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The Birth of 4B: An Introduction
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In the spring of 2019, a seemingly simple hashtag began circulating on South Korean social media platforms. What started as scattered posts from frustrated young women soon coalesced into a powerful movement that would challenge centuries of cultural expectations and gender roles. The "4B" movement, with its stark rejection of dating, sexual relationships, marriage, and childbirth, emerged as a radical response to deeply entrenched societal pressures facing Korean women. While previous feminist movements in South Korea had focused on specific issues like workplace harassment or dating violence, 4B represented something entirely different: a wholesale rejection of traditional life paths and the patriarchal systems that enforced them.
The movement's origins can be traced to the intense pressures faced by young Korean women in the late 2010s. Despite achieving higher levels of education than their male counterparts and entering the workforce in unprecedented numbers, women continued to encounter systematic discrimination, wage disparities, and expectations to shoulder the majority of domestic responsibilities. The term "4B" itself was first coined by an anonymous blogger on the popular feminist community site Womad, who argued that the only way to truly escape patriarchal control was to opt out of the entire system of heterosexual relationships and family formation.
The timing of 4B's emergence was not coincidental. It followed years of mounting frustration among young Korean women who had watched their mothers' generation sacrifice careers for family, only to face financial insecurity and diminished personal autonomy. The movement gained particular resonance among women in their twenties and early thirties, who had grown up with the contradictory messages of Korea's rapid modernization: they were told they could achieve anything through hard work and education, yet faced persistent barriers in the workplace and society at large.
The four rejections at the heart of the movement each carried deep significance within Korean society. The rejection of dating challenged the intense pressure on young women to find partners during their "prime" years, often at the expense of career development. The rejection of sexual relationships addressed not only the double standards surrounding female sexuality but also the widespread issues of digital sex crimes and intimate partner violence. The rejection of marriage represented a break from the traditional view of marriage as the only acceptable life path for women, while the rejection of childbirth directly confronted Korea's desperate attempts to raise its plummeting birth rate through policies that often ignored women's autonomy and wellbeing.
As the movement gained momentum, it sparked fierce debates within Korean society. Conservative voices condemned 4B as a threat to social stability and national survival, while some liberal feminists argued that complete withdrawal from heterosexual relationships was too extreme a response. However, the movement's supporters maintained that such radical rejection was necessary in a society where incremental changes had failed to address fundamental inequalities. They pointed to statistics showing that married women earned significantly less than their unmarried counterparts, spent an average of three hours more per day on household duties than their husbands, and often faced career derailment after having children.
The digital nature of the movement's origins proved crucial to its spread and evolution. Social media platforms allowed women to share their experiences anonymously, free from the social stigma that often accompanied feminist activism in public spaces. Online communities became spaces for women to discuss their reasons for embracing 4B, share strategies for maintaining independence, and offer support to those facing pressure from family and society to conform to traditional expectations. These digital spaces also facilitated the movement's eventual transmission beyond Korea's borders, as women in other countries began to recognize parallel struggles in their own societies.
Perhaps most significantly, 4B emerged not merely as a protest movement but as a lifestyle philosophy that offered concrete alternatives to traditional paths. Supporters developed networks for career mentorship, shared housing arrangements, and mutual support systems that demonstrated the possibility of fulfilling lives outside the conventional family structure. The movement's emphasis on financial independence and personal development resonated particularly strongly with young women who had witnessed the economic vulnerability of traditional homemakers during Korea's financial crises.
By the end of 2020, the 4B movement had evolved from a fringe internet phenomenon to a significant social force that commanded attention from media outlets, policymakers, and researchers worldwide. Its emergence highlighted the growing disconnect between traditional social expectations and the aspirations of young women in modern societies. The movement's rapid growth also revealed the extent of unaddressed gender inequalities in South Korea, where despite economic advancement, patriarchal values continued to shape social institutions and personal relationships.
As we explore the development and impact of the 4B movement throughout this book, we will examine how this radical response to gender inequality in South Korea found unexpected resonance in other societies, particularly the United States. We will analyze the social, economic, and cultural factors that led to its emergence, the various ways it has been interpreted and adapted across cultures, and its implications for the future of gender relations, family structures, and personal autonomy in an increasingly interconnected world. The story of 4B is not simply about rejection or protest; it is about women reimagining their places in society and creating new possibilities for living authentically in the modern age.
The chapters that follow will delve deeper into each aspect of the movement, from its theoretical underpinnings to its practical implications, exploring how this radical philosophy has challenged fundamental assumptions about women's roles and relationships in both Korean and American societies. Through extensive interviews, data analysis, and cultural examination, we will uncover how 4B has become more than just a movement – it has become a mirror reflecting the complex challenges and choices facing women in the twenty-first century.
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Understanding the Four Rejections
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The four rejections that form the foundation of the 4B movement represent a comprehensive repudiation of traditional gender expectations and societal pressures placed on women. Each rejection targets a specific aspect of patriarchal control, creating a framework for women to reclaim autonomy over their lives. Understanding these rejections in detail is crucial to grasping the movement's revolutionary potential and its appeal to women across different cultures.
The first rejection, no dating, emerges from a recognition of how romantic relationships often become vehicles for gender-based exploitation and control. In both Korean and Western contexts, dating customs frequently reinforce traditional power dynamics that disadvantage women. Women are expected to invest significant time, money, and emotional energy into maintaining their appearance and managing their partners' emotional needs, often at the expense of their own personal and professional development. The rejection of dating represents a refusal to participate in these unequal exchanges and a prioritization of self-development over romantic pursuits.
The second rejection, no sexual relationships, addresses both physical and emotional vulnerabilities women face in intimate partnerships. This rejection acknowledges the persistent double standards surrounding female sexuality, where women are simultaneously expected to be sexually available to male partners while maintaining strict standards of modesty and purity. It also responds to the very real threats of sexual violence, reproductive coercion, and the unequal burden of contraceptive responsibility. By rejecting sexual relationships, women assert control over their bodies and eliminate risks associated with intimate partner violence and unwanted pregnancy.
The rejection of marriage, the third pillar of 4B, directly challenges one of society's most fundamental institutions. This rejection is rooted in the recognition that traditional marriage often operates as an economic and social arrangement that disproportionately benefits men while constraining women's opportunities. Research consistently shows that marriage tends to enhance men's careers while often derailing women's professional advancement. Married women typically shoulder the majority of household labor and childcare responsibilities, even when both partners work full-time. The rejection of marriage represents a refusal to enter into an institution that historically has served to legally and socially subordinate women.
The fourth rejection, no childbirth, perhaps most directly confronts societal expectations and biological determinism. This rejection challenges the assumption that motherhood is essential to female fulfillment and questions the social pressure on women to sacrifice their bodies, careers, and personal autonomy for reproduction. It acknowledges the significant physical, emotional, and economic costs of motherhood, which fall disproportionately on women. In many societies, including both South Korea and the United States, inadequate support for working mothers forces women to choose between career advancement and parenthood.
Together, these four rejections create a comprehensive framework for opting out of traditional gender expectations and the systems that enforce them. However, it's important to understand that 4B is not merely about negation or withdrawal. Each rejection opens up space for alternative ways of living and relating. Women who embrace 4B often redirect their energy toward personal growth, career development, forming strong friendships and support networks, and pursuing interests and passions that might otherwise be sacrificed to relationship and family obligations.
The radical nature of these rejections has generated significant controversy and misunderstanding. Critics often characterize 4B as anti-male or anti-family, missing the movement's deeper critique of systemic inequality and its vision for alternative forms of community and connection. Some argue that the movement's all-or-nothing approach is too extreme and that reform within existing institutions is preferable to wholesale rejection. However, supporters maintain that the interlocking nature of patriarchal control necessitates a complete withdrawal from traditional relationship and family structures.
The four rejections also highlight the interconnected nature of various forms of gender-based oppression. The pressure to date and marry connects directly to economic vulnerability, as women in many societies still face discrimination in employment and wages that makes financial independence difficult to achieve. The expectation of motherhood influences everything from hiring decisions to promotion opportunities. Sexual relationships cannot be separated from broader issues of bodily autonomy and reproductive rights. By rejecting all these elements simultaneously, 4B adherents demonstrate how various forms of patriarchal control reinforce each other.
The movement's emphasis on complete rejection rather than reform reflects a growing frustration with the pace of incremental change. Despite decades of feminist activism and legal reforms, gender inequality persists in both obvious and subtle ways. The four rejections represent a recognition that working within existing systems has failed to produce meaningful change in women's lived experiences. By withdrawing participation from these fundamental social institutions, 4B supporters aim to demonstrate the possibility of alternative life paths and create pressure for more radical social transformation.
Understanding the four rejections also helps explain why the movement has resonated across cultural contexts. While the specific manifestations of gender inequality may vary between South Korea and the United States, the underlying structures of patriarchal control remain remarkably similar. Women in both societies face pressure to prioritize relationships over career advancement, shoulder disproportionate domestic responsibilities, and conform to traditional notions of femininity and motherhood. The four rejections offer a universal framework for resisting these pressures, while allowing for cultural adaptation in how that resistance is expressed.
As we continue to explore the 4B movement's development and impact, these four rejections will serve as a lens through which to examine various aspects of gender inequality and women's resistance to it. They provide a framework for understanding both personal choices and systemic challenges, illuminating the connections between individual decisions and broader social change. The radical nature of these rejections continues to generate important discussions about gender roles, personal autonomy, and the possibility of creating new forms of community and connection outside traditional relationship and family structures.
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South Korea's Patriarchal Foundation
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South Korea's patriarchal foundation runs deep, embedded in centuries of Confucian tradition that has shaped social hierarchies, family structures, and gender roles. This cultural legacy continues to influence modern Korean society, creating the conditions that eventually gave rise to the 4B movement. Understanding this historical context is crucial to comprehending why such a radical rejection of traditional gender roles found fertile ground in South Korea.
Confucianism, which arrived in Korea during the Goryeo Dynasty and became state doctrine during the Joseon period, established a rigid social order based on hierarchical relationships. Within this system, women were subordinate to men in every sphere of life, bound by the principle of the "three obediences": obedience to father before marriage, to husband during marriage, and to son in widowhood. This philosophical framework institutionalized male dominance and female submission as natural and moral imperatives.
The family system that evolved from these principles, known as the "hoju" system, legally designated the eldest male as the head of the household until its abolition in 2005. Under this system, women were essentially transferred from their father's household to their husband's, never achieving legal independence. While the formal structure has been dismantled, its psychological and social impact continues to influence family dynamics and social expectations.
The persistence of son preference, though diminished in recent decades, exemplifies how deeply patriarchal values have been internalized in Korean society. Historically, only sons could perform ancestral rites and carry on the family name, making male children essential to family continuity. This preference led to widespread gender-selective abortion after the introduction of ultrasound technology in the 1980s, resulting in severely skewed sex ratios that have only recently begun to normalize.
Education, while theoretically providing a path to equality, has historically reinforced gender roles in Korean society. During the modernization period, women's education was primarily focused on creating better wives and mothers rather than independent individuals. Even as women gained access to higher education, they were often expected to use their education to raise children more effectively rather than pursue professional careers.
The Korean language itself reflects and reinforces patriarchal structures through its complex system of honorifics and gender-specific terms. Women are expected to use more polite forms of speech, particularly when addressing men, while men often employ more casual or commanding forms when speaking to women. This linguistic hierarchy subtly reinforces power dynamics in daily interactions.
The workplace remains deeply influenced by patriarchal traditions, with corporate culture often replicating traditional family hierarchies. Senior male executives are sometimes referred to as "father" figures, while female employees, regardless of their position or expertise, are frequently expected to perform quasi-domestic duties like serving coffee or organizing social events. This dynamic creates an environment where professional women must constantly navigate between their roles as competent workers and traditional gender expectations.
Marriage practices continue to reflect patriarchal values, despite surface-level modernization. The custom of paying substantial bride prices and the expectation that the bride's family will provide housing or significant household items perpetuates the view of marriage as an economic transaction between families rather than a partnership between equals. These financial burdens often reinforce traditional gender roles by creating pressure for men to be primary breadwinners and women to be caretakers.
The concept of "female virtue" remains influential in Korean society, though its expression has evolved. While traditional virtues emphasized chastity and submission, modern manifestations focus on appearance, manner, and the ability to balance work with family responsibilities. Women face intense pressure to maintain specific beauty standards, behave with appropriate modesty, and prioritize family obligations over personal ambitions.
Religious influences have also contributed to Korea's patriarchal foundation. While Buddhism and Christianity have different doctrinal approaches to gender, their institutional expressions in Korea have generally aligned with and reinforced traditional patriarchal values. Religious leaders often advocate for "traditional family values" that emphasize women's roles as wives and mothers.
The rapid industrialization of South Korea in the latter half of the 20th century, while transforming the economy, did little to challenge fundamental patriarchal structures. Instead, economic development often reinforced gender inequality by creating new forms of exploitation while maintaining traditional expectations. Women entered the workforce in large numbers but were typically relegated to lower-paying positions and expected to leave upon marriage or childbirth.
Political democratization, achieved through massive popular struggles in the 1980s, initially focused on broader political rights rather than gender equality. While women participated actively in the democracy movement, their specific concerns were often subordinated to the larger goal of political reform. This pattern of prioritizing other social issues over gender equality continues to influence Korean politics and social movements.
The legal system, though formally gender-neutral, has historically provided limited protection for women's rights. Laws regarding domestic violence, sexual harassment, and workplace discrimination, while improved in recent years, still reflect and sometimes reinforce patriarchal assumptions. Enforcement often remains weak, and social pressure frequently discourages women from seeking legal remedies.
Media representation continues to perpetuate patriarchal values through dramas, advertising, and popular culture. While recent years have seen more diverse portrayals of women, mainstream media still largely promotes traditional gender roles and beauty standards. The influence of this media environment on young women's self-image and aspirations cannot be understated.
This deeply rooted patriarchal foundation helps explain why the 4B movement emerged in South Korea and why it has resonated so powerfully with young women. The movement represents not just a rejection of current gender inequalities but a fundamental challenge to centuries of cultural programming and social organization. Understanding this context is essential for appreciating both the radical nature of the 4B movement and the fierce resistance it has encountered.
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The economic miracle that transformed South Korea from one of the world's poorest nations into a global powerhouse came at a tremendous social cost, particularly for women. While the nation's GDP grew at unprecedented rates between the 1960s and 1990s, this prosperity was built on a foundation of gender inequality and exploitation that continues to shape women's experiences in modern Korea.
During the early stages of industrialization, young women formed the backbone of Korea's labor force, particularly in the textile and electronics industries. These workers, often referred to as "factory girls," typically came from rural areas and worked in harsh conditions for minimal wages. Their sacrifices were framed as patriotic contributions to national development, but this narrative masked the systematic exploitation they endured. Long working hours, dangerous conditions, and sexual harassment were common experiences, while their wages remained significantly lower than those of male workers.
The pattern of using women's labor while denying them equal compensation and opportunities became deeply embedded in Korea's economic structure. Even as the economy modernized and shifted toward high-tech industries and services, the fundamental dynamics remained unchanged. Women were viewed as temporary workers whose primary purpose was to work until marriage, after which they were expected to exit the workforce and focus on family responsibilities.
This "temporary worker" mindset had far-reaching consequences. Companies justified paying women lower wages and denying them promotions based on the assumption that they would eventually leave. This created a self-fulfilling prophecy: faced with limited career prospects and workplace discrimination, many women felt they had no choice but to conform to social expectations and leave their jobs after marriage or childbirth.
The emergence of large family-owned conglomerates, known as chaebol, further institutionalized gender discrimination in the workplace. These corporations, which drove much of Korea's economic growth, developed rigid hierarchical structures that mirrored and reinforced traditional patriarchal values. Women were typically hired for supporting roles and faced significant barriers to advancement, while male employees were groomed for management positions through formal and informal mentoring systems.
The economic miracle also transformed family structures in ways that often increased burdens on women. As urbanization accelerated and extended families gave way to nuclear households, women's domestic responsibilities actually increased. Without the support of extended family networks, married women were expected to manage all household duties while also potentially maintaining employment, creating the exhausting "double shift" that many still experience today.
The rapid pace of development led to intense competition in education and employment, which paradoxically worked against women's interests. As educational standards rose and job competition intensified, women found themselves caught in a bind: they were expected to excel academically and secure good jobs, but simultaneously faced pressure to prioritize marriage and family over career advancement. This contradiction remains a source of frustration for many young Korean women today.
The economic transformation also created new forms of social pressure and financial burden for women. As living standards rose, so did expectations regarding appearance, fashion, and consumption. Women faced increasing pressure to maintain expensive beauty regimens and follow fashion trends as prerequisites for social and professional success. These expectations created additional financial burdens while reinforcing the idea that women's value was primarily tied to their appearance.
Housing costs, which skyrocketed during the periods of rapid growth, created particular challenges for women. The traditional expectation that a bride's family would provide housing or significant assets for newlyweds became increasingly burdensome as real estate prices soared. This custom not only reinforced gender inequality but also created economic pressure on families to prioritize sons, who would eventually bring in such assets through marriage.
The development of Korea's service economy brought new forms of gender-based exploitation. Industries like hospitality and entertainment often relied on female workers to provide emotional labor and maintain appealing appearances, while offering limited job security or advancement opportunities. The proliferation of room salons and similar establishments normalized the expectation that female employees would tolerate sexual harassment as part of their job duties.
The miracle economy's emphasis on competition and efficiency also affected personal relationships. As work hours lengthened and pressure to succeed intensified, traditional courtship patterns gave way to more transactional approaches to dating and marriage. The commodification of relationships, exemplified by the proliferation of marriage brokers and dating services, often reinforced traditional gender roles and expectations.
While the economic miracle created new opportunities for women's economic participation, it failed to address fundamental inequalities in how that participation was structured and valued. Women's contributions to Korea's economic success story were substantial but largely unrecognized, while the costs they bore in terms of exploitation, discrimination, and limited opportunities were significant and lasting.
The legacy of this period continues to influence young women's choices today. Many have witnessed their mothers' generation sacrifice personal ambitions for family obligations, work without recognition in family businesses, or struggle to balance professional and domestic responsibilities. These observations have contributed significantly to the appeal of the 4B movement, which offers an alternative to repeating these patterns.
Understanding the hidden costs of Korea's economic miracle helps explain why many young women today are questioning whether traditional paths toward marriage and family are worth the sacrifices they demand. The 4B movement can be seen as a direct response to the realization that economic development alone does not guarantee gender equality, and that new approaches to personal and professional fulfillment may be necessary.
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Modern Korean Women at a Crossroads
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Modern Korean women stand at a critical crossroads, navigating a complex landscape of traditional expectations and emerging possibilities that challenge long-held assumptions about their roles in society. This generation of women, better educated and more professionally ambitious than any before them, finds itself grappling with contradictions that define their daily existence.
These women have grown up witnessing unprecedented economic prosperity while simultaneously becoming increasingly aware of the systemic barriers that limit their potential. Many have mothers who worked tirelessly during Korea's economic miracle, only to face discrimination and limited advancement opportunities. They've observed their female relatives sacrifice careers for family obligations, often without recognition or appreciation for these choices.
The modern Korean woman typically holds a university degree and harbors professional aspirations that would have been unthinkable for previous generations. Yet she faces a workplace environment that still largely operates on patriarchal principles. Despite anti-discrimination laws and corporate diversity initiatives, the reality remains that women earn significantly less than their male counterparts and face substantial barriers to promotion, particularly after marriage or childbirth.
The pressure to marry remains intense, even as more women question the traditional timeline that expects them to wed by their late twenties or early thirties. Family members, colleagues, and society at large often view unmarried women with suspicion or pity, regardless of their professional achievements or personal satisfaction. This stigma extends into practical matters, with single women facing discrimination in housing markets and limited access to certain social services.
Beauty standards impose another layer of complexity
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WHAT IS “4B?”

| -
A . e e u
S e (-.l
< A\
T v > \
‘1 i
y \ -
l \
|
!
|
Y |
i
\

-t r——
- . | -
v“k‘ ¢ ;/ E‘:m:‘!‘;ﬁ E?.:.“ LY t-

Gkt





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





