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S Korea’s model daughter-in-law
As Korean women shun their traditional expectations, the men look to migrant women
HOENGSEONG: In a mountain village thou-
sands of kilometers from her native Philippines,
Emma Sumampong nurses her elderly mother-
in-law, while also caring for her husband and
children, working on the family farm, and hold-
ing a part-time job. She is one of tens of thou-
sands of women who have married South
Korean men and migrated to the rapidly ageing
nation, where local women are increasingly
shunning marriage and traditional expectations
that wives should care not only for their hus-
bands, but their elderly in-laws too. 

Migrant women such as Sumampong, who
met her husband Lee Byung-ho through a
Philippine church matchmaking service, are
making up some of this shortfall. Unlike other
developed Asian economies such as Hong
Kong and Singapore, South Korea has never
allowed foreign workers in its care industry un-
less they are ethnically Korean, but some re-
gions have been subsidizing so-called
“marriage tours” for single men in rural areas
struggling to find native wives. 

Sumampong juggles the needs of three gen-
erations in her rural home, but also must work on
the family land and hold down a job. “I have to
stand strong both in mind and body to overcome
whatever difficulties will come my way,” the 48-
year-old explains. Her days begin at 5am, when
she rises to make breakfast for the family and to
do household chores before taking her three
children to school. She then goes to work as a
clerk at the county office.

In the afternoon, when she is not at work
Sumampong tends the family vegetable fields,
before cooking dinner, cleaning up, and help-
ing her children with their homework. She is
the main carer for her 89-year-old mother-in-
law — who cannot walk unaided — helping
her to use the toilet, bathe, and dress. Her ef-
forts have been noticed: In June the nation’s
Family Welfare Association gave her “hyobu”
status, an award for “filial service” to her par-
ents-in-law — she also cared for her hus-

band’s ailing father until he died in 2012.

No one to marry 
While there is a specific category for migrant

wives, the national award is open to all. But fewer
and fewer South Korean women are willing or
able to provide such care, traditionally regarded
as part of the daughter-in-law role. Entrenched
patriarchal attitudes mean that working mothers
must take on most domestic chores, as well as
performing in their jobs — a situation causing
some women to reject family life.

Last year 22.4 percent of single South Korean
women thought marriage was necessary, down
from 46.8 percent in 2010, according to govern-
ment data, while the birth rate is one of the low-
est in the world.  The nation is facing a
demographic time bomb — by 2030 almost a
quarter of the population will be at least 65 —
and with little state help provided there are con-
cerns about who will care for the elderly if fam-
ilies do not. 

Park In-seong, 48, who looks after his ill, wid-
owed mother in Incheon, has tried international
marriage agencies, so far without success. “Re-
alistically, no Korean woman would marry a man
like me, because it automatically means having
to support my mother,” he concedes. “Some men
are very lucky — they somehow ended up with
very kind wives who care for their parents-in-
law,” he says, adding: “I’m so envious of them,
but I know I can’t be one of them.”

In the countryside, the problem is even more
pronounced after decades of youth migration —
particularly women — to the cities. Those that
are left often strongly adhere to traditional gen-
der roles. Sumampong’s mother-in-law is a case
in point: she was infuriated whenever her son
tried to help his wife with housework. “She al-
ways emphasized men are like kings,” Sumam-
pong recalls, but says she tries to keep a positive
attitude about what’s expected from her.  Asked
if she is happy, she says: “I was just very glad to
start a family with my husband.” 

Role model 
Lee makes a modest income from his job at

an electronics company, supplemented by in-
come from the farm. So Sumampong plans to use
her prize money — about US$2,000 — to visit
her family in the Philippines, whom she last saw
six years ago.  She is viewed as a role model by
some in her village of Hoengseong.

Municipal official Nam Koo-hyun — who
nominated her for the ‘hyobu’ award — says:
“She sets such a good example to other migrant
wives in our town.” Around 260,000 women
have moved to the South to marry Korean men.
Some 15,000 arrive each year, the largest pro-
portions coming from China, Vietnam and the
Philippines, often seeking to escape poverty.

Some face abusive relationships, while ex-
perts say many migrant wives are pushed to
adopt patriarchal Korean values, whatever their
original culture. There are even textbooks stip-
ulating Korean men like women who “genuinely

respect their husbands and follow their hus-
bands’ opinions”, and who “speak tenderly and
behave in a twee manner”. Hyunjoo Naomi Chi,
a public policy professor at Hokkaido University
in Japan, explains: “The hyobu award reproduces
the traditional gender roles... as if being the sole
caretaker of the family is something all women
should do. 

“And to give out these awards to migrant
women is even more ridiculous, as if to say
that to be a wife of a Korean you need to be
this ‘ideal woman’. “This is now almost a myth
as young Korean women leave rural areas
specifically because they do not want to do
so.” Bonnie Lee, who works in Seoul and has
no plans to marry, agrees the awards are out-
dated. “Virtually no Korean woman in their
20s and 30s would want to be called a
‘hyobu’,” she insists, pointing out: “We’ve
never had such awards for filial sons-in-law,
because they don’t exist.” — AFP 

TOKYO: Japan’s new Emperor Naruhito yesterday began an
elaborate and secretive ritual dating back 1,300 years, giving
thanks to the Sun Goddess Amaterasu as part of his enthronement
rites. The Daijosai, considered the most important ritual for Japan’s
imperial household, came three weeks after Naruhito proclaimed
his ascension to the Chrysanthemum Throne and is performed
only once in an emperor’s reign.

Television footage showed the emperor in white silk vestments
walking slowly through a specially constructed complex of
wooden buildings in the imperial palace known as the Daijokyu.
Escorted part of the way by servants, Naruhito entered one of
two halls where the main ritual would take place overnight. The
emperor was to offer newly harvested rice to Amaterasu, from
whom the Japanese imperial line is considered to have descended,
and other deities of heaven and earth.

He was to recite prayers for peace and “share” a feast with the
goddess including salmon, abalone, jujube fruit, and millet, washed
down with sake. Empress Masako, wearing a white layered ki-

mono, was to offer her own prayers in separate halls within the
Daijokyu. Other royals and several hundred attendants, including
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, took part in separate pavilions. No
foreigners attend the sacred rite. The emperor disappeared from
sight after he entered the main hall by torchlight. Throughout the
rituals that end just before dawn on Friday, he was to be accom-
panied only by a lady-in-waiting.

‘Simple ceremony’ 
The rite was mentioned in historical documents dating back as

far as the seventh century but was discontinued for more than 200
years because of civil war and financial constraints, starting up
again in the late 17th century. The Daijosai, which is carried out
whenever a new emperor ascends the throne, is estimated to cost
2.7 billion yen ($25 million), including building and dismantling the
Daijokyu and later banquets at the palace.

The Daijokyu complex is built on an area of about 2,700
square meters and consists of around 30 pavilions of different
sizes for those performing and observing the rituals. “It was orig-
inally a simple ceremony using natural materials but it is expensive
to replicate it in the modern age,” said Keiko Hongo, professor at
the Historiographical Institute of the University of Tokyo.

The buildings are of a traditional, simple construction. The
floors are laid with straw mats and the pillars made from logs with
unstripped bark. The Daijosai, though not officially a state occa-
sion, has drawn criticism given its highly religious nature and cost.
The rice used in the Daijosai was planted earlier in the year after

palace courtiers selected sites using an ancient ritual involving
the shells of rare green sea turtles.

Two thin plates made from turtle shells were heated over a
flame to produce cracks, which “told” officials to grow the rice in
two locations — the ancient capital of Kyoto and the Tochigi re-
gion north of Tokyo. The harvesting in September was also bound
in ritual. — AFP 
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TOKYO: Japan’s Empress Masako (2nd R) walks towards Yukiden, one of
the two main halls of Daijokyu, where Daijosai ritual of great thanksgiving
takes place, at the Imperial Palace. — AFP 

HOENGSEONG: This picture taken on August 30, 2019 shows Emma Sumampong (L) and her
mother-in-law Kim Geum-nyeo (R) during an interview with AFP at her house in the mountainous
town of Hoengseong. — AFP 


