeol, a member of the conservative People Power Party, won the presidential election in 2022 on an openly misogynistic platform.

During his campaign, Yoon declared that structural gender discrimination does not exist in the country and promised to abolish the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and to enact tougher punishments for false reports of sex crimes. While global studies have shown that false reports are a very small percentage of the already small percentage of cases that get reported at all, Yoon’s pledge was a nod to the popular rallying cries among the young men’s-rights activists who subsequently became his ardent supporters.

Meanwhile, the challenges faced by South Korean feminists not only came from outside the movement but also from within: lack of resources, burnout, and endless online squabbles over who qualifies as “real” feminists. And like many feminist movements elsewhere, past and present—or grassroots social movements of any kind—South Korean women and their activism are far from perfect; they can be smart, strong, courageous, calculating, dogmatic, and self-righteous, and their activism inspiring, powerful, chaotic, and fractured.

The fact is that women around the world still face an enormous amount of work to be done—and, more than ever before, need new inspiration to keep fighting. South Korean women have fought vigorously with certain success. And despite all their divisions and missteps, these complicated, flawed, and complex individuals have, as a collective, marched on in their stumbling, fallible, and resilient ways to mount a bona fide revolution.

And that’s why it is so important to listen to the stories of women in different parts of the world, to learn about the challenges they encounter, the errors they make, and the battles they win—to find common experiences and to draw lessons and wisdom from each other.
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As a former Seoul correspondent for the Agence France-Presse (AFP) news agency, I had the privilege of extensively reporting on many pioneering South Korean women who led this wave of feminist awakening and of chronicling the history they were making.

The trailblazers I met while reporting for the AFP and for this book include an elite prosecutor who ignited South Korea’s #MeToo campaign, young women who led the #SchoolMeToo movement against sexual harassment by teachers, a rape-victim-turned-activist who helped other survivors fend off threats of defamation and “revenge lawsuits” after speaking out, and two student journalists who exposed notorious sextortion chatrooms and the appalling sexual exploitation of children unfolding there—and eventually paved the way for landmark laws against online abuse.

During those years, I often received messages from people around the world who were wondering what was going on in South Korea. Many of them were young women, often K-pop fans, whose interest in the country went beyond their favorite stars and who were grappling with gender violence or discrimination in their own countries. Some even asked if there was an English-language book that explained what was unfolding in South Korea—which unfortunately did not exist then. So, taking to heart these words from Toni Morrison—“If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it”—I set out to write this book.

This book largely portrays the lives of the people who led or powered the South Korean feminist movements from 2015 to 2021, which ushered in many monumental legal, social, and cultural changes. This book shows the battles—both the crushing defeats and the hard-won victories—of these fierce, outspoken women who are trying to change the world. This book is also a testament to the strength and tenacity of many Asian women, whose fight for gender equality has remained long overlooked and untold in the West.

The first part, “#MeToo, #WithYou,” reveals how South Korea’s #MeToo movement unfolded, with stories of the woman who ignited the campaign, those who joined her, and those who stood in solidarity under the banner #WithYou.

The second part, “Where Did All the Girls Go?” looks back at those who laid the foundation of women’s activism from the late nineteenth century to the mid-2010s, who together created the momentum that made the #MeToo movement possible.

The third part, “My Life Is Not Your Porn,” explains how young activists and victims of digital sex crimes fought together to build a robust grassroots campaign against tech-based sexual abuse, and how they pushed, with some success, the authorities to act.

The fourth and final part, “My Body,” introduces people who, emboldened by the changes above, started to challenge the patriarchal norms in their daily lives that—literally and figuratively—bound their bodies. They include women who joined the “Escape the Corset” movement against sexism over women’s appearances, those who campaigned to decriminalize abortion, “no-marriage” women who defy the societal pressure to give birth, and transgender women and men who fight for their rights in a country deeply intolerant of—and sometimes openly hostile to—sexual minorities.

The title, Flowers of Fire, was inspired by the Korean word bul-kkot, which literally translates to “fire flower” and refers to flame. In South Korean society (and elsewhere), women are often treated like flowers: pretty objects of desire to be seen and not heard. But these women have found ways to flare against the everyday sexism they experience, so I chose Flowers of Fire as a metaphor of their ongoing struggles—and their indestructible hope.



*Korean slang term for “spycam.”




PART 1

#MeToo #WithYou




CHAPTER 1

JANUARY 26, 2018

TONGYEONG, SOUTH KOREA

Tap. Tap. Tap.

She drummed her finger on the wooden desk, staring at the computer screen next to a black plaque engraved with “Senior Prosecutor Seo Ji-Hyun.” Late-afternoon sunlight flooded through the window of the white, spartan office, casting a shadow over the bookshelves packed with thick binders and legal tomes.

The room was pin-drop quiet except for the faint sound of cars driving along the waterfront not far from this Tongyeong prosecutors’ office—a small outpost at the southern tip of South Korea. How long had she been sitting there? Seo’s finger felt numb as she reminded herself again and again of what she’d heard for the past eight years: Are you sure? Let’s move on. It’s for your own sake. Can you handle the aftermath? How many people had told her these things? She’d lost count. Family. Friends. Colleagues. Seonbaes.*

Seo, her eyes fixed on the computer, scrolled through an essay she had worked on for the past month, giving it one last look before she’d post it on the online bulletin board for prosecutors. Though mostly used to announce events colleagues were expected to attend—like upcoming weddings or funerals of family members—the forum was also closely watched by journalists looking for potential news.


I am writing this after so much hesitation, after countless sleepless nights.

…

On October 30, 2010, I was sexually assaulted by Ahn Tae-Geun, at the time the justice ministry’s policy-planning director-general, while he was accompanying the then justice minister to a funeral. The assault happened in public, causing me unimaginable shame and humiliation, but …



She didn’t really need to explain. If there were people who’d believe her story, they could probably imagine why she didn’t come forward eight years ago—all the sexual gossip to shame her, the questions about her “real motive,” and the news headlines about the “sexual harassment scandal of a beautiful female prosecutor.” In fact, Seo’s claim would hardly shock anyone who knew all the unwritten laws of South Korean society—and who remembered the fates of those “unlucky” women who’d quietly left without a fuss or those “troublesome” ones who had made a fuss before being pushed out of their jobs anyway.

Instead, people would probably wonder why Seo was making her story public, humiliating herself in front of everyone like this. Why? Has she gone mad? Seo could already hear them whispering to each other.


But I saw the #MeToo movement grow from a small shout by a Black American woman ten years ago into a big echo reverberating around the world now …

Now I am writing this with desperation that we should no longer be silenced or give power to future abusers and in the hope of taking a small step towards reforming us from within—no matter how small and powerless I am, and no matter how long it takes.



It was Friday afternoon. She set the publication date for the following Monday and, taking a deep breath, clicked “submit.”

She stood up and looked around the office—a place she’d spent almost all her waking hours each day, reading cartloads of case files well past midnight until her eyes blurred, pushing herself harder and harder to prove that she was an exceptional prosecutor worth listening to.

But all these efforts were also taking a toll on her. She was developing depression and panic disorders, occasionally contemplating suicide. When she saw a doctor because of a splitting headache, she was warned that she might have papilledema and could lose her eyesight. And she felt that, no matter how hard she worked, it might never be enough to make the top brass at the prosecutors’ office hear her voice.

Seo opened the top drawer of her desk and took out a white envelope, “letter of resignation” written across it. She’d prepared the letter when she decided to share her story publicly—a career-suicide move in the country’s conservative, insular legal community—and soon, she would be handing it in at the prosecutors’ headquarters in Seoul. Seo stuffed the envelope into her handbag and calmly exited her office.

Outside, Seo looked up at a sky that had grown dark while she’d said her goodbyes to colleagues. So, this is the end, she thought. When she had started as a prosecutor fourteen years ago, full of hope and optimism, she’d never thought her career would wind up like this. But part of her also felt strangely free, as if a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

Seo lowered her face and slowly walked away, her heels clicking on the pavement, the sound echoing across the dark, empty streets.

And that was how South Korea’s #MeToo movement began.



*People who have been at one’s school or workplace for a longer time and thus have more seniority than the individual. The opposite of a seonbae—someone who started school or working after an individual, and thus is more junior—is a hubae.




CHAPTER 2

People who imagine Seo Ji-Hyun to be a tough, rebellious social justice warrior are often surprised to see her in person—a petite, fragile-looking woman with a shy smile and a whispery voice who easily bursts into giggles even at dad jokes or into tears at the mention of her late mother. But behind her seemingly quiet, reserved demeanor lies the steeliness that not only enabled her to survive and thrive in one of the most powerful and male-dominated institutions in the country, but also to eventually make an unprecedented challenge against it.

Seo was born in 1973 in Gwangju—a “city of light” in the southwestern region of South Korea known for its long history of uprisings against feudal rulers, the early twentieth-century Japanese colonial powers, and modern-day military dictators. The daughter of a college professor and a former-schoolteacher-turned-housewife, Seo came of age as South Korea transformed itself from a country ravaged by the Korean War in the early fifties to one of the “Four Asian Tigers” through rapid industrialization in the seventies and eighties. The swift economic growth gave rise to a well-educated, relatively affluent middle class, including Seo’s parents, who embraced certain modern values such as personal freedom, political rights, and support for girls’ education.

Under the country’s deep-rooted Confucian culture, women had long been considered inferior to men, an ideology also known by the idiomatic expression namjon yeobi (literally, “man high, woman low”). A woman’s social standing was largely defined by her relations to men—an obedient daughter to her father, a chaste wife to her husband, and a self-sacrificing mother to her son. These values—part of the official governing ideology of the Joseon kingdom (1392–1897), the last dynasty before reformation in the twentieth century—remained a strong force in public and family lives even in the modern era and continued to permeate through the national psyche, laws, and customs. In this atmosphere, sending girls to school—and subsequently allowing them more freedom in life—had been considered not only a waste but also a risk for the family’s reputation.

But such reluctance had slowly dissolved, partly thanks to the post-war government’s sweeping population control policy—part of its economic growth plan—which featured slogans like “Have only two children and raise them well” and “With one well-brought-up daughter, one doesn’t envy ten sons.” The successful campaign dropped the country’s fertility rate, the number of children a woman is expected to have in her lifetime, from over six in the early 1960s to around two by the 1980s,1 allowing families to invest more in each child they had—including daughters.

Middle school enrollment rates for girls—a key indicator of changing opinions, as many families had previously regarded their elementary school education sufficient—surged from 56 percent in 1970 to de facto 100 percent two decades later.2 College enrollment rates for girls nearly tripled from 25 percent in 1970 to 80 percent in 2005,3 one of the highest in the world.

Seo was one of these girls—the first generation of women who grew up enjoying unprecedented support from their parents, who drilled into them: Be ambitious. Reach for the stars. You can do anything and be anything. When she was two, her father even wrote a poem titled “Father’s Prayer”—an open expression of affection for his daughter that would have been unthinkable to many reticent, strict fathers of his generation.


When I was alone, before becoming a father

I never prayed for anyone else

But now I live my life always in prayer for you

Let her be healthy

Let her have a bright mind and warm heart

Let her have indomitable grace and strong will

Let her nurture lofty ideals and unpretentious love

Let her live with sincere conviction and humble attitude

…

My daughter, never forget

…

The future belongs to you who have unlimited possibilities

Do not be afraid

Do not be scared

…

Hoping you will do so,

Father will watch you until the world ends

In prayer and gratitude



When her father later read it to a young Seo, she’d laughed, thinking the poem was too cringy and her father too melodramatic. Still, she held onto the handwritten poem, not knowing she would be reading it over and over on countless nights after 2010, desperate for consolation in the darkest moments of her life.

[image: Images]

Seo’s path to law began when she was fifteen. Her father, whose own dream to practice law had been foiled after he failed to pass the notoriously difficult bar exam, often suggested that she consider a career as a prosecutor.

“It’s also one of very few jobs in the world whose duty is seeking nothing but justice,” he told her wistfully.

His words left a strong impression on the quiet, bookish teenager, although there was not a single female prosecutor in South Korea in the late eighties. While two women had sworn in as the country’s first-ever female prosecutors in 1982, they soon left, apparently due to the macho culture of the prosecutors’ office.4

It would be an uphill battle, but when it was time to apply for college, Seo chose to study law at Ewha Womans University, an elite school in Seoul.

“Well, Ewha is good—you will certainly marry well,” one of her high school teachers said, while asking repeatedly if she really wanted to study law. “How about English literature, or education? You can be a schoolteacher—it’s a good career for women.”

When Seo persisted, he threw up his hands and warned, “I’ve never seen a female lawyer or judge!”
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In March 1992, Seo stepped into a towering Gothic-style chapel hall packed with thousands of other young women, all wearing similarly proud, giddy looks on their faces, for the school entrance ceremony at Ewha Womans University.

Ewha is a symbolic place in South Korea. Founded in 1886 by an American missionary who bemoaned a lack of educational opportunities for girls, it eventually became a powerhouse that has produced many of the country’s firsts—including the first female lawyer, first female doctor, and first female prime minister. However, it has also produced many wives of the rich and powerful, especially at a time when educated women had few suitable career opportunities, so its reputation as a “bridal school for smart girls” has dogged Ewha’s students.

But things were changing in the 1990s. Many conglomerates that led South Korea’s economic rise started to open their doors to women on a managerial track, beyond the usual secretarial positions or jobs with little career prospects.

Seo was a college freshman when Samsung—South Korea’s top conglomerate—declared that it would not discriminate against women in recruitment and would treat them equally with men in all personnel decisions. An ad slogan in 1992, “Samsung leads the way—even the era of female managers,”5 may sound bafflingly outdated now, but at the time, it was considered a shockingly radical move in the still-conservative South Korean society. Even many of Samsung’s own executives had angrily protested the campaign.6

For many of these executives, corporate Korea was simply a man’s world. The brutal meritocracy of the education system that had enabled South Korea’s rapid growth was hailed for nurturing so-called “dragons born in the stream”—men from poor families who climbed the social ladder due to their intellectual prowess (and, often, the sacrifices of their sisters, forced to quit school to save resources) and went on to dominate the country’s politics, public sectors, and businesses. After decades of delay, women also started to earn their stripes from the same meritocratic system, yet rather than being welcomed into these spheres with open arms, the “alpha girls” were stonewalled every step of the way.
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Seo Ji-Hyun as a junior prosecutor in her office and with colleagues, celebrating the opening of a new office building. The banner says, “Completion of the construction of the new office building for the Hongseong branch of Daejeon District Prosecutors’ Office.”

But it was still a hopeful moment for people like Seo; the first generation of South Korean women to enjoy relatively equal educational opportunities with men were seeing a new window of opportunity opening up. About 140 female college graduates were eventually accepted for manager-track jobs at Samsung in early 1993.7 While still a drop in the ocean of more than two thousand men,8 it was groundbreaking in a country where such opportunity for women was nearly unheard of. And Samsung’s move was soon followed by other major South Korean firms.

At the same time, young women were also pushing into the powerful, lucrative, and almost entirely male-dominated legal profession, taking a shot at the bar exam that took years of grueling preparation to pass—if one passed at all.

When Seo was a college senior, women accounted for just 2 percent of all legal professionals—and only ten among nearly a thousand prosecutors in the entire country were women.9 Unfazed, Seo moved back to her parents’ home upon graduation and spent almost all her waking hours glued to her desk for the next five years. When she finally passed the bar exam in 2001, 173 people—nearly 20 percent of those who passed the test—were women.10

When Seo was sworn in as a prosecutor after two years of training, she and the twenty other women in her cohort added to the all-time record of 106 female prosecutors.11 And just a few months earlier, a woman had been appointed as a judge at South Korea’s Constitutional Court for the first time in history. Although women were still a tiny minority in the sea of men, their growing numbers and advances into the exclusive, powerful legal community appeared irreversible. So when Seo arrived in 2004 at the prosecutors’ office in the rural county of Hongseong as the first female prosecutor to serve there, her heart swelled, full of hope and pride like any other doe-eyed first-year prosecutor.

Her optimism, however, would soon face a major challenge.




CHAPTER 3

After Seo began her work at the prosecutors’ office, “hardly a day went by without experiencing sexual harassment at work,” she told me later, recounting her experiences as a junior prosecutor.

“Hey, a woman should give us a smile every now and then. Give us a smile, would you?” one seonbae said.

“Hey, a woman who smiles too much like you is of no use,” another said.

“Hey, a woman your age should probably look for a husband among foreigners or divorced men,” said a third.

Seo forced herself to smile—or un-smile, as the situation demanded—whenever comments like these were thrown at her at the office, at lunch with colleagues, or at the much-dreaded hoesik.

A virtually mandatory after-work drinking session considered an essential part of South Korea’s corporate culture, hoesik is hailed by some as an opportunity to relieve stress and forge bonds with colleagues. But for many working women, the booze-fueled nighttime ritual lays a fertile ground for sexual harassment of all kinds. About 45 percent of all work-related sexual harassment, including groping and touching, happens during hoesik, topping even the workplace itself.12 Stories of female workers—especially young women in entry-level jobs—being pressured to drink heavily before being raped by a boss or a colleague have made news for decades.13

According to complaints made to a state-funded hotline for female workers in 2007, one young woman talked about being summoned to a hoesik with senior managers a week into her job, where the men constantly touched or hugged her and others, making comments like, “Your eyes are pretty, but your body shape sucks.”14

“The whole event looked like an occasion where female workers were serving the senior managers,” she said. “I don’t know what to do because I can’t just quit.”15

Another woman reported that she’d had to constantly push away the hands of male colleagues who were trying to touch, hug, or pull her into their arms during the hoesik’s second round at karaoke—while senior managers looked the other way. “I came home crying,” she said.16

Their stories echoed the sentiment shared in countless online chatrooms and on social media for years, even from mid- and senior-level women at elite and powerful institutions. In fact, a survey in 2018 showed that 70 percent of female prosecutors in South Korea experienced workplace sexual harassment or assault.17

Seo was no exception.

[image: Images]

When Seo’s bosses and coworkers moved from a boozy dinner to a second round at a bar to a third round at karaoke, she tried her best to keep up, hoping they wouldn’t judge her as a “princess” who couldn’t get along. Seo poured endless glasses of soju, forced out a smile at dirty jokes, and banged on a karaoke tambourine until her palms turned red, she said, recounting her experiences of those countless hoesik nights.

Is no one here seeing this? Why is no one saying anything about this? she thought as a drunken senior prosecutor grabbed her hands and massaged them while everyone else drank and laughed as if nothing was happening.

“Come on, dance with me,” another seonbae told her in the dimly lit karaoke room during another night of hoesik, repeatedly trying to pull her into his arms. Others looked the other way as usual, busying themselves by shuffling through songbooks.

“Hey, Seo Ji-Hyun! I think women are [worth] only half [as much as] men, so you are worth just 50 percent of all the guys here!” a third drunkenly yelled. “It means you have to work twice as hard as men to win my trust!”

Speaking up was not an option. Like many other working women, Seo knew that openly challenging the higher-ups or protesting over what most men would argue were innocuous jokes would only cement their bias that women were “difficult” to work with.

So Seo clenched her teeth and told herself: Let them call you a princess. Take their hands off your shoulders and move on. Focus on work instead.

Even when work was hard—even when the suspected criminals she investigated, those who had every reason to behave and show respect to her, greeted her with statements like, “You fucking crazy lying bitch! A woman prosecutor? What kind of prank call is this? If you are a prosecutor, I’m the president of South Korea!”—even then, Seo pushed through.

She didn’t know how to scream at and play tough with criminals like her male colleagues did. Even if she tried, who would be intimidated by that? But she had a sharp eye for evidence and was a deft talker who could persuade reluctant witnesses to testify—strengths hidden behind her quiet demeanor often mocked as “un-prosecutor-like.”

Soon, she proved herself to be a formidable player. As she charged con men, gamblers, gang members, rapists, or corrupt officials and businessmen each month, her record of successful indictments often stayed within the top three among her peers in the same district, eventually helping her win a highly prized justice ministerial award.

Her performance did not go unnoticed. In 2010, she was assigned to the Special Investigative Team, the country’s most elite unit that handled corruption cases involving top politicians and business moguls. Only a handful of women had ever been allowed into the powerful anti-corruption squad, and Seo became the first woman ever to serve in the unit at the Seoul Northern District Prosecutors’ Office—a major branch that would later be dubbed the “graveyard of politicians” due to its record of many high-profile investigations and convictions.

Seo herself played a role in building that reputation. She took part in an investigation into a seasoned, three-term lawmaker over illegal donations, which eventually led to his conviction and ousting from office. She also became the youngest and only female member of the high-profile team that investigated one of the biggest political scandals in 2010, when a group of heavyweight lawmakers pocketed illegal donations through complex financial schemes.

As the 2010 investigation dominated national headlines, Seo often worked around the clock for days, unable to see her family—including her toddler son. But she’d never felt prouder, holding the rich and powerful accountable and being part of a national history that had been largely written by men.

By this point, one out of five prosecutors were women,18 a remarkable jump from less than one out of fifty a mere decade earlier. Not only that, year after year, women outnumbered men in the annual recruitment of new junior prosecutors, a competitive process that selected only some of the best performers in the two-year legal training after the bar exam. Apart from prosecution, women were breaking into powerful public-service careers at a seemingly unstoppable pace. In 2010, more than 60 percent of those who passed the Foreign Service Officer Test were women,19 up from 20 percent in 2000. Women were the top scorers in ferociously competitive civil-service exams used to hire elite-track public officials, while the number of women holding those preeminent positions more than quintupled in just a decade.20 At school, girls outperformed boys by most measures, from test scores21 to college enrollment rates,22 sparking news headlines like “The Republic of Korea Is Switching to Neo-Matriarchal Society”23 and “Why Does Our Son Perform Worse [at school] than the Neighbor’s Daughter?”24

But despite all the talk about girls outsmarting boys at school or of women overpowering men at work, the “era of female superiority” bemoaned by commentators and the media still remained, for the most part, little more than an illusion.




CHAPTER 4

One Saturday in October 2010, Seo visited the wake of a colleague’s father. It was a typical setting for the customary three-day mourning process: a drab funeral hall home to dozens of flower-bedecked altar rooms. Black-clad mourners walked into the wake with their shoes off, bowed down twice, gave a few words of condolences to the family, and moved to an adjacent dining area where food and drinks were served.

After paying her respects, Seo sat alone at the end of a long, short-legged table in the dining hall, watching other mourners stream into the large open-plan room. Then quiet murmurs rippled through the hall as the justice minister arrived. The minister, a bespectacled man in his sixties, walked towards Seo’s table and flopped down in the middle. Groups of men who were sitting scattered on the floor—apparently prosecutors, although Seo did not know most of them—quickly stood up and gathered around the minister. One of them, who recognized Seo, poked her in the arm and whispered, “Please, sit next to the minister.”

A small alarm went off in her head when she realized she was the only woman at the table, but it was too late. The men there were already looking at her, their eyes shouting in a chorus, What are you doing?

Not again, she grumbled inside as she grudgingly stood up and knelt down at an empty spot beside the aide sitting right next to the minister. She knew this situation as well as any working woman in South Korea did. At work, they might be sidelined from promotional opportunities, and in business meetings, they might be treated like unwelcome guests—but at office lunches or after-hour dinners, women were often pushed to sit next to the most powerful figure at the table with the implicit assignment to “brighten the mood.” It usually meant chatting a little in a pleasant manner, pouring drinks on time, and smiling demurely, even at bland jokes that almost always included how great the man felt to be “surrounded by flowers.” In no mood to spend her precious weekend as the mandatory flower, Seo kept her eyes down, searching for the best excuse to leave.

It was then that she felt something brushing her shoulder.

The minister’s aide—a middle-aged man with bloodshot eyes—had leaned his head close to her, his breath heavy with alcohol.

She tried her best to move away from the man, carefully squirming her legs to put some distance between them. Telling him to move, or simply storming out, was not an option. Seo, like most women who found themselves stuck playing flowers, knew the unspoken yet powerful rule that she should not “ruin the mood” by making a fuss about such a “trivial” matter—and that she had to stay seated until the most senior figure at the table left.

Oh God, please let the minister leave soon, she thought. Let him leave soon.

What followed afterwards, according to Seo’s account, which would later be disputed by the man who was sitting next to her, went on like this:

She felt something on her waist—it was the aide’s hand.

But as Seo shifted her body away from the aide, his hand slid towards her again, and he stroked her buttocks.

She pushed his hand away, over and over, desperately looking at the people around her. But none of them—including the minister—showed any indication that they noticed or cared as they talked and laughed under the bright fluorescent light.

Why is no one saying anything to him? she screamed inside, her body frozen in confusion and shock.

She wondered if she was hallucinating. Everything around her slowed down; the sound of drunken, raucous laughter becoming a muted, distant noise—like she was trapped in a muddy nightmare.
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Years later, when people asked Seo why she hadn’t come forward for so many years, she would often cite a remark by a senior prosecutor she had once heard:

“If women want to be recognized as good prosecutors, they should first stop making a fuss about what happens as part of socializing at drinking sessions … Women are not recognized as good prosecutors because they are oversensitive about those kinds of things.”

And the prosecutors’ office was only a microcosm of the wider South Korean society. Seo had seen what victims who came forward endured—becoming objects of endless, relentless gossip, being called a “flower snake” who seduces a man to extort money or a difficult woman whose overreaction destroyed a promising man’s future and ruined the lives of his poor wife and children.

Apart from facing public and private shaming, young victims were often treated like goods ruined beyond repair, and many of them would carry the stigma for years—as shown in the way the media covered some high-profile cases. Such coverage was long criticized for portraying sexual assault in a near-pornographic way,25 with breathless, move-by-move descriptions of the assaults, often followed by the grim stock phrase: “an indelible wound to last a lifetime.”

Considering this unenviable fate, it is no surprise that less than three out of every one hundred people who were sexually assaulted reported it back then.26 Of those who did, only about 40 percent of the reported cases were pursued by prosecutors—and only 30 percent of those that were pursued resulted in actual prison terms.27

“Considering all of that, I decided to keep quiet,” Seo said.

However, gossip about an indecent assault at a funeral house began to swirl at the prosecutors’ office, according to a statement later given by one of the prosecutors who was present there. In the end, the office opened an internal inquiry over the man who had sat next to Seo—a senior prosecutor named Ahn Tae-Geun.

But the probe soon fizzled out. Although Seo eventually reported to her boss that she’d been sexually assaulted, she refused to respond to the investigation, fearing the stigma that would follow if her case emerged publicly. Seo instead sought to settle the matter privately, trying to get a personal apology through mediation by senior prosecutors who knew Ahn. No apology came, she said.

Despite Seo’s lack of participation in the investigation, as the report moved through the chain of command, one senior official expressed discomfort with the probe for “making a stir,” according to Lim Eun-Jeong, a prosecutor assigned to the case. Lim later testified that she had been summoned by a senior official, Choi Kyo-Il, who suddenly patted her on the shoulder and started to shout, “If I touch you like this, is that a sexual assault? It’s a gesture of encouragement! Why are you making a stir when the victim remains quiet?” Choi, now a lawmaker, denied both Lim’s claim and knowing about the case at all, and he refused to appear and testify in court when summoned to give his side of the story.

As the investigation stalled, the top official of the internal audit, Ahn’s former classmate during legal training, said he would give Ahn a personal warning, according to a court testimony by his subordinate in 2019. The official would testify in court that he had no recollection of saying it, although, he added, there was a “possibility” that he might have warned Ahn not to cause trouble while drunk at the time of the probe.

With that, the 2010 investigation was closed, wrapping up the episode in the usual manner at the prosecutors’ office—quiet, smooth, orderly.




CHAPTER 5

Five years passed. By then, Seo Ji-Hyun was a well-respected senior prosecutor who had won multiple official recognitions for excellent casework, a highly coveted fellowship in France, and even another ministerial award. She also wrote a manual on how to properly interview people with mental disabilities—including such women who are targeted for sexual assault but whose statements were often dismissed by authorities for being incoherent and incomprehensible.

Meanwhile, Ahn Tae-Geun had become one of the most powerful men in the industry, having been promoted as a justice-ministry director in charge of personnel decisions surrounding prosecutors—including Seo.

One day, Seo was assigned to Tongyeong city’s prosecution office, one of the most far-flung posts in the country—as well as the most difficult to travel to from Seoul, where she lived with her husband and six-year-old son. The position was also far below her seniority level, a highly unusual assignment in an institution ruled by strict hierarchy. All in all, the post was seen as a huge slap in the face, humiliating enough to convince Seo that the top brass was trying to force her to quit.

Why? Seo searched for an answer by talking to well-connected colleagues—and one of them told her Ahn had ordered the move. She shuddered. Should I just quit? But I didn’t do anything wrong … Should I go to him, demanding an explanation? Of course, she couldn’t; she had no concrete evidence to back up her suspicion.

So she traveled to Tongyeong and focused on work, clinging to a faint hope that if she worked even harder than before, one day she might get a chance to find out what had caused this assignment. With that in mind, she went into overdrive, spending all her waking hours in the office, reading mountains of case records brought in by big metal shopping carts every day, and collapsing into bed as soon as she returned to her empty apartment well past midnight.

Her efforts proved worthwhile. In 2017 alone, Seo won six official recognitions for outstanding service as she solved major crimes, from corruption at one of the world’s largest shipbuilders to a cold robbery case just eight hours before the statute of limitations ran out.

No one will be able to say I’m not a good prosecutor—ever, she proudly thought as yet another case of hers received an official monthly award.

Every weekend, she traveled to Seoul to reunite with her family, enduring a grueling ten-hour-long round-trip bus ride that worsened the chronic degenerative disc diseases in her neck and back. Her overall health was crumbling, and bouts of increasingly frequent panic attacks gripped her at night. The doctor warned that she might lose her eyesight, so she practiced walking with her eyes closed at home, hands fumbling in the air and over her smartphone to call the Korean equivalent of 911.

Despite it all, Seo remained hopeful, thinking that the result of her hard work might convince the top brass to consider investigating whether her placement had been fair.

About two years after the job placement, Seo mustered up the courage to send an email to the new justice minister, requesting a meeting to share her story. Months later, a senior ministry official who sat with her on the minister’s behalf pressed her to “talk more honestly” about what she “really had in mind.” Seo stressed that she wasn’t looking for compensation or trying to secure a better position next year—she just wanted her performance properly evaluated and for the justice ministry to look into whether there was any unfair rationale behind her being sent to Tongyeong.

“I’m planning to look into the matter as much as I can,” the official said.

Seo never heard from him again.
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As her term at Tongyeong was nearing an end, there was little sign that her case would be investigated at all. In her silent apartment, Seo played over and over in her head what the senior official had suggested to improve her situation at their last—and only—meeting:

“This might feel unfair, but I think it would be also meaningful to prove your ability [at work] through the official process.”

Should I work even harder to be heard? Prove myself … AGAIN?

Something snapped inside her.

By then, it was impossible for Seo to request a sexual-assault investigation even if she wanted to because, under the law back in 2010, a victim of such crimes had to lodge a complaint within six months to start a probe. And her suspicion about Ahn’s potential influence on her job posting remained little more than a personal speculation that appeared, based on the response from the higher-ups, unworthy of serious attention.

But the sense of frustration she felt went beyond that. For fourteen years, Seo said, she’d given her all to work and had silently tolerated all the sexual harassment and taunting, trying her best to prove that she was a good prosecutor who deserved their trust and respect.

Yet despite all her efforts, she felt mocked by ever-moving goalposts, forced to prove herself continuously in what seemed like a Sisyphean punishment.

And you guys tell me just to work even harder? The angry voice inside her stunned Seo—and she felt an emotion she never knew she had racing through her: rage.

Seo thought about her late father who, until he’d passed nine years earlier, had always loved and supported her—and reminded her to be a good girl.

Oh, Dad—maybe you shouldn’t have told me that.

Tears were running down her face for the first time in a long time.

Maybe you should have taught me how to shout, scream, curse, fight, and hit back to survive in this world. To never be quiet, to never tolerate all this, she thought, wiping away tears.

Then she thought about her fellow women prosecutors. For years, she had tried hard to conform to the rules at the prosecutors’ office without complaint—for herself as well as for her female colleagues.

But was the silence really worth it? Nearly a third of all prosecutors now were women, but many of them were still young and had little political power. What if they go through the same thing that I did because I remained silent?

Slowly, she opened her laptop and started to type, the light of her computer screen piercing the darkness of her apartment.




CHAPTER 6

JANUARY 29, 2018

SEOUL

Seo Ji-Hyun was sitting by the dining table in her apartment in Seoul, watching the wall clock strike noon. Her smartphone had been flickering nonstop for three hours, countless messages flooding in from friends, colleagues, and journalists.

EVERYONE IS TALKING ABOUT YOU.

EVERY SINGLE MEDIA OUTLET PICKED IT UP.

SEONBAE, YOU DID SOMETHING UNBELIEVABLE. WE’RE ROOTING FOR YOU.

JI-HYUN, MY FRIEND WORKING AT JTBC SAYS SOHN SUK-HEE WANTS TO INTERVIEW YOU ON NEWS ROOM TONIGHT. DO YOU WANT TO DO IT?

Sohn was the country’s most well-known TV newsman—something akin to being the Walter Cronkite of South Korea—and anchored a popular prime-time nightly news program. Seo hesitated. The impact of her revelation was already spreading far beyond her imagination. She was scared.

But hours later, she saw the latest announcement from the justice ministry in response to a barrage of questions from reporters: “We thoroughly looked into the matter in response to the claim by the prosecutor in question but did not find any problem with her job placement.”

The announcement hit her hard. “I gave up everything—my career as a prosecutor, my reputation, and the prospect of working as a lawyer—and mustered up all the courage that I had,” she told me later. “And they were dismissing everything so quickly.”

So Seo agreed to do something few South Korean women had ever done: appear on live TV and tell the whole nation that she’d been sexually assaulted.

The eighteen-minute interview remains blurred in her memory—she only clearly recalls the moments before it: a frantic, last-minute rush to the TV station, blinding lights at the news studio, and the red “On Air” sign lighting up. But it was what happened once she went live that many South Korean women who watched her interview that night said they could never forget.

The interview started off awkwardly, as a visibly nervous Seo, her eyes downcast and her voice trailing into a barely audible whisper, provided only terse answers to Sohn’s ice-breaking questions. But when Sohn reminded Seo that no sexual-assault victim had ever come forward in such a public manner, suggesting that Seo’s actions were, in the eyes of many South Koreans, social suicide on a grand scale, something rose up inside her.

“You’re right …” Seo began. “And I’ve actually come here today because there was something I really wanted to say.”

She could have followed with what most people were itching to hear: all the details of what had happened at the funeral house or the names of all the powerful prosecutors who might have known about it.

Instead, she said something she wished someone had told her after everything that happened.

“I came here today to tell all the victims of sexual assaults out there that …”

She took a deep breath before forging on.

“It is not your fault. Never. It took me eight years to realize that.”

Gulping back tears, her voice trembling, Seo talked about the anguish and self-blame she had gone through since 2010 and how she’d believed that everything would be all right if she could prove herself just one more time.

“I once thought that I could serve [as a prosecutor] with confidence and without any trouble as long as I worked hard and in earnest,” she said. “But I realized that nothing changes as long as the victim remains silent.”
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Seo’s statement resonated among not only sexual-assault survivors but also with women from all walks of life, especially those of Seo’s generation. The “alpha girls” who had joined the workforce with much fanfare had been ultimately pushed to quit amid rampant harassment and discrimination at work. Others were pressured out due to societal expectations that housework and parenting were a woman’s job—even when that woman already had a job outside the home.

Meanwhile, Samsung, leader of that high-profile, anti-sex-discrimination campaign that had pledged to promote more women, was still overwhelmingly led by men. In fact, two months before Seo appeared on TV, Samsung Electronics, the flagship corporation of the Samsung group, announced a list of 221 employees newly promoted to executive positions. The regular reshuffle for 2018 was hailed by the media for promoting a far greater number of women than before—more than triple the year before!

The year before had two.

For 2018, there were seven.

Still, the situation at Samsung was better than at most workplaces in the country. At the time, nearly 70 percent of South Korean companies listed on the local stock markets—more than 1,400 firms—did not have a single female executive. Overall, women accounted for only 4 percent of seats in corporate boardrooms.28 Meanwhile, South Korea still had the biggest gender pay gap according to the Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development. Despite decades of promising improvements, South Korea had been the unchallenged worst performer—by a large margin—out of nearly forty advanced economies since the OECD began its annual survey in 1996.29

In another reminder of just how difficult it was for women to climb up the ladder—or to be on the ladder at all—many firms, including the country’s top banks, secretly slashed the written-test and interview scores of hundreds of female applicants—including a woman who recorded the highest score—and boosted those of less-qualified men to hire them instead.30

Sure, women had made great inroads into elite civil services and outnumbered men in newly appointed diplomat or court judge positions. But that was partly born of necessity—those positions were in one of the only fields where women were competing on an even remotely level playing field.

Seeking a career in public service, where the job screening process is more transparent and leaves less room for manipulation than in private-sector firms—and where women can work with less fear of losing jobs after childbirth—was partly a desperate survival strategy of bright young women.

It was against this backdrop that Seo tapped into a deep well of frustration and anger among the Seo Ji-Hyuns of the world: smart, hardworking girls who grew up believing they could be anything as long as they worked hard enough—only to find themselves stonewalled by the system that saw them as little more than flowers.

When she walked out of the broadcast station that night, Seo had no clue how powerful her revelation had been. Maybe this is all just a dream, she murmured to herself on her way home, as the skyscrapers topped with the shiny logos of Samsung, Hyundai, and the country’s top banks—the same banks that were given a slap on the wrist in court for unfairly rejecting hundreds of women because they were “merely following the old customs”—whizzed by outside the window. When a friend abruptly visited her home that night and said, “South Korea will never be the same country,” Seo dismissed it as overly sentimental, drunken rambling.

But that night, many women across South Korea watched Seo’s interview in awe—staring at the TV screen on the wall of a busy diner while food on the table turned cold, blinking back tears while holding a smartphone on a packed subway train, staring at the living room TV in stunned silence while nursing a baby. The sexual-assault survivors who heard Seo’s message included a famous poet, dozens of theater actresses, thousands of teenage girls and college students across the country, and an aide to a popular politician and potential presidential contender.

Encouraged by Seo’s action and simple statement that they weren’t at fault, these women would step forward one by one to speak up, sharing their untold stories and opening the door for South Korea’s #MeToo movement. For many of the country’s 25 million women, the night of January 29, 2018, marked the point of no return.
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