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Abstract

Organization and Activities of
North Korean Democratic

Women’'s League

Kang Sooyeon
Department of Korean History

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The primary goal of this thesis is to empirically and concretely
identify the organization and activities of the North Korean
Democratic Women’s League, which was the "only” women’s
organization and social organization in North Korea right after
liberation.

On November 18, 1945, north of the 38th parallel, the North Korean
Democratic women's league was launched as a unified organization of
autonomous women’s organizations. The leadership of the women’s
league which inherited the driving force of the socialist women'’s
movement during the colonial period not only insisted on women'’s
economic Independence based on the Marxist theory but also

interested in common issues of Korean women such as illiteracy and

_88_



the poligamy. At the same time, immediately after liberation, in the
midst of immediate political and social demands of building a new
state, the leadership recognized the state construction movement and
the women’s liberation movement as inseparable. The women'’s
league tried to solve various agendas for women'’s liberation by
actively participating in the state construction movement.

In the beginning, the women’'s league focused on solving the
women’s problems immediately after liberation by supporting a series
of "Democratic Reform” of the North Korean Provisional People’s
Committee. In particular, it focused on promoting and explaining the
Gender Equality Law. The leadership believed that the institutional
conditions for discrimination against women had been completely
resolved through the enforcement of the Gender Equality Law, so
that they carried out a project to educate and raise awareness of
women. The women’s league argued that women should cultivate
scientific and rational values instead of feudal ideology. After the
establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in 1948,
the women’'s league focused on political education programs to
promote patriotism. The attendance rate was not as high as expected,
which implicates that the program was not complete.

After the enactment of the Gender Equality Law, the women'’s
league emphasized that women should devote themselves to the state
building movement "just like men”. Meanwhile, they demanded the
dual roles of women in full responsibility for reproductive duties and
household chores, and maintained awareness of gender division of
labor in the national projects. The women'’s league participated in
various projects: to support the military, schools, and workers, direct
production in the agricultural and industrial fields, and to repair

infrastructure. Before and after the establishment of the government
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in 1948, the women’'s league wanted to further enhance women'’s
productivity based on patriotism, and specifically emphasized entry
into the light industry and sericulture. The women’s league also
established day care centers for professional women, but the operation
still had limitations. In addition, women'’s dual role demands acted as
a real stumbling block for women to enter the workforce.

The scope of activities of the women’'s league was not limited to
domestic area. Before the establishment of the government in
September 1948, the women's league joined an international women's
organization called the Women’'s International Democratic Federation
(WIDF) and was active. The women’s league promoted international
activities as an indicator of North Korea's democratic development.
and criticized the South Korean system in the atmosphere of the Cold
War. However, these international activities carried other possibilities
besides one-way propaganda. WIDF was not an organization that
only women from socialist countries participated. Women from
different countries, especially women from post—colonial countries,
were able to share experiences of discrimination against women and
come up with countermeasures in this internaional organization.

During this period, the women’'s league was more than an
organization for the state to unilaterally mobilize women. At that
time, the concept of "mobilization” in North Korea existed in a state
of mixing voluntary and involuntary. Many women responded to the
logic and participated in various projects for a new democratic state
that guranteed women'’s rights. Actually, the cultural level of women
was further improved, and various policies for women such as the
abolition of polygamy or the daycare system were realized. However,
the women’s league’s business faced many difficulties in reality.

Social discrimination against women still persisted, women'’s burden
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of household chores had hardly been alleviated, and women’s entry
into the workplace had not been achieved as much as expected. In
addition, the women’s league revealed a logical contradiction:
emphasizing entering into society "just like men” while demanding
"women's role”, and participating in international anti—colonial feminist
solidarity movement while interpreting women'’s issue in the direction

of defending the legitimacy of the domestic system.

keywords : North Korean Democratic Women’s League, WIDF,
Choson yosong, North Korean women, social organization,
gender equality
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