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94 / The “New Woman” and the Politics of Love

sire, and love in the “new home.” By professionalizing housework and
elevating married women to national importance, domestic science pro-
claimed that women could conduct traditional domestic work yet still
maintain their modern sense of self. Although one could view the new
ideology of “prudent mother, professional housewife” as a relinquishing
of women’s initiative, its very development reflects the influential role
played by the new women in shaping the terms of Korean womanhood.

CHAPTER THREE

The Female Worker

From Home to the Factory

‘Two years before her untimely death from pulmonary tuberculosis,
Song Kye-wél (1910-33), a reporter for Sin yising (The new woman),
penned a short story that foreshadowed her demise.! “News from a Fac-
tory” is one of the few works to address the plight of female workers in
colonial Korea through the eyes of a displaced peasant worker.? The main
character, Kim Ok-pun, in a final letter to her sister, describes the mis-
eries of tuberculosis, which she contracted while working at a silk-reeling
factory: “The clotting of blood in my mouth and the spitting up of rot-
ten phlegm [signal that] my time is fleeting.”® The empty cot in her ward
is a reminder that her fifteen-year-old coworker, Kiim-dol, has died of
the same disease. Forced to enter the labor force by her father’s deser-
tion of the family for a kiszeng (female entertainer), Kim pronounces a
scathing indictment of the harsh working conditions and merciless ex-
ploitation of countless Korean women: “[ The factory] fattens [its profits]
by squeezing our blood and sweat.”

Song’s vivid factory narrative captured the wrenching turmoil spawned
by rapid industrialization and rural impoverishment during the colonial
period. The birth of the yigong (factory girl) introduced a new dynamic
into the complex interaction between the Korean family structure, based

95
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on Confucian patriarchy and values, and the new ideologies of woman-
hood, which vied for dominance in colonial Korea. While many female
workers sought to maintain the deep ties to their families out of filial loy-
alty, they blazed an untrodden path as “workers” and “unskilled labor”—
new social categories that embodied important political and social mean-
ings. More broadly, the migration of peasant women from rural areas to
industrial centers posed a threat to existing norms of social control and
gender definitions, prompting multiple voices (from state authorities to
women writers) to articulate competing visions of power relations.

This chapter examines the transition of Korean women from the home
to the newly constructed factories—a process fraught with tension, as
colonial authorities reorganized the labor force through an intense sex-
ual division of labor based on marital and reproductive status. The fac-
tory girl as a new category embodied a segment of the “political anatomy,”
constructed by multiple players (including the colonial state, Korean na-
tionalists, educated women, and others). As a part of the greater social
body, she was a cog in machinery that, to borrow Michel Foucault’s phras-
ing, was to function “with the techniques, the speed, and efficiency that
[the industrialists] determined.” At the same time, the ydgong was an in-
dividual who often entered the wage market as part of a family strategy
(like the fictional Kim Ok-pun), carefully negotiating the boundaries be-
tween traditional ideologies and new discourses that sought to reshape
her identity and role. More important, unlike elite women, commoner
women had worked in the fields, cottage industries, and marketplace prior
to the colonial period; as they adapted their skills to the demands of the
new workplace, women workers forged new identities and subcultures
through common hardships in the factories and dormitories, illness, and
experiences of displacement and marginalization.

KOREAN WOMEN IN THE CHOSON ECONOMY

Korean women played a significant role behind the scenes in the fields
and specialized in cottage industries during the Chos6n period. The gen-
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dered division of labor among commoners placed the dual burden of
household and agricultural work (or small trades) on women. Prior to
the introduction of innovative techniques like iangpop (rice transplanta-
tion method) and new plowing methods in the second half of the Chosén
period, women assumed the tedious task of preparing and sowing the rice
seed by hand, as well as weeding the crop throughout the busy agricul-
tural season. Following the autumn harvest, women sorted out the good
seeds for the next harvest.> Women laboring in the rice paddies would
have been a common sight to travelers passing through the Korean coun-
tryside during spring and summer. In Kwangbok (north Hamgydng
Province), women also tended livestock, especially sheep, to help their
husbands. With the mothers occupied in the fields, it fell to the young
daughters to perform basic domestic tasks, such as fetching water from
the well.”

After along day in the fields, women prepared meals for their families—
a labor-intensive chore because most staples, such as rice and grains,
were unprocessed. While the more privileged families relied on a wa-
termill to pound rice, commoners pulverized grain using a millstone
pulled by a horse or donkey throughout the day. In the countryside,
women often used a simple mortar to pound rice, barley, millet, and
kaoliang, which often consumed an entire day’s labor. Yi Niing-hwa cap-
tured the drudgery of women’s lives in her own day: “No time to rest.
Morning: rice to make; afternoon, following lunch: work in the field;
and night: dry the barley and pound it in a mortar. . . . [T]he entire day
[she] has no time to rest.”® Not only were women responsible for feed-
ing family members at home, but they also made frequent trips to the
fields to bring meals to their husbands.? Paintings by Cho Yong-sok
(1686-1761) and Kim Hong-do (1745-1810) captured the daily ritual
of women who brought sustenance to their farmer husbands. In addi-
tion to feeding their households, women washed clothes by the barrel-
ful for seven or eight hours at a time. One painting by Kim Hong-do
depicts a group of women pounding clothing with wooden paddles on
a fulling block. So important was laundry day in Korean life that a
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nineteenth-century French traveler described Seoul as “a huge laun-
der house.”??

Women of all classes engaged in cottage industries to supplement the
income of the family and pay the taxes.!! Although women were not paid
laborers per se, the income from sales of their handicrafts was critical to
the family budget. Cloth and garment production were particularly im-
portant handicrafts. Women cultivated silkworms and produced silk for
market. They also spun their own yarn or thread from hemp, ramie, and
cotton, and used whatever could not be sold at market to weave and em-
broider cloth or clothing. In Korean culture, good needlework was the
measure of a woman’s worth. As the old Chosén saying said, “A woman
who is ignorant in the art of needlework or weaving is like a yanghan man
who neither knows how to write calligraphy and poetry nor is familiar
with the six etiquettes.”? Even wives in elite families engaged in needle-
work; custom dictated that her “seven friends” be “needles, thread, a ruler,
a spool, iron, thimble, and scissors.” > They had to resort to needlework
and weaving, especially during the years when their husbands were
preparing for the civil service examinations. !4

The marketplace was a central site for the purchase and sale of prod-
ucts and food. Yi Niing-hwa observed that it was common in his day to
see Korean women carrying wicker baskets on their heads to sell prod-
ucts at the market, and the “old records” revealed that it “had always been
a popular practice.”!’ The dominance of women in the marketplace was
captured by the painter Sin Yun-bok (1758-1813), who portrayed women
peddling dried fish, and Kim Tiik-sin (1754~1822), who painted women
carrying wares on their heads on the way to the market. Women were
both consumers and producers: they needed to purchase enough food to
feed their families, and they sold their handicrafts to pay for these items.
Apart from anecdotal stories and paintings, little is known about the fe-
male culture of the marketplace and its language of bargaining, system
of credit, or advertising of wares.!6

In this proto-industrial context, the term ydgomg simply described
women who worked, and ydgomgp’um referred to products made by
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women, including ramie and cotton cloth, silk fabric, woven goods, and
needlecrafts.!” In the colonial period, the term yogong would take on a
new meaning—from “women’s work” (a combination of the Chinese
characters for “women” and “work”), it came to designate a new social
category. The word kong no longer referred to work but specifically al-
luded to the kongjang (factory). These women were transformed from
“women who worked” into “women factory workers.”

JAPANESE ECONOMIC COLONIZATION:
THE QUEST FOR WORKERS AND MARKETS

The transition of Korean female workers from their rural homes to the
factory was a consequence of the belated but rapid industrialization that
transformed the Korean economy. Just a month before the I9IO annex-
ation, the American missionary Frank Brockman (1 878-1929) lamented
Korea’signorance of the “Occidental trade,” based on his two-month ap-
praisal of the situation: “It is true that a few textiles are woven in homes,
and rice is milled by hand, likewise little tanning of hides and curing of
tobacco is carried on in the home. In brief it may be said, that there is
no manufacturing in Seoul, only a few handicrafts. There is nothing in
the industrial life of the city really worthy of the name: no factories, no
mills; only a few workshops.” Despite his critical tone, he had also ob-
served a change in Korean society that was a result of the opening of the
ports and the sudden infusion of Japanese products. “The most lamen-
table fact is-that the result of their labors no longer satisfies the fancy of
their own people,” Brockman noted with dismay. “Whenever their goods
stand in competition with the goods made abroad the Korean sees his
own thrown aside.” In his judgment, the cause was “lack of energy, insuf-
ficient stimulus for ambition, and centuries of official oppression.”!8

In spite of his misgivings, Brockman could not deny that something
new was taking place before his eyes: “Korea is today facing an industrial
revolution even in our lifetime such as she has never dreamed of, and it
would be criminal for us Christian educators not to recognize the duty
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arising from this situation.”’® The Korean press also observed the
changes. As an editorial in the Maei! sinmun proudly announced in 1913,
Korea was “entering into a realm of advanced nations.”? In 1935, a Japa-
nese economist, Takahashi Kamekichi, noted in retrospect that the en-
try of Japanese capitalism into Korea was like “water breaking from a
reservoir.”?!

The process of industrialization that followed Japan’s annexation of
the Korean peninsula in 1910 did not, of course, result in the overnight
creation of factories and women workers. Exogenous factors coupled with
shifts in the political economy played a critical role in shaping Japan’s
colonial policies. The World War I economic boom proved fortuitous
for Japan as it took over European colonies in East Asia at minimal cost.
Moreover, its international trade increased significantly during the years
1910-20, as it became a “full-fledged industrial nation.”?? Japanese yarn
and cloth manufacturers quickly moved to fill the vacuum as European
and U.S. cotton exports to Asia dwindled.? According to Kozo Yama-
mura, Japan became a major player in the world economy overnight as
a supplier of industrial goods: “The number of industrial factories dou-
bled, employment quadrupled in heavy and chemical industries, and
tripled in light industry.”?* The demand for war materials increased trade
between Japan and European states, and by 1914, Japan had not only
eradicated its debt of 1.1 billion yen but had became a creditor nation,
with more than 2.77 billion yen by the start of 1920.25 However, as the
war ended in Europe and the Western powers resumed their interest in
Asian markets, exports fell drastically and Japan plunged into a depres-
sion as a result its declining role in international markets. Faced with
balance of payment deficits, soaring inflation, and a shortage of grains,
the Japanese government sought to permanently stem this crisis as
quickly as possible.

Japan, which needed an outlet for the goods produced by its collaps-
ing industries, turned to its neighbor Korea during this prolonged re-
cession. At this nascent stage, the government offered Japanese firms
state-sponsored loans with low interest rates to promote development.26
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In 1919, in the aftermath of the March F irst Movement and nationwide
protests in Korea, newly appointed Governor-General Saitd Makoto in-
troduced reforms in the name of bunks segji (cultural rule), including lib-
eralization of the press and a new economic policy.?” In pursuit of free
trade, the government rescinded the Corporation Law of 1910, which
had inhibited investment in nonagricultural sectors.? In addition, the Ex-
port Association Law of 192 § allowed large zaibatsu (conglomerates) like
Mitsui, Mitsubishi, and Yasuda (all financed by state banks) to set up ce-
Tnent, paper, sugar, rice, and flour mills in Korea. At the same time, the
Japanese companies Tays, Kanegafuchi, Dai-Nihon, F uji-gasu, Nisshin,
and Osaka-g5d6, otherwise known as the “Big Six,” began to take con-
trol of the Korean textile market.2?

With the entry of Japan’s biggest zaibatsu coupled with the abundance
of cheap labor power and raw materials, a viable market quickly arose on
the peninsula.30 Furthermore, the promotion of the nai-sen kyodo jigyo
(joint Korean-Japanese ventures) policy of September 1921 “opened the
door to a limited but [real] eflorescence of Korean industrial capital-
ism.”! According to Government-General statistics, the number of fac-
tories increased from 251 in I9II t0 1,900 in 1919 (table 1). Similarly, in
his study of Japanese factories in Korea, Professor Ta Chen noted that
Japan was no longer Korea’s financier but jts leading customer.” By the
end of 1927, the number of factories in Korea had “increased 19. 5 times,
capital 51.1 times, employees 6.1 times, horsepower 19.4 times, and the
value of industrial products 18.8 times.”3?

This rapid industrialization and modernization of the Korean econ-
omy had significant ramifications for the countryside, uprooting tradi-
tional communities and challenging social and cultural norms.

THE RURAL CRISIS IN KOREA.:
JAPANESE POLICIES IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

Japanese policies in rural Korea were dictated by two primary concerns:
the demands of its population at home and the need to maintain order
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Table 1. Development of Industry

Number of Total Korean

factories Capital workers workers

1911 251 10,613,830 14,575 12,180
1916 1,075 24,613,500 28,646 23,787
1919 1,900 129,378,761 48,705 41,873

sourcE: Chésen Sotokufu, Chisen Sotokufu tokei nemps (1924).

in the rural areas by creating obstacles to economic independence and
prosperity. As a result, the fortunes of rural Koreans rose and fell, de-
pending on the needs of the colonial power. For Japan, the Korean coun-
tryside represented an ideal source of tax revenues and food production.
In fact, the new land tax levied in 1914 provided more than 45 percent
of local government revenues. To ensure that Japan maximally utilized
Korean resources, the cadastral survey of 1910-18 set up a2 modern ad-
ministrative apparatus that collected tax revenues and confiscated crop
surpluses on “an unprecedented scale.” By legalizing the private own-
ership of land (Civil Law of 1912) and giving landlords a better bar-
gaining position through an annual contract system with tenants, the
Government-General could secure high profits from the land.’* More
importantly, after mapping all plots of land, the new regulations stipu-
lated that owners must provide evidence (e.g., title to their land) to the
authorities.** While large landowners reported their claims, many “par-
tial owners, tenants, {and] squatters with traditional cultivation rights”
unfamiliar with the new reporting system failed to register their land
and were displaced.’¢

As a result of the 1918 Rice Riots in Japan, caused by rice shortages and
high prices, the central government set its sights on transforming Korea
into a major food supplier, especially since agricultural output in Japan
could no longer keep up with the rapid population growth. The Govern-
ment-General initiated a thirty-year plan known as the Sanmai z6shaku
keikaku (Rice Production Development Program) in the early 1920s. Im-
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portation of rice from Korea, which amounted to 300,000 tons at the out-
break of the First World Whar, increased to 771,086 tons. The Japanese
sold this imported rice at 10 percent lower than the domestic price.%’

Japan’s demand for rice resulted in greater investment in the Korean
rice industry. The replacement of traditional low-yield but drought-
resistant seeds with higher-yielding seed varieties, combined with the in-
troduction of new fertilizers and better irrigation techniques, led to a sub-
stantial increase in Korean paddy yields between 1910 and 1920. However,
financial constraints caused by the agricultural recession of the 1920s cou-
pled with discontent in Japan over “cheap imports” bought the ambitious
expansion programs to an abrupt halt in 1934.38

At the behest of the Japanese government, newly appointed Gover-
nor-General Ugaki Kazushige (1868-1956) devised a new agricultural
policy, better known as the “cotton in the south, sheep in the north” pol-
icy.?® Ugaki believed that a twenty-year plan for cotton production and
a ten-year plan for sheep raising would “intensify” and “diversify” the
agricultural sector.®

However, Japan’s aggressive march into China in 1937 created fur-
ther rice shortages in Japan, setting in motion another policy revision,
whereby Korea’s agricultural sector reverted to its original task: rice
production.

Impoverisbment and Out-migration

The colonial government’s economic and political policies had a profound
impact on the countryside. Though intensification of labor, use of fer-
tilizer, and better irrigation techniques brought about increased agricul-
tural production during the initial phase of the rice production program,
Korean agriculture “involuted or at best intensified, whereas both Tai-
wanese and Japanese agriculture developed.”*! One consequence of the
cadastral survey and the rise of market relations was a rapid increase of
“landownership in the hands of a few” and a “corresponding degrada-
tion of smallholders into tenants,” which created a tenancy situation “with
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few parallels in the world.”* The primary objective of Japanese agri-
cultural policies, according to historian Kang Man-gil, was to transform
the rural village into a supplier of food for the metropole, as well as to
impede the growth of petty-middle landowners and independent farm-
ers and to drive them into tenancy.®

In 1926, a survey conducted by the Tomga ilbo estimated the popula-
tion of Korea at approximately 2 3 million, and 8o percent of those in ru-
ral areas identified themselves as tenant farmers. The reporter noted that
“the average yearly income of a Korean household is only 102 win. Most
farmers are impoverished, miserable, and have no fixed tenancy rights,
and members of each household are hiring themselves out.”* A 1930
Government-General survey on tenant households showed that 75 per-
cent of farmers were in serious debt. Thus, of 2,247,194 tenant house-
holds, nearly half (1,733,797 households) had an average debt of 60 win
50 chin.% Likewise, in his contemporary study of the rural crisis, Kim Il-
yong noted that an average tenant household’s yield, which was 391 win
76 chon in 1929, had spiraled down to 279 win 57 chén by 1930. Given
daily expenses (principally food), landlord rents, production expenditures,
tilling expenses, tenant fees, social and ceremonial expenses, and other
miscellaneous expenditures, tenants’ debt kept mounting.* By 1931, ac-
cording to a study of ten hamlets conducted by the Chosém ilbo, out of
26,161 households examined, 14,293—more than half the households—
averaged a debt of 106 win 91 chin. ¥’

The economic depression of the 1920s created a crisis for the local
rural population that, in the words of one Korean reporter, was “a hell
on earth.”® Even one Government-General study conceded that colo-
nial economic policies had forced “Koreans [who had once] eaten rice to
consume millet, who had rented a part of their house to someone else to
rent rooms themselves.” Their situation deteriorated further, as they went
from “eating millet to the roots of grass, from renting rooms to living in
tents . . . from tattered rags to nakedness.” The Japanese study admit-
ted, “[Our] economic policy has neglected the life of the Koreans.*

The cadastral survey and the Government-General’s coercive rice ag-

The Female Worker / 105

grandizement policy inevitably led to a destabilizing process of out-mi-
gration. The mass export of rice, better known to Korean farmers as “star-
vation exports,” led to an increase in the output of rice while rural earn-
ings nose-dived. As a result, the rural population became “loosened from
the land,” and the first Korean peasant migrants began to head to urban
areas and foreign destinations like Russia, northeast China, and Japan.
"The Maeil sinmun reported as early as 1914 that Korean female workers
had joined their male counterparts in the Settsu Spinning Factory in far-
away Osaka.”® A Government-General report in the 1920s attributed this
dislocation to problems of chéllyang nongga (food shortage), puch’ae (debt),
and ch’ung’unggi (spring starvation), forcing members of households to
become ch’ulga (one who leaves home temporarily) or t’alnong (one who
leaves the rural area for good).’! Indeed, social investigators could cite
concrete figures that showed a decline in the standard of living in the ru-
ral areas. A 1927 report showed that more than 150,000 farmers had left
their farms because of “spring starvation.”s

Out-migration involved not only adults of both sexes but also young
children, many from the “rice bowl” provinces in the south.53 For ex-
ample, in the small hamlet of Talli in northern Ky6ngsang Province,
which had fifty-nine households (a population of 250), forty men and
sixteen women left their farms in search of work in 1936. Eighteen of
the male migrants were eldest sons, while the female migrants were sin-
gle and relatively young (between fourteen and sixteen). Strikingly, de-
spite the out-migration of 22.4 percent of the village members, who sent
remittances back home, this study concluded that families still found it
difficult to subsist.’*

The contemporary literature provided a human face for the official
figures and warned readers of the dangers of out-migration. For exam-
ple, in Han In-t'aek’s story “Young Factory Girls,” rumors circulate all
around the country that Naeho (a region in Hamhiing) is to become the
next El Dorado. Elderly parents, young wives, and children accompany
the men in search of this golden realm. Hundreds of people, even those
from the remote southern provinces, sell whatever possessions they own
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to migrate to Naeho. Their efforts are in vain; the ramors turn out to be
a hoax. Many migrants end up roaming the streets, and factory owners
use middlemen to select workers from the lot. “This was just another
quick profit scheme,” the workers complain. “That is all these bastards
seek.” In the end, there is no gold cascading from the skies, only the un-
employed who desperately try to sell their labor to the factories. The
moral of the story is that going to the cities does not always guarantee
employment, let alone a well-paid job.5s Contemporaries like Kim Un-
gak, who idealized the peasant farmer, believed that the rural crisis had
reached an extreme and reforms needed to be implemented to avert dis-
aster: “In all honesty, besides the creator God who created life from noth-
ing, it is the farmer [who creates life].”5¢

The Impact of the Rural Crisis on Women and the Family

The rural crisis generated upheavals in the family, especially among
women. The Korean press was especially drawn to the plight of ordinary
rural folk who resorted to desperate means to survive the difficult eco-
nomic times. The appearance of the haggard peasant woman touched
even the most casual observer: “Go and observe the rural woman and
you will want to howl [in anguish).”” Countless articles described farm-
ers who sought to make ends meet by engaging in bwajin (slash-and-burn)
agriculture in the mountains, or the numerous yumin (drifters) who con-
gregated in the cities looking for work.’® Reporters claimed that some
families even sold their children into slavery or prostitution to pay off a
debt or simply to reduce the number of household members.? Likewise,
a study conducted by the Tonga ilbo found that the number of women en-
gaged in the sex trade, in particular as unlicensed prostitutes in the cities,
increased precipitously by the day (see table 2).%0 Though such sensa-
tional stories captured headlines, the drudgery of survival through mun-
dane work was more characteristic of rural Korean lives.

"The out-migration of peasants from the southern rice bowl regions to
the cities began to change the dynamics of gender roles and the family.!
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‘Table 2. Number of Japanese and Korean geisha/ kisaeng,

prostitutes, and barmaids
Newspaper
reports Japanese Korean
Geisha  Prostitutes Barmaids  Kisaeng  Prostitutes Barmaids

Tonga ilbo,

9 May 1924 1,651 2,406 834 1,313 1,042 931
Tonga ilbo,

28 Sept 1927 1,702 2,178 624 1,521 1,034 941

As in most rural societies, the contribution of two partners was vital to
family survival. The rhythm of the seasons, in particular during the har-
vest period, brought women out to the fields. The missionary Angus
Hamilton observed during a trip to the countryside that “it is during the
harvest that all available hands muster in the fields. The women cut the
crops, the men fasten the sheaves, while the children load the rope pan-
niers, suspended upon wooden frames from the backs of bulls.”s

Korean contemporaries who studied the rural crisis observed that
gender roles inevitably changed with the exodus of male household
members to remote places like Manchuria and Japan. Korean women
not only assumed greater responsibility in the fields but were forced to
carry out other tasks that had traditionally been assigned to men.5? An-
other reporter for the Tonga ilbo, who had been dispatched to write about
the conditions in Anséng County, was shocked to see women per-
forming intensive outdoor labor: “Women never engaged in rice-
planting or weeding the dry fields. That [kind] of work is for the ro-
bust men! Although they are not fond of it, they are now doing this
work.”8* In fact, women had performed some of these tasks prior to
Japanese colonialization.

The absence of a male householder through migration (permanent or
temporary) not only forced women to assume additional work in the
fields, but ensured that they would be exhausted when they had to attend
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to their domestic duties. They conducted their household chores and en-
gaged in side jobs, such as peddling sundry goods in the market or rais-
ing silkworms to ensure that every ip (mouth) was fed.%* Significantly,
the sudden collapse of cottage industries as a result of competition from
factories deprived women of the one asset they had relied upon to sup-
plement their resources. Many peasant women still engaged in kilssam
(weaving by hand) of the cotton cloth that they had used since the six-
teenth century to pay land taxes. A spool of yarn could be produced ten
times faster by machines than by the traditional chikcho. As a result, the
market for handicraft industries, which had provided a staple supple-
mentary income for the family, began to dwindle, making subsistence
even harder. Japanese policy to restrict rural cottage industries also con-
tributed to the loss of this important source of income. According to An-
drew Grajdanzev, “In some places [the state] forbade the use of hand-
looms in villages, while [in other places] handlooms were rendered
useless by the obligation to use not more than ten kin (thirteen pounds)
of yarn per person.” The Japanese pursued this policy “ruthlessly . . . es-
pecially in respect to cotton and silk which were to be sold to Japanese
agents at prescribed prices.”%

Though there was no shortage of slogans in the Korean countryside—
like “Let’s not wear rayon,” a nationalist call to rural women to resist the
capitalist invasion—the reality was different.’ Little wonder that more
women began to hire themselves out as laborers to supplement the fam-
ily economy. For instance, in one village, women worked at the Kaesdng
Ginseng Factory for twenty to thirty chin a day. One rural wife com-
plained that she had not had time to take a bath for an entire month, or
to cut her toe- or fingernails. With some irony, she declared, “Rural
women are more useful than cows. [ They] are stronger and have more
perseverance than cows!” In short, women had a poor choice: they could
work in the fields “where men once labored” and barely eke out a living,
or they could join the rural exodus to the cities.®®

New images of the laboring rural woman began to appear in the lit-
erature of the time. Though they may have simply reflected the writer’s
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own perceptions, they did contain important recurring themes. For ex-
ample, in “Drought,” Pak Hwa-séng depicts Song-sop’s wife as a hard-
working rural woman who labors ceaselessly throughout the story.
Whether grinding the barley all night with a mortar and pestle, doing
laundry, or weeding in the fields, her life is pure drudgery. In one episode,
friends implore SSng-s5p’s wife to stop pounding the barley and take a
rest: “The cock has crowed for two days. What are you going to do if
you get ill?” However, for Séng-sép’s wife, this kind of agonizing labor
means survival.®

Notably, neither technology nor modern medicine (e. g, birth control
methods) had made inroads into the countryside, and the physical bur-
den of work began to take its toll on women’s reproductive health. In his
study of postpartum mothers in the rural villages, Ono Tamotsu found
that go percent of new mothers returned to work less than a week after
giving birth. Approximately 42.7 percent of women had given birth on
their own without the assistance of midwives. Moreover, 32.7 percent of
all births were stillbirths, and 35 percent of babies died before age one.”?
The high infant mortality rate was detrimental to the family economy,
which depended heavily on the labor of children. Given the multiple de-
mands placed on women, children and the elderly assumed greater re-
sponsibility for domestic tasks.” “Ten-year-olds . . . fetch the water, make
the rice, and do the laundry,” the Tonga ilbo reported. The article went
on to describe “six- or seven-year-olds who take care of the babies by
putting them on their backs.””?

Although the plight of rural women captured the sympathy of Korean
intellectuals, the mass out-migration of women from the rural areas to
the cities in search of better conditions was also alarming to them. As we
will see in the next chapter, fears about the corruption of these “pure ru-
ral maidens” in the urban jungle fueled much debate in the press. In a
typical appeal, Yi Hye-suk, a female writer, urged women to remain in
the countryside: “Women of the rural villages, you are the women of this
land. Those artificial women who wear powder and cream are not the
[real] women of this land!”” Despite such calls, the number of young
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single girls (usually between twelve and sixteen) who left the rural areas
as ch’ulga had increased significantly by 1930.7* Indeed, their departure
had been triggered by the rural crisis in Korea, which was generated to
a large extent by Japan’s need to feed its population at home at the ex-
pense of the local people and to subjugate the potentially unruly peas-
ants. These policies not only led to increased impoverishment in the
countryside but also transformed traditional gender and family structures,
especially with the large out-migration to the cities.

GENDER AND INDUSTRIALIZATION

Unlike the “predisposed” farm girls in Massachusetts, who entered the
Lowell mills as wage earners, the large number of single girls and women
who sought employment in the mills in colonial Korea had a dual sense
of obligation.” The dual necessities of supporting their families back
home and earning enough to pay the honsu (marriage expenses) made fe-
male workers less committed to becoming permanent wage laborers. So-
ciety gradually accepted the necessity of this intermediary stage between
adolescence and marriage; for young girls, it provided the sole opportu-
nity to secure a honsu. Women sought employment at factories regard-
less of the low wages, strenuous work, and unsanitary conditions. For
married women, commuting to a factory to supplement their family in-
come was often a necessity. In many respects, work at a factory replaced
the handicraft production that had been so vital to the household econ-
omy. Adapting to the new rules and codes of the workplace was a harsh,
shocking process for Korean women workers; however, their hardships
in the countryside had prepared them to some degree for the rigors of
factory life.

Feminized Industries and the Sexual Division of Labor

In 1910, the Government-General reported that 151 factories, mostly
small to medium, were fully operational, with a mixed workforce of 8,203.
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By 1919, the number of factories had increased to 1,900 with a total work-
force of 48,705.76 In 1922, women comprised 20.4 percent of the total
workforce (9,849); by 1936, 50,5 50 women, 33.3 percent of the work-
force, worked in 5,937 factories.”” Though these numbers might appear
relatively modest, only eleven cities had a population of 14,000 in 1910.
In the case of Kydngséng (Seoul), where 24 percent of the factories were
located, there was a major demographic shift, as the population increased
from 246,251 in 1914 to 929,872 in 1940.78

Like their counterparts in Europe, Korean female workers dominated
light industries, such as textile and food-processing factories. However,
the industrialization of Korea did not produce the “feminization” of cer-
tain factories—that is, the incursion of women into traditionally male-
dominated arenas and the displacement of men from their positions. Un-
like Europe, where feminization had led to fierce confrontations as men
sought to protect their work from becoming defined as “women’s work,”
select industries in Korea were feminized almost from the moment they
were created (see table 3).79

Korean women dominated certain industries by the 1920s and 1930s.
The statistics were quite striking: in 1921, female workers constituted
63.4 percent of the textile industry and 89.9 percent of the silk-reeling
sector.®? These numbers increased annually. There were other inter-
esting features about female labor in the Government-General reports.
A survey of 196 factories that employed fifty or more workers showed
that female laborers worked the longest hours.8! Moreover, a large num-
ber of women were married, unlike their counterparts in Europe, who
were usually single. According to a survey conducted in 1930, roughly
80.8 percent of female workers in the chemical industries listed them-
selves as married.? Moreover, by 1936, more than 60.6 percent of fe-
male workers in textile factories with more than one hundred workers
were illiterate.83

The sexual division of labor required conscious social engineering to
obtain maximal results. Cultural ideas about the family and gender could
be manipulated to justify employment practices. Employers described



‘Table 3. Breakdown of jobs by age and gender

‘Workers Workers

Workers

Total

over 50

Male

16 to 50

below 16
Male

Male

Factories

Type of job

Female

Female

Female

Textile

20

1
1

74 3,805 667 5,234

80

80
24
15
53

Silk-reeling

1,277
341
257

1,694

9,039

898
113
707
706
3,274
2,452

661

Cotton fabric
Silk fabric

36
80
36

4,703

250

Knit fabric

22

13
32
46

31

444
223
163

39

240

Cotton ginning

17,527

6
0
2
4
6

2,739

18

0
0
7

146

22§
218
314
392
152
208
1,950

Metal

3,402

5,856

53
108
141

3,813

Machinery
Ceramics

373
3,995

5,120
4,614

224

9,378

176
128
271
275

Chemical

3,159
4,148
24,756

1
0
204

29
31
306

36
64
1,947

2,942

23

Lumber

3,778
18,383

4
664

Printing

Food processing
Gas/electric

Other

838
5,316
77,109

13
19
295

815
3,366
47927

75
235
4,009

112
847

1,000
19,473

394
6,241

425
2,326

TOTAL

sourcE: Chosen Sorokufu, Chisen Sotokufu tokei nemps (1929), 192—97.
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labor-intensive tasks in the factories as having inherently gendered qual-
ities. In essence, they sought to justify the new gendered division of la-
bor by arguing that nature had organized these roles according to gen-
der traits. The industrialists argued that specific tasks required physical
attributes like “delicate and nimble fingers,” and traits like patience,
agility, sharpness, and endurance, which were typical of females.?* For
instance, piecers needed supple fingers to repiece the broken threads back
onto the spinning machines, a task rural women could easily adapt to be-
cause of their familiarity with weaving.3’ “Go and see for yourself,” wrote
one reporter. “The female worker’s hand speed is unbelievable! You can-
not follow their hand [movement] with your eyes! This requires dexter-
ity!”8 “Weaving is all about delicate hands,” and it requires practice like
that of soldiers, observed another journalist assigned to report on the
Ky6ngséng Textile Company’s apprentice school in Yongdiingp’o.®” Be-
fore the steam-powered looms could crank out hundreds of feet of silk,
they required the tolerance and patience of female workers to fish the
silk threads from scalding water, and delicate hands to coil the “silk threads
as thin as a spider’s web.”®® Yi Séng-hwan recalled his visit to a silk-
reeling factory: “Anyone who goes there will get to know everything. . . .
[Flemale workers as young as twelve or thirteen years old put their bare
‘slender’ hands into the scalding water to pull out the threads.” The in-
dispensable female trait of docility allegedly made it possible for women
workers to work in very humid conditions, even during the dog days of
summer, “for the sake of maintaining the gloss on the threads.”®
Another essential trademark of the female textile worker was her abil-
ity to stand all day yet be alert enough to make sure that “a thousand
strands of thread do not get tangled.”® She then had to coil the fragile
threads carefully “around a flat wooden-like spoon.”! “Only the ‘docile
female’ [sunsilban y§a) could do this kind of work,” a reporter noted dur-
ing his tour of the Kydngsdng Textile Factory. “Itis because they are from
rural areas, they are ‘naturally’ accustomed to knitting and do not think
of it as tedious”; despite the humid conditions and the putrid stench of
rotting cocoons, they “hardly argue with Mayumi-san, the Japanese fore-
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man.”*? Not surprisingly, female workers were also assigned tasks that
were monotonous and repetitive—in other words, they occupied the least
skilled jobs. Women who worked in the rice mills had the unenviable task
of picking out rocks and unhulled rice one at a time, “like sparrows look-
ing for insects”—a task that required the female trait of patience.”’ In
many factories, employers assigned female workers the role of preparing
raw materials for the machines.

Industrialization also exploited the domestic ideal to naturalize cer-
tain relations. Whereas a factory manager assigned male workers to op-
erate the lathe or service the steam boilers (both relatively new skills that
required some training and were not analogous to any premodern trade),
female workers were always assigned tasks deemed “naturally suitable”
to them. By deploying cultural stereotypes, industrialists called upon fe-
male workers to perform tasks analogous to “things done at home.” Thus
industrialists suggested that certain factory tasks were simply an exten-
sion of domestic duties. The only difference, according to a survey of
workers conducted by the Chosin ilbo, was that workers now had to adapt
to the speed of the machines.*

Assumptions about female work were formalized and institutionalized
in various ways. Korean female workers from the rural areas did not be-
come accustomed to factory work overnight and had to be “disciplined”
into it. Disciplinary measures of this new capitalist economy were not
confined to the shop floor, but also intruded into Korean daily life. The
movement of females from the household economy to the factory in-
variably upset the rhythms of traditional life, as the factory assumed con-
trol over the women’s daily calendar. Most striking was the rapid disap-
pearance of rural handicraft skills, as women no longer had the time or
incentive to pursue such activities. At the same time, factory work
pushed women into monotonous tasks. The disassociation of the labor
process from parsicular skills meant that female workers no longer
~ needed to have a real understanding of work. By developing and natu-
ralizing an automatic and mechanical instinct among workers, factories
could easily allocate tasks to different groups of workers.
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Government-General factory surveys often heralded the vast tech-
nological advancements of Japanese capitalism. For example, if the av-
erage horsepower utilized at a factory in Keij6 (Seoul) registered at 10.8
in 1931, by 1939 it had increased to 152.5 or fourteenfold.” Indeed, by
1940, industrial output in Korea had surpassed agricultural output.%

Though factories, by their nature, produce standardized behavior, fac-
tory owners soon learned that all women workers complied equally with
the needs of the industry. Age, marital status, the number of children,
and the presence or absence of male support were also important in de-
termining if a woman would be “obedient to the laws of the factory and
the manager’s instructions.”®” According to the Government-General an-
nual report in 1929, of the 26,009 documented female workers, 6,241
were under sixteen years old. The average age of a female worker in the
silk-reeling industry was sixteen.®® However, Kwon T’ae-hwan notes that
the number of girls from ten to fourteen leaving rural villages for the cides
increased significantly between 1925 and 1935, and many juveniles be-
gan to work in textile mills.” Because of the cramped working space, man-
agers used children to climb into engines to clean the machines. Many
contemporaries highlighted the widespread use and abuse of children in
the textile industry as the worst of the many exploitative features of Japa-
nese colonialism. One writer lamented: “What is worse is that [our] chil-
dren [are] ‘purchased machines’ used for profit!”!% Factories favored chil-
dren, much like female workers, because of their docility and dexterity.

Industrialization in Korea also transformed the language of labor.
Workers became exposed to a new corporate jargon, which judged their

» « » « ” «

work in terms of “efficiency,” “costs,” “rates,” “speed,” “competition,”
and so forth. Switching from task-based time to clock time proved ex-
tremely difficult, especially for rural migrant workers. It was a coercive
measure by which work flowed to the laborers and not vice versa.!! By
breaking down production into minutes and assigning each worker a task,
managers could increase productivity and optimize the labor of workers.

If a worker, in a moment of carelessness or fatigue, was hurt on the

shop floor, managers treated her like a defective cog and quickly replaced



116 / The Fenale Worker

her. Because of the abundance of workers, periodic replacements ensured
“fresh parts.” Likewise, a struggling factory could lay off its workers at
any time. According to Chdng Un-bing, ten or more workers were sud-
denly discharged from the Chongno “S” Socks Factory. They had been
working there for more than fifteen years, but the style of shoes that went
with their socks was no longer in demand. “It is understandable from the
financial standpoint of the factory,” Chéng wrote, “but on the other hand,
it is not that simple.”102

Feminized Industries and Working Conditions

Precarious employment was only one of the risks borne by female workers.
In primary feminized industries in Korea—the food processing, textile, and
chemical industries—the working conditions for female workers were
abysmal. Korean women’s inferior position in these industries was based
on both gender and nationality.

FOOD PROCESSING

In 1919, rice mills constituted more than 23 percent of the total number
of factories.!® The large number of rice mills reflected the state’s intent
to develop Korea into a principal supplier of rice. Of the 5,172 women
hired in the food processing industry in 1921, 91.§ percent worked at the
rice mills. Some tasks assigned to female workers mirrored their tradi-
tional roles in the fields, albeit in a mechanized setting. For example, the
factory used female workers to sift through the harvested rice to remove
stalks and foreign materials (i.e., dirt, stones, twigs) from the rough rice—
a task women performed in the countryside. Mechanized factories with
steam power, performed the hulling and whitening (polishing) of the rice.
As one female worker explained, “Rice spilled like an avalanche from the
second floor. . . . The entire room would be filled with dust.” In this fac-
tory, female workers, lined up cheek-by-jowl, assumed the monotonous
task of sorting the polished rice on a glass plate.10¢

Not only were working conditions arduous, but wages were extremely
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low—below subsistence level. One worker complained: “We work from
6 a.M. to 6 p.M., and earn [only] 6o chin.” 195 To exacerbate the situation,
working in the rice mills was a seasonal occupation. Many factories sim-
ply laid off their workers in October after the autumn harvest, closed
down the plant, and began rehiring in early February. According to a
Government-General report, rice mills operated for roughly 130 days
during the year.!% A worker could hardly subsist in this sector of the econ-
omy without more steady work to carry her through lulls. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that rice mills were staffed primarily by married
women looking to supplement their family’s income.

THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY

The textile industry was a profitable enterprise for Japanese investors,
who exploited the cheap labor and goods to increase their profits. Dur-
ing the first half of the colonial period, Japanese entrepreneurs concen-
trated their investments in the silk-reeling industry. By the late 1930s,
they had channeled their investments into the cotton industry, and by
1940, rayon had become the most favored industry for investment.!%’

The textile industries, in particular the silk-reeling factories, provided
the most stable employment for female workers. Silk-reeling factories
not only hired the greatest number of female workers but also had the
highest retention rate. According to a Government-General survey in
1938, 22.3 percent of the women remained in the factory for one to two
years.!%® One journalist posited that these factories preferred to hire
young, single females because “they were weak, docile, and cheap.”% The
number of female workers in the textile industries remained relatively
consistent until Japan’s war with China in 1937, when the state quickly
shifted from light to heavy industry to support the war effort.!10

The division of labor in the textile industry and the scale of operation
were much more complex than in other sectors of the economy. Hosoi
Wakizo points out that aside from the “eight major processes, eighteen
subprocesses, eighteen different types of additional jobs/tasks and aux-
iliary processes, and chief supporting divisions (i.e., repair and mainte-
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nance), an average factory had a total of fifty to seventy different tasks.!!!
There was little hesitation in assigning female workers the most labor-
intensive and dangerous tasks, which managers claimed could only be ac-
complished by those with feminine attributes. Silkworm cocoons, usu-
ally twenty-eight days old, were simmered in hot water to kill the
chrysalis and loosen the sericin (glue), freeing the silk filaments. With
their “supple” bare hands, female workers would fish for filaments, while
at the same time trying to keep the thread continuous with an even thick-
ness. Cocoons could have a thick surface with nothing inside or a thin
surface with a thick body. Experienced workers knew which cocoon to
fish for, while neophytes burned their hands extracting fruitless cocoons.
Naturally, managers determined the wages by the quantity of silk strings
fished from each cocoon, the gloss of the filament, and the thickness. The
filaments were then attached to a spindle ready for spinning.

By the end of the 1930s, 88.4 percent of all silk-reeling factories had
power looms. The Toyoda model 38 power loom with a more narrow
iron or wood loom was much more durable than the traditional looms,
and a weaver could operate six to seven looms at one time.!12 Filaments
often snapped because of the tension and the speed of the looms. Work-
ers had to quickly reconnect the strings, and this required alertness, dex-
terity, and patience—qualities that only women possessed, according to
factory employers.'!? As we will see, such labor-intensive and dangerous
working conditions were conducive to catastrophic accidents. No amount
of feminine attributes could save inexperienced or even seasoned work-

-ers from burns and other injuries.

Textile factory recruiters sought to secure signatures from individu-
als who deceptively posed as parents with legal guardianship over the
young girls. When a worker tried to bring in real authority figures (such
as real parents, friends, and teachers) to resolve issues at the factory, the
managers rejected their intervention, claiming that their names did not
match the initial signature on the work contract. Han In-t’aek captured
the consequences of this deception and abuse in his novel Young Factory
Girls. A friend of Mr. W who arrives to visit the protagonist, Kiimsém,
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at the Hamhiing XX Silk-Reeling Factory has to argue for more than
thirty minutes with the factory manager before being allowed to see her.
The manager initially refuses because he is “not the parent or relative”
who had signed the contract.!" By signing contracts, female workers were
often conned into working long periods of time.

THE CHEMICAL INDUSTRY

Among the various chemical-based industries (rayon, fertilizer, and rub-
ber), the rubber shoe industry hired the most female workers. The ma-
jority of rubber factories were located in Pusan, Kydngsdng (Seoul), and
P’yéngyang. Altering the shape of the komzusin (rubber shoes) to resem-
ble the traditional chipsin (straw shoes) for men and the kosin (pointed
traditional pdsin) for women, with its narrow toe and wide heel, proved
to be a huge success for entrepreneur Yi Byong-tu. 115

As rubber shoes became more popular and affordable than leather
shoes, especially among young people, more businessmen began to in-
vest in the industry and the number of factories increased. The number
of factories increased from two in 1921 to seventy-two in 1933, with a
netvalue of 9,845,000 wim.!1¢ The rubber industry started hiring female
workers, ranging in age from sixteen to forty. According to one employee,
the majority of workers were “mothers who left their crying babies at
home,” women “with swollen breasts,” and emaciated women in their
forties.!'” A survey conducted by the Chosin chi kwang in 1928 and a re-
port conducted by the Government-General in 193 5 (showing that 65.8
percent of the workforce were married) confirmed the large number of
married women in the rubber factories.!18

As in many mixed factories, there was a strict sexual division of labor.
In most cases, male workers worked with the masticators or rollers and
solvents to break down the polymer chains for vulcanization. Female
workers participated in stirring and kneading the rubber in the vats af-
ter the solvents were added, but most were assigned to make the molds
or assemble the soles. An experienced worker could make forty to fifty
pairs a day, while a novice would complete roughly half that amount. Fe-
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male workers often complained about the strain on their arms. Every time
a sole was attached by the riveter, the finisher had to press down on the
sole. Managers often penalized workers for any unevenness.!!?

The stress of producing perfect shoes paled in comparison to the psy-
chological and physical stress of being a working mother. Although the
number of communal or private #’zkaso, or nurseries, was increasing, the
majority of working women still had to bear the burden of rearing their
children as well as providing income for the family.!20 Workers often
carried infants on their backs, and one journalist reported her in-
credulity at seeing mothers breastfeed their babies in factories reeking
of rubber fumes that were no doubt detrimental to their health.!2! For
mothers who could not take their children to the factories, the mother-
in-law or someone else in the household would bring the infant during
break time for nursing.!?? Militant strikes for more breastfeeding time
became quite prevalent among rubber workers, as will be discussed in
the next chapter.

WAGES

To determine the wages of workers during the colonial period, histori-
ans have generally relied on the Government-General’s records. How-
ever, the pay listed on paper was often higher than the real wages paid
to workers, making the records highly unreliable. In the case of the rub-
ber shoe industry, factories suspended operations for months during
financial recessions or in the event of overproduction, causing a decline
in the payment of wages.!?* The months from July to December marked
the peak season for rubber shoe sales, because people purchased them as
gifts for the harvest festival and other events. One year, the P’yéngyang
Rubber factory produced six million pairs of rubber shoes based on the
previous year’s sales; however, it only sold two million pairs, forcing the
plant to suspend operations until May of the following year.1?* Workers
put in more hours from July to December (twenty-six days per month)
than from January to March (fifteen days per month), so their salaries

6. A rice mill.
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varied from month to month; as a result, the so-called average-wage in-
dex produced by the colonial government, which did not take into ac-
count special circumstances like cyclical downturns or periodic unem-
ployment, was neither precise nor consistent. In the case of the rubber
and silk-reeling factories, for instance, the data on wages did not reflect
these irregularities.!?s

Factory owners resorted to other tactics to reduce wages and cut into
the earnings of workers, who already suffered from the fluctuations of
supply and demand and the instability of seasonal work. First, through
a draconian system of kangje chigiim, or forced savings, owners could
withhold wages for a long period, often the duration of the worker’s con-
tract, keeping the wages in a savings account. Forced savings not only
kept capital in the hands of the factory but assured managers that work-
ers would remain for the duration of their promised contracts. If a worker
decided to leave before his or her contract ended, the manager could
keep whatever was left in the forced savings account. In the case of the
‘Taech’ang Woven Goods Factory, managers hired workers for five years,
knowing that many would quit before their contract ended; naturally they
did not return any of the forced savings money to their workers.!26 Man-
agers also kept a strict log of the number of days a worker showed up for
work and could use it as a basis for deducting money from a worker’s
forced savings, on the pretext that the worker did not serve the full num-
ber of promised days.

Employers also resorted to the unscrupulous practice of meting out
fines as punishment. The pilgdim chedo, or penalty-fine system, not only
deducted wages from workers and increased production, but also created
competition among workers. Since workers did not have the right to file
grievances, managers could withhold wages indefinitely. One common
excuse for withholding wages was the poor quality of the product a worker
produced. For example, in the textile industry, 2 worker’s wages were de-
termined by the gloss of the silk thread. A woman worker who worked
at the Katakura Silk-Reeling Factory in Taegu complained that about
seven hundred female workers in the three factories were not only sub-
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jected to unreasonable working conditions and terrible pay, but also
judged according to the perfection of the product. Managers would levy
a fine for any defect or mistake, making it practically impossible to make
money. She complained bitterly that “after all that stress and excessive
work, you end up with nothing, just debt.”1?’ Yuk Ji-su (1907-67), a pro-
fessor at Yonhiii College, notes that while most managers at the textile
factories levied fines and blamed their workers for carelessness or lack of
attention, in most cases (8o percent of the time), the failure to produce
a first-grade product was due not to human error but to breakdown of
the loom or inferiority of the silk threads.!?% Even if one did produce first-
grade products on a daily basis, if one did not have a good rapport with
the manager, “he would find a way to deduct wages.”'?? The penalty sys-
tem that forced female workers into debt proved to be a very effective
control mechanism.

Even if female workers were able to save some money from their mea-
ger incomes, it was highly unlikely that all their remittances were sent
home. Dorm inspectors often confiscated letters that contained money.
A more common problem involved incoming girls who out of naiveté
asked these inspectors to send their remittances home for them.!* Need-
less to say, many of their families failed to receive the money. Female
workers considered it their filial duty to work and save money to send
back home. In fact, they justified their absence from home based on their
duty to support their families. At the same time, they often voiced frus-
tration, usually directed at their younger siblings, whom they believed
had no appreciation of their sacrifices at the mills. As Kang Yang-sun, a
textile worker, wrote to her siblings: “Do you know how hard I am work-
ing to pay for your education and to take care of our mother? Six years
have already passed, and I still get up at six in the morning every day.”
Although Kang claimed that she felt no resentment toward her siblings
and did not expect any monetary compensation in the future, she still
wanted them to know the price of their comfort and the cost to her phys-
ical health: “All of my compatriots are toiling away, drenched in sweat,
gasping for air, and our backs and legs are aching.”!3! Despite the fatigue
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and sense of unfairness, the importance of supporting the family out-
weighed the suffering and physical toil at the factory. However, there was
little left to send home in remittances after they paid their room and
board, settled their penalty fines, and gave up a portion of their meager
wages to the manager’s forced savings accounts.

Another problem involved apprenticeship. Managers expected novices
to serve three months to a year as apprentices. Although room and board
was covered, the managers did not pay their workers during this time. In
silk-reeling factories, for example, an average apprentceship lasted six
months.!3? During this time, an apprentice who put in thirteen hours at
a spinning factory would be left with only one or two wén a month.!*3
Han San-y6, a woman who began working at a tobacco factory when she
was seventeen years old, attested to the difficulty of saving money: “I get
up at four in the morning every day and spend my entire day wrapping
cigarettes. I get paid 3 chim for wrapping ninety packs.”’** Those work-
ing at rubber shoe factories also complained about the long hours of work,
the terrible pay, “and those penalty fines.” A juvenile female worker who
worked from 8 .M. to 6 p.M. at the same factory concurred: “A single
flawed shoe results in a big fine, usually worth half a day’s work.”!**

‘While both married and single women felt enormous pressure to send
remittances home to support their families, single women experienced
the added burden of saving money for their honsu (marriage expenses).
As a result of competition, women workers were not always amicable as
each sought ways to earn an extra wim. A young female worker, frustrated
with her low pay, felt that if she did not “curry favor with the manager”
like some of the other girls, she would not be able to get her day’s pay.!3¢

The Government-General’s price indices from 1926 to 1930 reveal
that factories did not make any effort to increase the wages of their work-
ers as the level of consumer prices consistently rose. If an item cost 29.3
wdn in 1926, it would cost 36.23 wom in 1930.137 A study conducted by
the South Manchurian Railroad Company in 1933 noted that a monthly
diet of barley, chestnut, and millet for a family of five cost between 15
and 21 won. %8 Five years earlier, an Tonga ilbo survey noted thata monthly
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diet of only millet and salt for a family of three or four actually cost 2025
win. A single worker with the same diet would have to pay 9—12 win a
month, more than 70 percent of his or her wages.!*® Indeed, a simple
computation of the average monthly pay of adult female workers at rub-
ber and silk-reeling factories (roughly 12 wén) in 1932 minus penalty fines
and remittances equaled an unsustainable living wage. In short, a worker
could barely eke out a living for herself, let alone have enough to send
money home without great sacrifice

Thirty-five years of colonial rule brought about significant economic and

. social transformations in Korea, including the establishment of several

industries, the development of a modern financial sector, and the reor-
ganization of agriculture. However, as this chapter has demonstrated, the
changes that were set in motion both by exogenous shifts in the politi-
cal economy and Government-General policies had profound conse-
quences. These discursive processes challenged traditional gender rela-
tions and hierarchies in the family, workplace, and political sphere.
The exodus of thousands of young women and men from the rural
areas to factories and mines in the cities not only had tremendous de-
mographic and social implications but it destabilized notions of the
natural division of labor, both in the city and in the countryside. As Ray-
mond Williams has aptly noted, the “men and women who came from
the country to the cities did not need to be told what they had lost, any
more than they needed to be told what they might struggle to gain in
their new world.”'* Migrants left the gaze of the rural community, only
to be placed under the strict, often unforgiving surveillance of the mod-
ern factory. Control through a gendered division of labor, meager
wages, long working hours, and even physical containment in dormi-
tories proved profitable for the colonial state but detrimental to the well-
being of the new Korean female workers. While the Korean press consci-
entiously portrayed these workers as victims of the greedy state, it also
expressed ambivalence about the new female worker, who expressed dis-
content and independence, and challenged the social order. She justified
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her presence in the factories with references to her filial piety and her
duty to support her family. At the same time, as we will see in the next
chapter, the woman worker dared to express discontent with harsh work-
ing conditions. As women became more unruly in the eyes of both fac-
tory owners and educated society, the public began to debate the fate of
the uncontrolled female worker. That discourse about class and race
redefined and reconstituted the sexual domain of labor.

CHAPTER FOUR

Discoursing in Numbers
The Fernale Worker and the Politics of Gender

The prominence of the woman worker . . . came not so much
from an increase in their numbers or a change in the location,
quality or quantity of her work, as from contemporaries’ pre-
occupation with gender as a sexual division of labor. This
preoccupation was not caused by objective conditions of indus-
trial development; rather, it helped shape those conditions,
giving relations of production their gendered form, women
workers their secondary status, and home and work, reproduc-
tion and production, their oppositional meanings.

Joan Scott, “The Woman Worker in the

Nineteenth Century”

On 29 May 1931, as the sun slowly began to rise east of the Taedong
River, morning commuters noticed the silhouette of a woman standing
on top of the octagonal roof of the Ulmildae. The famous pavilion in
P’ydéngyang was visible for miles because of its strategic location on the
cliffs of the Ulmil-i Hill on Moran Peak. As people gathered around the
pavilion, the woman began to voice her grievances against the P’yong-
won Rubber Factory. For nine hours before her arrest, she denounced
the abysmal working conditions and the plans for steep wage decreases

127
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