
Basic Income and Women: 

Beyond Heterosexual Marriage System and Hetero-normativity

Popho E.S Bark-Yi

Hanshin University, South Korea

Key words: basic income, women’s income, change of family composition, heteronormativity 

1. Introduction  

‘Chui-jip(취집)’ is a newly compound popular word in Korea. It is formed from the word “chui-jik(취직)” (getting a piad job) and “si-jip(시집)” (“marrying to move into husband’s house)“. Thus, chui-jip means ‘to marry a man to move into his house to become full time housewife and share the man’s income’. In capitalist system, to get employed and become a paid worker is almost only way to secure income for living for those who do not possess any other means of production. Being a wife of a man and share his income and wealth is considered as one of few alternatives available only to women in general.   


The term chui-jip has appeared after 1990th when it was heyday of feminism in South Korea. 1990th was a period when the result of rapid industrialization and political democratization had begun to be felt. With this background, women were encouraged to get actively involved in a so called public sphere as paid labor force. Under such atmosphere, having a job and being a carrer woman became something trendy and desireable. 


Nevertheless, when South Korea faced financial crisis in 1997, women who were employed, especially those who worked at the same company as her husband’s were the first and main target for dismissal. During the time, women had to worry about being fired before men. Even then, they were asked by the society to look after emotional needs of men(supposedly breadwinners), who had been already dismissed or faced possibility to get dismissed sooner or 

later. Since then, informalization (or ‘irregularization’ more commonly used English term in South Korea and Japan) of job has rapidly taken place only to make employment for women much worse than before. In bank industry in South Korea, female workers at the bank counter were soon replaced by informal workers; in railroad industry, female cabin attendants were hired as informal workers while men still get formal job; and posts for cleaners in many universities and private companies became subcontracted. Debate on basic income in South Korea came into the scene under such an circumstance and it must be put into serious consideration when implementing as well as discussing further on basic income.  


According to Philippe Van Parijs(2001), basic income is an instrument to bring real freedom to human being as providing everyone a guaranteed income unconditionally would put them in better position to pursue their aspirations and to free themselves from abusive relationships. Guy Standing(2011) argues that basic income can better tackle poverty and unemployment related issues than existing social policy such as unemployment allowance in present capitalist society with the growing population of ‘the precariat’. In the meantime, feminists have been paying attention to whether basic income will play a role to solve the problem of gender inequality in general and whether it will make positive impact on gendered division of labor and on recognition of unpaid carework in domestic sphere, most of which are discussed within the framework of heterosexual marriage system and hetero-normativity. 


In my opinion, we, feminists, need to discuss on the issue not assuming heterosexual marriage system or hetero-normativity but going beyond it to examine whether basic income will be a means for every women, not only heterosexual women in marriage but also lesbians, unmarried heterosexual women and so on, to live as an ‘independent and full standing citizen’(Pateman, 2003, 2004). We also need to provide empirical evidence for the significance of basic income for coping with the crisis of advanced welfare states: with the emerging of precarious class and the drastically changing socio-demographic structure of Korean society, the existing social policies seem to have failed to protect women from falling into poverty, let alone assisting women to achieve real freedom. 


In the following section, the paper briefly reviews the feminist debates on basic income. It then moves on to present a classic and tragic case of a single woman who tried to pursue her aspirations but died due to poverty. To show that this may not be an isolated case, I go on to elaborate the changing socio demographic structure of South Korean society. I will then argue that basic income would be more effective than conventional social policy measures in providing real freedom to all women if there are basic material supports such as housing, medical service, and free education.

2. Basic income debates in feminisms

There seems basically two aspects to be critically examined in feminist discourse on basic income taken place so far. Firstly, it has not paid enough and detailed attention to possible changes to be brought to the life of women after basic income(Pateman, 2004). Secondly, basic income discourse from feminist perspective has been constructed mainly on the possible impacts on gendered division of labor, particularly on distribution of house hold work between women and men(or wife and husband in other words in this case). It implies that it has basically focused on heterosexual marriage system which has been criticized by feminists. 


In 1792, as Pateman pointed out, Mary Wollstonecraft, in “A Vindication of the Right of Women”, had already emphasized the importance of economic independence for women to become a standing citizen just like men(ibid:100). For the last three hundreds years since then, feminists have analyzed why women’s autonomy is restricted or even denied(ibid: 91). As we know, there has been not only one but several analytical standpoints in analyzing subordination of women to men.  If I rather briefly summarize those feminist arguments only as a reminder, it would be as followings. 


Liberal feminism, which is the major stream of the first wave feminism, bases its  arguments on liberal values such as freedom, equality, and justice. In this line of argument, it is argued that women are not given as equal civil rights as men are and acquisition of equal rights and opportunity is the main objective of feminism. Marxist feminists, on another hand, see capitalistic economic system as the origin of subordination of women. Following the view of Friedrich Engels in his book The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State, they see that capitalism, class society, and subordination of women are interlinked and monogamous marriage system as the key factor of the fall of women’s social status. Nevertheless, they prioritize class issues over any other problems as they see complex division of labor between genders, surplus production, individual accumulation of wealth, and emergence of class are results of development of mode of production and relation of production. Meanwhile, in radical feminism, which has emerged in late 1960, all kinds of social oppression are originated from patriarchal system. Radical feminists do not agree that women’s subordination and oppression will be rooted out by overthrowing class system when they analyze women’s common experiences such as domestic violence, sexual violence, discrimination in work place and so on. Socialist feminists combines these two perspectives because they see capitalism and patriarchy are interwound in creating problems against women. Socialist feminist Juliet Mitchell(1971), for example, saw core structure of women’s lives are constructed along production, reproduction, sexuality and child care. Socialist feminists share the view of marxist feminists as they both in common see that capitalist system has to be abolished in order for women’s emancipation. Nevertheless, socialist feminists also emphasize that capitalism cannot be abolished until patriarchal system ends. In the mean time, post-feminists, or rather called as post structuralist feminists, who appeared relatively recently compared to those mentioned earlier, put emphasis on ‘difference’ among women and within the individual subject. Post-structural feminist interrogation on ‘difference’ is not only about what constitute it between women and men but also among women of different races, ethnicities, cultures, classes, sexualities and so on. Unlike those grand theories such as marxist feminism, radical feminism, and socialist feminism, all of which tend to explain women’s oppression and subordination through rather totalistic idea of social structure, post-structuralist feminists are critical about universalism and totalitarianism. They, rather than presuming fixed and unified structure, focus on how human agency construct system and structure(이재경Lee Jaekyoung, 2007).

 In this regards, I shall proceed to review basic income debates carried out in regard to feminism. Some feminists, who are proponents of basic income, argue that basic income will result in recognition and revaluation of unpaid domestic work of house wife while strengthening women’s autonomy as well as negotiation power against men(husband in this case); men’s(married man in this case) participation in domestic work is also expected to increase in accordance with this change; and these changes will be led to ending gendered division of labor(Walter, 1989; Standing, 1992; Jordan, 1998; Zelleke, 2008). There is also a view that basic income would enable care takers to continue to stay as care givers by securing them certain amount of income and women will be benefited as most of care work is carried out by women in general(Baker, 2008). These two views seem somehow contradicting although both are in favor of basic income. Extending these two views, Bohwa(보화Bohwa, 2010) sees that basic income would help society to move toward care oriented one, which would be essential to the future society where family composition rapidly changes and society would have to eventually take over care taker’s role that has been conventionally taken by family members, mostly by women. 

Meanwhile, there is other line of argument for basic income. Nancy Fraser argues that basic income would enable both women and men to have better control over time, which would eventually enable them to work not for income but for something they really want(Fraser, 1997:41-66). Following Fraser’s argument, Kim Mee Jung(김미정Kim, 2010) anticipates that basic income would result in reduction of total amount of work hour and it would help women have better ground to demand men’s participation in domestic affair including care work. Both women and men, she says, would also be more available for some other social activity meaningful to and benefiting the community. Kim seems, however, to have not considered that firstly, if reduction of work hour of paid work is led to domestic work including care work, it means that total work hour would not actually be reduced at all because they somehow work either there or here; secondly, there is no guarantee that men would automatically use the time they regain for unpaid domestic work including care giving. Furthermore, if there is increased social demands on women to provide more unpaid domestic service work, it may only result in maintaining gendered division of work. 
In this regards, there are skeptical responses to basic income. The skeptical is worried that basic income would rather become an ball and chain of gender justice in a society where care work is not properly valued(Gheaus, 2008). In addition, it is also pointed out that basic income is not a magic solution to deal with every source of gender inequality(O’Reilly, 2008). 

As seen so far, feminist debate on basic income, either by the proponents or the skeptical, generally focuses on the aspect of its prospective impact on gendered division of labor and women of care takers. Carol Pateman(2003, 2004) is critical about such tendency and argues that there should be more attention given to a potential of basic income to provide women with material condition for them to become a full standing citizen. Pateman points out that, in 1970th,  feminists have already discussed about interlocking relation among marriage, women’s life, and women’s citizenship, which was intended to bring out the problem that women are often regarded only as wife of man(dependent of citizen) rather than citizen on their own(independent and thus full standing citizen). It is to be understood in this regard when Elgarte argues that basic income would secure income for all women regardless of their marital status(Elgarte, 2008). As Bohwa(보화Bohwa, 2010) points out, family composition that is conventionally based on (heterosexual) marriage, is now changing rapidly. In addition to it, Pateman (2003, 2004) argues that basic income would help us end the inter-coerced relation among income, marriage, employment, and citizenship. In this regard, basic income is viewed as gender neutral policy that would overcome limits of current male centered social welfare policy(Parker, 1993). 


In this regard, this paper is intended to enrich Pateman’s argument by suggesting that feminist debate on basic income should go beyond binary boundary of gender roles of men and women reinforced by heterosexual gender normativity. In regard to it, first of all, I am going to tell a short story about an young single woman, who was a promising script writer, died out of poverty. I will then show a changing South Korean social context which will show why feminist arguments for basic income should redirect its focus beyond heteronormativity: men/women binary, heterosexual marriage, and heterosexual family structure. For this, I am going to show some empirical data extracted from a census, which shows the current socio-demographic changes that has to be taken into serious consideration in feminist debates for basic incom. 

3. The late Choi Go-eun  

The late Choi Go-eun graduated Korean National University of Arts majoring in film in 2007. Even before she finished her study, she had already gained high reputation from many film critics for her short film script, “Passion Sonata(격정 소나타)” in 2006. Soon, she became one of the promising young script writers. In January 29, 2011, she was found dead in her small rented room where she had been living alone. She was then only 31 years old. The cause of her death was reportedly hyperthyroidism and seizure developed as a complication out of it. Nevertheless, from a note she had left before her death to the landlady, one could suggest that she had suffered not only from illness but also from serious poverty. 

People from South Korean pop culture and art society were shocked and got into deep sorrow once they  were informed of her death and the cause. Obviously, Choi would not have died of such a curable illness had she not be in poverty. Her death stirred up anger more than sorrow among the Korean society. The death of Choi revealed the exploitative nature of the film industry. In 2009, average yearly income was only 623,000 won (approximately USD600). To the worst, the pay is made only when the film is completed and released. Artists in the film industry usually are employed on short term basis in which they are repeating in and out of work for a certain period of time, which make them disqualified for unemployment allowance. 

Dear landlady,  

It’s me from the 1st floor. 

I was so reluctant to ask for this as I feel so sorry ...

Well, could it be possible for me to get some rice or Kimhci a little more from you once again?  

I am so sorry to have asked for it already so many times. 

It seems I will be able to get overdue pay in the middle of February.  I will then make sure to pay you an overdue electricity bill. 

I am sorry for this delay. 

I feel like losing my face as you always help me. I am sorry ... and      

  thank you very much.                                                   - 1st floor

          (Image source: Voice of People)

<Figure 1> The note the Late Choi left to the landlady before her death 

          Furthermore, Choi’s death manifests the precarious existence of single women who are employed on irregular basis for a long period of their working life in an affluent society such as South Korea. As we will see below, the rapidly changing socio-demography of Korean society suggests that the work-fare oriented welfare state is losing its ability to provide sufficient social protection for currently growing female population.     

4. South Korea, one of wealthy nations 

4.1. Economy 

In the 196[image: image1.jpg]


0s, South Korean GDP was comparable with the poorer countries of Asia now. In the past four decades, the South Korean economy has grown by leaps and bounds. In 2004, South Korea joined the trillion dollar club of world economy, and currently enjoys its position among the world’s 20 largest economies.


According to the Korea National Statistical Office (hereafter KNSO), the GDP of South Korea in 2011 was 8,325 hundreds million USD, which ranked 15th in the world. Nevertheless, Gross National Income per capita(GNI) was 19,830USD and ranked only 54th in the world (see Table 1). The ranking of GNI is far lower than the ranking of GDP, which suggests that even though the size of economy is big, it does not result in actual income of citizens. The portion of income of employees out of national income was only 59.0%. In such a circumstance, household saving rate in 2011 was only 2.7%, which is 1.2% lower than year 2010. This figure shows that South Korean citizens live in a social structure in which most of them have to spend more than what they  actually earn (Hankook Daily, 30 March 2012).
<Table 1>  South Korean Economy Index

	Gross Domestic Production (GDP)
	Gross National Income(GNI)

	8,325 hundreds million USD 
(15th in the world)
	19,830.0 USD

(54th in the world)


Source: World Bank and KNSO, year 2011
4-2. Limits of ‘workfare’
 

Even if employee’s portion of income increases, one may not be very positive about the so called ‘workfare’ system that is designed on the assumption of full time employment. As the fundamental structure of work and employment has been changing rapidly over the last few decades, as many researchers and advocates have pointed out, the current workfare system will be no longer applicable in near future.  


As shown in Table 2, the labour force participation rate of South Korea has been maintained at around 63% for the past eight years, which is slightly lower than the average for the OECD countries. The lower than average labour force participation rate suggests that a relatively higher proportion of the population in South Korea are dependent on other individuals or family for maintaining basic needs than its OECD counterparts.  


Employment rate per total work force has not gone up more than 63% over the last 8 years. The rate of female work force goes down ever lower. Over the last 8 years between 2004-2011, only 52.5% of women between age of 15-64 year-old got employed for paid job.  
<Table 2> Total Labor Force Participation (%) 

(* The highest country is Iceland, the lowest Turkey)   
	
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011

	South Korea
	63.6
	63.7
	63.8
	63.9
	63.8
	62.9
	63.3
	63.9

	The highest
	82.8
	84.4
	85.3
	85.7
	84.2
	78.9
	78.9
	79.0

	The lowest 
	44.1
	44.4
	44.6
	44.6
	44.9
	44.3
	46.3
	48.4

	OECD average
	65.0
	65.3
	66.0
	66.5
	66.5
	64.7
	64.6
	64.8


  Source: IAG Principal Global Indicators 


The increased informalisation of work suggests that employment may no longer be a key source of stable and sufficient income. According to the analysis of the Korean Contingent Workers’ Center in 2012, informal workers comprise 47.8% of total paid workers and their average salary is only 49.7% of that of formal workers. Not only that the pattern of employment is moving towards informal, temporary and thus unstable, the working conditions of the employed have been constantly deteriorating. Furthermore, there is a huge gap of salary and fringe benefits between the formal and informal workers(www.workingvoice.net). As women tend to be employed as irregular workers and for the informal sector, they are more vulnerable than men in maintaining a stable and reasonable income. 
<Table 3> Female Labor Force Participation Rate (%)

(* The highest country is Iceland, the lowest Turkey)   
	
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011

	South Korea 
	52.2
	52.5
	53.1
	53.2
	53.2
	52.2
	52.6
	53.1

	The highest
	79.4
	81.2
	81.6
	81.7
	80.3
	77.2
	77.0
	77.3

	The lowest 
	22.3
	22.3
	22.7
	22.8
	23.5
	24.2
	26.2
	27.8

	OECD average
	55.4
	55.9
	56.7
	57.2
	57.6
	56.7
	56.6
	56.7


   Source: IAG Principal Global Indicators 

4-3. Rapid change of family and household structure 

Rapid industrialization in the past decades has brought about major change in household structure in South Korea. The dominance of heterosexual married couple households in the society is weakened, following the increased rate of divorce and the declining rate of marriage. In 1985, the rate of marriage was about 10%. In 2010, it has dropped to around 6%. Meanwhile, the divorce rate has increased from around 1% to around 2.5% for the same period (see Graph 1). 

<Graph 1> Crude marriage rate and crude divorce rate (%)        

Source: KNSO

Following this trend, the proportion of heterosexual married couple-households to the total households is foreseen to decrease in coming years. In other words, households that are formed by singles, divorced or bereaved would grow significantly (see Graph 2). 

<Graph 2> Estimated number of households in terms of marital status (unit: person)

Source: KNSO
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regardless of marital status, has almost doubled for the period of 2000-2010. This is also expected to grow rapidly in coming years (see Graph 3).


The rise in proportion of the non-heterosexual couple households suggests that there is a need to reconsider the design of welfare system that has rested upon the model of heterosexual marriage and male-breadwinner households. It is particularly so for Korean society where family has been burdened to bear the consequences of lack of social security net.

<Graph 3> Estimated number of female households in term of marital status (unit: person)

Source: KNSO

If the current income security policy continues to operate upon the model of heterosexual marriage and male-breadwinner households, a significant portion of the population will be discriminated, if not excluded from its benefits. This portion of the population would grow into becoming the majority in the next few decades. If there is no change in the orientation of [image: image4.png]W married W single W divorced W bereaved
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income security policy, such policy will only be able to target the minority and there will have to be a remedy for the majority.

<Graph 4> Estimated portion of family size (unit: %) 

Source: KNSO 

In addition, the size of family of South Korean society is getting even much smaller in the past few years compared to before. Two-member households and one-person households are on the growing trend, while the conventional families of four or more are on the declining. 

It is forecasted that one-person households, which include that of the married but live separately, steadily increases as shown in Graph 5. The singles and the divorced are expected to grow to be majority of the one-person household population in coming years. Among the one-person house[image: image6.png]8000000
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holds, more than half of them are headed by women in 2010 (see Graph 6). 

<Graph 5> Estimated number of 1 person household in terms of marial status (unit: person) 

Source: KNSO  

< Graph 6> Estimated number of 1 woman household in terms of marital status (unit: person)

Source: KNSO

The increased life expectancy of women against the rapidly aging South Korean society has added another dimension to the changing socio-demography. All these changes are expected to bring a great impact on women’s life. 


As shown above, the idea of heterosexual nuclear family, which assumes women living as a dependent of men’s wage, will be soon revealed to be no more than a hetero-normative ideology.  Thus, discussion on basic income from feminist perspective should pay sufficient attention to these changes avoiding any assumption on ide[image: image8.png]85
835
82
80.5

79
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010




[image: image9.png]© Above 65 years old

© 15-64 years old

© 0~14 year(s) old

1980 1990

2000

2010

2020

2030 2040

2050



al nuclear heterosexual married couple. 


<Graph 7> Life expectancy of women (unit: age)

Source: KNSO  
Women in South Korea is currently facing both unfavorable and transitive factors: informalization of work, decreasing of income, getting freer from married couple oriented idea, increasing number of one person households, increasing life expectancy, aging society. Some of these may be seen as opportunities rather than risks for radical improvement of women’s social condition.

<Graph 8> Estimated population by age

Source: KNSO  

In order for feminists to sort opportunities from risks and even to turn risks into opportunities, we may need to reexamine the direction and the strategies of feminist politics. Since emergence of the first wave of feminism, feminists have argued that women are not less human than men. Nevertheless, as Pateman has analized and has pointed out, women, positioned as a dependent of male bread winner, has never enjoyed full status of free, independent, and equal citizen to men. What kind of impact and to degree then do current changes in marriage rate, growth of one person households, and increase of female heads of households bring to the status of women as citizen? As I said in the beginning of the paper introducing the term, ‘chui-jip’, would there be such a reactionary trend due to deteriorating financial and employment situation women have to face in current economic situation? Even so, would even men still be able to stand alone as bread winner when current capitalistic system such as financial capitalism would no longer need to rely on exploitation of labor force to accumulate capital? 


Considering all the changes occurring lately, one might have to say that basic income is the first and best in its kind in history to guarantee income for all women without exception. The amount, of course, has to be enough to secure independent life of women’s own if it is to ensure women’s full citizenship as Pateman points out. The amount of basic income should at least be able to cover basic living costs. Then, women would be able to freely consider what and how to spend time of life: either for community, for pregnancy and child care, for looking after some one, or for preparation of future life and so on. 

Epilogue 

I have tried to examine changes of employment, family structure and composition in South Korea and suggested what strategy feminists should approach with to basic income discussion. South Korea has revived itself in very short time from complete ruins after colonization and civil war that left few available infra structure for production, which made people call it a miracle after all. ‘Compressed modernization’ is a term describing such drastic changes and development of the society. This makes it difficult to expect the trends shown in the statistics and analysis on them to be aplicable to other societies in exactly same manner. Nevertheless, as neo liberal characteristics of current capitalism seem to have been spreaded all over the globe only to make the single global economic system, societies now have more things in common than ever. It implies that a change in one society can bring reasonable impacts on other society much more easily than before. With these in mind, how feminists in one nation like South Korea approach to basic income discussion and in what way Korean feminists involve in formation of basic income discourse may have future implication in elsewhere in Asia or even in other parts of the world such as Europe or America where the basic income discussion has began much earlier. 
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