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Korea’s sexual minorities and their struggle for equality
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Gradually accepted, politically invisible
By Kim Young-jin, Kim Tong-hyung
yjk@ktimes.co.kr, thkim@ktimes.co.kr

or Lee, a 38-year-old Korean man, life in
the closet had reached a dangerous boiling point.
Born to a religious family — his father was a
Presbyterian pastor — Lee felt he couldn’t
reveal that he was gay, because people around
him viewed homosexuality as a sin.
When he lived in Vancouver, a city with a
large gay population, Lee refrained from dating, fearing repercussions in Korea — where
sexual minority rights are ignored. He
believed “coming out” would jeopardize his
career as an English instructor and that people would discredit his work in the church.
“I often thought of committing suicide,” he
said. “There were so many things on my mind
— my father, (pressure for) marriage, fear of
living in isolation. There was no one to talk to
and there were no answers coming.”
Lee has since come out, but his predicament
is common in Korea, where gay, lesbian,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people are
harshly stigmatized. Their concerns are at the
core of a small gay rights movement that has
fought discrimination for decades despite a
powerful Christian lobby that immobilizes
politicians on the subject.
“Sexual minorities have problems in every
field, from education to work to military,”
said Lee Jong-geol, director of gay support
group Chingusai (“Between Friends”). “There
is still a lot of homophobia.”
The debate on LGBT rights comes at a time
when the United States and other countries
grapple with same-sex marriage. While Korea
is not alone in its high level of homophobia,
rights supporters believe the issue needs to be
addressed if the nation wants to become an
advanced country on human rights.
Activists hope the movement will gain traction in light of recent developments, including the announcement last month by a prominent film director that he would symbolically
marry his longtime male partner.

F

Stigmatization
As with many social issues, Korea’s attitude
towards sexual minorities is moored in its tradition of Confucianism, which prioritizes
continuation of the family line.
This was reinforced by authoritarianism
prior to the country’s democratization in
1987, scholars say. Military regimes disparaged homosexuality as a disruption to gender

Movie director Kim Jho Gwangsoo, left, kisses his partner
Dave Kim during a news conference announcing their marriage in Seoul last month.
Yonhap

and family hierarchies as part of widespread
efforts to squelch minority and pro-democracy voices.
The attitude was so pervasive that many
people were unaware that gays existed. While
economic development triggered a human
rights discussions on gender equality and other issues, sexual minorities were excluded, a
fact underscored by an utter lack of statistics
on LGBT people.
Gays and lesbians say that the dearth of
information, coupled with pressure to marry,
make coming out at home difficult, while
stigmatization at the workplace is stifling.
Yoo Han-seon, a 29-year-old office worker,
came out to his closest friends but not at
work. “When we’re out drinking, coworkers
often talk about how much they hate homosexuals, saying they are not men but animals,”
he said.
Lee Ye-in, a 26-year-old teacher, lamented
the lack of resources available to young people
with questions about sexual identity. “I knew I
was different when I was in middle school,”
she said. “I had to Google ‘What is a lesbian?’

to find out more.”
Stories shared by human rights activists
show how homophobia can spin out of control.
One situation, included in a 2005 survey by
the Human Rights Commission, involved a
father who walled up his daughter into a
room to prevent her from meeting other lesbians, forcing her mother to feed her through
a small hole.
In a case documented by the Korean Sexual-Minority Culture and Rights Center, a college student let a male student rape her for a
year after he threatened to out her as a lesbian.
“This is still a society where sexual minorities have to shoulder enormous risk to express
their sexual orientation and a lot of problems
stem from it,” said Han Ga-ram, a lawyer and
member of the group Korean Lawyers for
Public Interest and Human Rights.
“These people aren’t confident that they
will receive help from law enforcement officials or the court with their problems. The
process of reporting those problems is difficult as they have expose themselves to
stigmatization and discrimination that are
often unmanageable.”
An area of particular concern has been the
military, which defines homosexuality as a
“sexual identity disorder” and punishes sexual acts between people of the same sex.
Activists say that gays who seek help in
adjusting to military culture do so at a risk of
being outed.
Jeong Yol, 35, an activist of Solidarity for
LGBT Human Rights of Korea, says his sexual
identity was revealed in the military when
another soldier read one of his personal letters. When rumors began to circulate, Jeong
admitted he was gay; his commander sent
him to a psychiatric hospital run by the army.
“They conducted HIV testing without my
consent and insulted me using hateful words.
They literally kicked me,” he said.

One step forward...
Gay rights activism consolidated in the
1990s, waging community-building efforts
and those to dispel myths about LGBT people
in the media, which sensationalized stories
about sexual promiscuity. Groups also fought
laws that prohibited access to gay and lesbian
websites.
The movement, though limited to handful
of groups mostly in Seoul, saw some groundbreaking developments, including the
“coming out” of Hong Suk-chon, the country’s first openly gay actor, in 2000. Though
this announcement triggered ugly backlash, it
practically amounted to Korea’s sexual
minorities announcing their existence.
Much of the activism today works toward
securing equal rights in the military and

People march down the streets near Hongik University, Seoul, during the annual Korea Queer Culture Festival (KQCF) earlier
this month.
Korea Times file

efforts to push equality for gays and lesbians
would have repercussions.
Kim and Choi’s offices were flooded with
hundreds of phone calls. The online message
boards of DP’s websites were filled with
homophobic remarks.
The party, reeling from a lost presidential
election and eroding public support, withdrew the bills.
“Under these conditions, it’s impossible for
the debates to be rational and productive. We
can’t afford to isolate ourselves from the
Christian community,” Kim said at the time.

“According to a recent poll, the majority of Koreans (59 percent)
say homosexuality should not be accepted by society. While this is
higher than the rates in China (57 percent) and Japan (36 percent),
it is also a considerable shift from 2007, when the rate was 77
percent. The changing landscape is driven by a younger, more
permissive generation.”
employment sectors, including a push for the
country to introduce comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation.
This particular battle, however, has triggered a vehement response from the
far-right, particularly the over-powered
Protestant church, which recently killed the
latest efforts to introduce an anti-discrimination law.

Christian opposition

Sexual minorities and their advocates in a rally in Seoul.

Korea Times file

At the start of the year, there were three
draft anti-discrimination laws submitted to
the National Assembly, penned by lawmakers
Kim Han-gil and Choi Won-sik of the main
opposition Democratic Party (DP) and Kim
Jae-yeon of the leftist Unified Progressive Party (UPP).
All three sought to outlaw discrimination in
employment and other social interactions on
the grounds of age, gender, race, disability,
faith and, most notably, sexual orientation.
Christian groups vowed not to support any
anti-discrimination legislation unless the
homosexuality aspect was dropped, a stance
they have maintained for over a decade.
The Christian Council of Korea, the largest
Protestant organization representing some
45,000 churches, threatened that any political

Evolving landscape
While the political sphere grapples with
what could become a wedge issue, public sentiment has clearly shifted over the past
decade, a change predominantly inspired by
popular culture.
Imported shows like “Will and Grace” and
“Sex and the City,” where the appearance of
gay, lesbian and bisexual people were commonplace, contributed to the increasing comfort Koreans feel with the subject of homosexuality.
After a multi-year hiatus, actor Hong has
pivoted back to mainstream entertainment.
He is now a popular cast member of Saturday Night Live Korea, where he unapologetically exploits gay stereotypes and induces
laughs from an audience still new to the idea
of men so aggressively portrayed as a sex
object.
According to a recent poll by Pew Research,
the majority of Koreans (59 percent) say
homosexuality should not be accepted by
society. While this is higher than the rates in
China (57 percent) and Japan (36 percent), it
is also a considerable shift from 2007, when
the rate was 77 percent. The changing landscape is driven by a younger, more permissive
generation.

A milestone moment in Korea’s gay rights
movement came last month when movie
director Kim Jho Gwangsoo and his partner
Dave Kim held a news conference announcing they would symbolically tie the knot in a
massive public event in September.

Better future?
Given the difficult political landscape, some
supporters of gay rights wonder if LGBT
groups, which showed a high level of solidarity in the 1990s, are splintering and diversifying too much.
Jarrod Chlapowski is an American gay
rights activist based in Korea who worked on
grassroots efforts to repeal “Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell,” the policy that barred openly gay, lesbian, or bisexual people from service in the
U.S military. He believes that the LGBT
movement here has yet to have a watershed
moment to spur greater acceptance among
the population.
“I think groups here may have to be more
aggressive,” said Chlapowski, who served as a
Korean linguist for the U.S. military. “There
has to be a willingness to sacrifice your professional life to push the movement forward.
“Such a development would call attention to
the movement and eventually bring in money
so you can build a grassroots campaign.”
Activist Lee Jong-geol agreed that the community needs to amplify its voice.
“There seems to be some positive signals. I
think it is time for us to speak up more and
say who were are and what we need.”
Despite the challenges, Lee, the English
instructor who contemplated suicide, was
encouraged by developments in his personal
life since coming out of the closet.
That moment came one night when his
father, the pastor, came to his room for a
“serious discussion” about marriage and his
future.
Overwhelmed by stress, Lee broke down
and revealed his sexual orientation — and
was surprised by the response.
“He said he didn’t quite agree with the
lifestyle, but that he would always love me and
accept that I was gay.”
Lee, who now plans to move back to Vancouver, says he feels better since that night.
“There are still a lot of problems, such as
hate crimes,” he said. “But at least I can start
living my own life.”
Korea Times reporter Baek Byung-yeul contributed to this
report. — ED.
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One, but not the same

“The fight for equal right,’’ by Kwon Yong-shin

Korea’s repeatedly-derailing attempts at equality legislation
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A gay rights activist from the group
Chingusai talks during an interview.
Korea Times

By Kim Tong-hyung
thkim@ktimes.co.kr

fter applying for a mid-level position
at a Samsung affiliate, Kwak, 34, was
taken aback after an executive at her
job interview demanded to know whether
she and her husband had plans for children.
She didn’t get the job and now wonders
whether a “no” would have mattered as
much as her MBA credentials.
Park, an unemployed 30-year-old, belatedly began studying for the civil service exam
after becoming less confident about finding
a job at a private company. He passed the job
interviews at three different companies over
the past two years, only to be rejected after
the mandatory health checkup, apparently
because the employers then realized they
were talking to a hepatitis B carrier.
Activist Kim I-chan tells the story of some
Asian migrant workers, who under questionable circumstances were sent to a different farm than the one stated on their contract to be overworked, underpaid and
abused by an employer who didn’t even
provide them with a urinal.
These are just some of the many experi-

A

The introduction of some grand
law on anti-discrimination and human
rights would mark a groundbreaking
moment for the country.
This is where women face the harshest
gender apartheid at home and work among
developed economies. Disabled people are
marginalized and migrant workers are
harassed in a society that continues to display a stunning lack of awareness on racism.
Businesses are unapologetic about making
employment decisions based on a person’s
age, social origin or medical history.
But the efforts for equality legislation have
been repeatedly derailed because the
unyielding wall of resistance reappears
whenever the discussions leave the realm of
gender, race, age, disability and religion and
touch the ground of sexual orientation and
gender identity.
At the start of the year, there were three
draft anti-discrimination laws submitted to
the National Assembly, authored by opposition lawmakers Kim Han-gil and Choi
Won-sik of the liberal Democratic Party
(DP) and Kim Jae-yeon of the leftist Unified
Progressive Party (UPP). All three sought to

failures in 2007
and 2010 remain fresh.
In his policy report to President Park in
April, Justice Minister Hwang Kyo-ahn, said
the ministry’s goal was to introduce its bill
within the year, likely by the National
Assembly’s regular session in September.
Sticking its neck out for the Justice Ministry bill is the flip-flopping DP. The party,
reeling from a lost presidential election and
declining public support, still considers itself
as too fragile to withstand another row with
Christian groups. But it’s willing to show
more fight in defending its liberal values if
the government is there to absorb the hits.
“It was difficult for us earlier because the
whole debate shaped into DP vs. the church.
That was something we needed to avoid. It’s
critical that the government gets more actively involved in the process,” said another DP
lawmaker, who didn’t want to be named.
The problem is that the Justice Ministry
isn’t too eager to mess with the church
either. Hwang’s report to Cheong Wa Dae
was a month before church groups hounded
the DP into submission. Ministry officials

During the 2010 debacle, the DP made it
clear it wouldn’t support a government
anti-discrimination bill if sexual minorities
were excluded from it. The party will likely
retain that stance on future bills, continuing
its elaborate dance of nonsense between
conservative Christians and the rest of the
civic community.
“It’s not like anti-discrimination laws are

rights as heterosexual people.
With the discussions on anti-discrimination legislation hitting a
snag, the focus of the gay rights
movement has temporarily shifted
to rewriting the Korean military law, which
states gay sex as a punishable crime.
Under Article 92 of the Korean Military
Penal Code, service members engaging in
male-to-male sexual activity could face a
maximum two-year prison term. Gay rights
activists are calling for the provision to be
scrapped, claiming it unfairly punishes consensual homosexual acts.
The DP’s position on the issue is rather
confusing. One of its lawmakers, Jin
Sun-mi, is in vocal support of the calls to
remove the Sodomy L from the penal code.
Her colleague Min Hong-cheol has submitted a bill to strengthen Article 92 so it could
also punish sex between female soldiers.
“If Korea is a country where common sense
and basic rights matter in anyway, the provision of Article 92 should be abolished,” Kim
Jho said in a news conference Wednesday.
“They say there has to be different standards for the military, but I have yet to hear
one good argument of how homosexual sol-

complicated. They are broad brushed, the
elements are rather predictable, and there is
almost nothing new to add to the bills that
have been written so many times over and
over again in previous years,” said Hong
from Sookmyung University.
“It seems very, very likely that we will be
walking into a near scene-by-scene repeat of
2010.”
While the immediate outlook doesn’t look
promising for sexual minorities and their
advocates, their fight for legal progress continues to be passionate.
When Hong Suk-chon, the country’s first
openly gay celebrity, came out as gay in
2000, it practically doubled as the moment
when Korea’s sexual minorities introduced
themselves to the rest of society.
Another milestone moment came last
month when movie director Kim Jho
Gwangsoo and his longtime male partner
Dave Kim held a news conference to reveal
they will symbolically tie the knot in a ceremony in September. They hope that the
event sparks the debate for legalizing
same-sex marriage in Korea.
Perhaps, this shows that sexual minorities
are now ready to make a bolder statement
than what Hong did 13 years ago. So much
of their struggle had been about announcing
their existence. It’s now more about being
respected as citizens and exercising the same

diers hurt morale.”
Eventually, the focal point will return to
anti-legislation laws. Han Ga-ram, a lawyer
and member of the group Korean Lawyers
for Public Interest and Human Rights, says
that the gay rights movement will have to be
effective on a dual front: garnering broader
support, but also actively working with lawmakers to ensure that they write better laws.
Even if the DP lawmakers had kept their
anti-discrimination bills and managed to
pass them through the National Assembly,
the resulting law would have been in danger
of being rendered irrelevant, he claims.
“The bills didn’t provide detailed descriptions or examples of exactly what type of interactions should be regarded as discrimination,
what type of actions should be considered
more severe than others, and what type of
punishment the courts could consider. Under
these bills, the courts can only advise the organization in question to address the problems
and there aren’t even guidelines on how these
problems should be addressed,” he said. .
“Of course, the bills would have had symbolic meaning and at least allow people to file
a civil law suit against the organizations if they
believe they have been discriminated. Still, it
would be better for bills submitted in the
future to be more specific lest they be rendered irrelevant as the disability discrimination act, which isn’t working as prescribed.”

they
had nearly produced a fully-written
bill, but failed to finish it due to indecision
over including sexual minorities.
It was in January 2011 when the ministry
admitted to have given up on the legislation,
caving into pressure from church groups,
which went as far as to take out newspapers
ads that asked “How can my
daughter-in-law be a man?” Church groups
had previously derailed the ministry’s
anti-discrimination bills in 2000 and 2007
over the same basic arguments.

Fighting the fight

Why Korea won’t have
an anti-discrimination
law anytime soon
ences that have been building a general
acceptance of the need for anti-discrimination legislation in the country, now in its
third decade of democratization. But this is
an agreement that shatters the moment the
talks expand beyond heterosexuals.
It’s possible that Korea will get its own
anti-discrimination law soon, theoretically
even by the end of the year. But that’s if only
lawmakers find a way to justify leaving off
from it gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people, although it has been the
gay rights movement that has been most
active in the fight for equality legislation.
“I think the possibilities of the government
including sexual minorities in the law are
close to none. It really wouldn’t be an
anti-discrimination law at all, so it’s hard to
imagine opposition lawmakers endorsing it.
The bill, whenever it comes out, will represent
birth astride a grave,” said Hong Sung-soo, a
Sookmyung Women’s University law professor, who has been close to the discussions
both on the political and grass-roots levels.
“Religious groups have prevented the government from including sexual minorities
in past bills and their stance hasn’t changed.
There isn’t much reason to think that policymakers or politicians will be willing to test
their patience now under Park Geun-hye’s
conservative government. The process is
turning circular and pointless.”

prohibit singling out individuals for less
favorable treatment based on certain traits,
including sexual orientation.
This provoked furious complaints by the
country’s mighty Protestant church, led by
the conservative Christian Council of Korea
(CCK), which refuses to support any equality law unless the homosexuality aspect is
dropped from it. After being bombarded by
phone calls and online comments, the DP
lawmakers withdrew their bills. Kim has
stuck with her bill but she’s also stuck with a
party as popular as gout.

All eyes on Justice Ministry
The country could have another discrimination law debate soon.
In a regular review by the United Nations
Human Rights Council in October last year,
Korea was urged by nine other member
states to shows more pace in its efforts to
legislate a comprehensive anti-discrimination act. Spain and the Czech Republic in
particular demanded that Korea include
protection for sexual minorities in that law.
This was definitely an ego blow in a country that had taken so much pride in becoming a permanent member of the council. As
a result, the Ministry of Justice now finds
itself making its third attempt at an anti-discrimination law when the memories of its

are no longer showing conviction that there
will be a bill by the end of the year.
The National Assembly confirms that the
ministry’s human rights policy division, which
is in charge of writing the bill, has yet to book
an appearance at the Assembly’s legislation
and jurisdiction committee for this year.
“We have completed forming the committee to author the bill, bringing together
mid-level ministry officials and civilian
experts, including university professors and
other law professionals. The team has been
activated and the discussions are underway,”
said Park Byeong-rae, an official from the
ministry’s human rights division, who refused
to reveal the names on the committee.
“The focus is to gather diverse opinions
from different parts of society and also
examine whether the demanded changes
can match our social environment and legal
systems. No internal target has been set on
when the bill should be completed.”
Park declined to comment on whether the
sexual orientation aspect was being debated
in the committee. He did say that the bill
will be influenced by the works of a similar
committee run by the ministry in 2010, the
last time it attempted to legislate an anti-discrimination act.
Park refused to reveal any material from
2010. A university professor who was on that
committee, not wanting to be named, said

