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  Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s Women’s Plight: 
Tyranny, Trafficking, and Transition 

  Tyranny in North Korea 

Although both the Constitution and the Gender Equality Law make some cursory guarantees 

of women’s equal economic, social, and cultural rights, the most comprehensive policy to 

date regarding the rights and freedoms afforded to women in the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea is the 2010 Women’s Rights Act Law on the Protection and Promotion of 

the Rights of Women (LPPRW). Even this law, however, is inadequate in comparison to the 

gender-based legislations of other countries; the language of the LPPRW lacks crucial 

definitions for crimes such as domestic violence and rape, which, combined with the absence 

of implementation guidelines for protection measures against such conduct, renders the 

LPPRW ineffectual. 

Similar to the purported intentions of the LPPRW to protect women and promote gender 

equality, the Socialist Women’s Union of Korea (Women’s Union) claims to spearhead 

female citizens’ interests and address their concerns. In reality, however, the Women’s Union 

has been criticized by defectors for its agenda of political subjugation, physical control, and 

material deprivation. Among the Union’s oppressive conduct against its female members are: 

confiscation of food and other material goods; deployment to forced labor projects; routine 

peer- and self-criticism sessions; and extortion of earnings.(1) 

The only place it seems women can exert some semblance of agency and power under the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s despotic governance is in the network of illicit yet 

lucrative open markets: jangmadang. During the Arduous March of the 1990s, when men 

were obligated to work in state-run organizations for a pittance, their wives took up the duty 

of earning money for the family. Now, nearly thirty years on, Korean women continue to 

serve as the breadwinners. But working in jangmadang comes with its disadvantages; due to 

its illegal nature, women can be arrested for selling ordinary items (i.e., foodstuffs, cosmetics, 

medicine, foreign media) considered by the government to be contraband. To avoid 

retribution, women vendors will often pay hefty bribes or perform sexual favors to Party 

officials to secure their discretion. Notwithstanding these abhorrent rights violations, women 

must continue to work in jangmadang, for there are no other viable career alternatives. Yet, 

their invaluable contributions to the household income do not relieve them from their 

gendered roles of being an obedient wife, a dedicated mother, and a housekeeper. While it 

would be reasonable to expect their spouses to take up more of the domestic responsibilities 

while their wives support the family financially, husbands largely still hold lofty expectations 

of women.(2) 

  Trafficking to China 

Women of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea bear unmanageable burdens and 

competing obligations in public and in private. It is no wonder that they comprise the majority 

of defectors in search of a better life.. Their desire to escape the pressure is only compounded 

by the rumours of prosperity abroad that they encounter while smuggling goods in border 

regions, where communication is less policed and interactions with foreigners are 

commonplace. Thus presents the opportunity – and hopeful prospect – for liberation. 

However, oftentimes these women are misled by human traffickers and ‘brokers’ who 

promise to find women of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea jobs in China, 

transport them across the border, and either sell them into forced marriages with Chinese men 

or into sexual exploitation. Defector women who were targeted for bride trafficking schemes 

have testified to being sexually abused by their Chinese husbands, used as domestic servants, 

and demeaned by their in-laws. Meanwhile, these women tirelessly conceal their identity to 

avoid repatriation; China abides by a 40-year-old treaty with the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea to identify and send defectors back, in contravention of the 1951 UN 

Refugee Convention’s non-refoulement clause. Should defector women rouse the attention 

of Chinese authorities, upon being sent back to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
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they are sure to be confronted by inhumane punishment or the death penalty, as the Kim 

government views them as traitors. Declining to register their identity with the Chinese 

government does relieve some of the risk of being captured, but, absent legal presence, they 

cannot access the most basic public services such as health care, employment, and education. 

This disenfranchisement proves hereditary, as children of Chinese-Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea couples inherit the statelessness of their defector mothers rather than the 

nationality of their Chinese fathers. Even if a couple wishes to apply for a household 

registration (hukou) which would afford their children access to school, doing so would alert 

municipal authorities to defector mothers’ whereabouts and imperil them.(3) 

Unlike women of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea sold into marriage, many of 

whom reside in the impoverished rural areas of China, women and girl defectors forced into 

prostitution typically find themselves in urban areas where the threat of being apprehended 

by police looms over their daily activities. Most of the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea sex workers comprise the ‘low-tier’ sector, relegated to apartment complexes and 

makeshift brothels, which are unregulated and offer women fewer protections against unruly 

clients. A smaller but quickly growing sector for women and girls of the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea sold into sexually exploitative activities occurs entirely online. The 

cybersex industry presents some safer alternatives to traditional prostitution, as it does not 

require women to physically interact with clients or be hypervigilant about moving around 

in public spaces outside of the view of police. However, the stories of some defectors who 

survived cybersex prostitution present a more grim reality: being forced to perform 

humiliating sex acts on camera for ten plus hours a day, being threatened and physically 

confined by procurers.(4) 

  Transition in the Republic of Korea 

Due to the ‘glass ceiling’ of sorts which defector women and their children face in China, 

many endeavour to resettle permanently in the Republic of Korea, not only due to cultural 

and linguistic connections, as well as the assistance afforded to them per the 1997 Protection 

of Defecting North Korean Residents and Support of Their Settlement Act (NKRPSSA). 

However, women usually spend years establishing residence in the Republic of Korea before 

they can bring their children to freedom with them. The first two steps are a mandatory 

security screening at the Republic of Korea’s National Intelligence Service, followed by a 

months-long stay at Hanawon, a transitional facility where defectors are provided cultural 

assimilation classes and vocational training. After completing their stint at Hanawon, 

defectors are provided housing and a base sum to support themselves while they find 

employment. Yet, surveys of defectors living in the Republic of Korea reveal that the 

assistance offered by Hanawon is simply not enough; lacking advanced education, defectors 

are unable to obtain lucrative careers in an increasingly competitive economy. Concurrently, 

the North Korean Defector Settlement Support System (NKDSSS) has undergone 

adjustments in recent years requiring beneficiaries to either be actively employed or actively 

seeking employment in order to receive welfare. The untimely deaths of two defector women 

in 2019 and 2022 shed light on the reality that women of the Democratic People’s Republic 

of Korea – especially mothers who are preoccupied with childcare duties and are thus unable 

to work – are not seeing the full extent of the welfare offered to them by the NKRPSSA and 

NKDSSS.(5) 

According to Korea Hana Foundation’s 2024 Settlement Survey of the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea Refugees in the Republic of Korea, 16.3% of defectors reported 

experiencing discrimination or ignorance in the Republic of Korea’s society, identifying the 

primary reasons as “different communication culture” and “negative perception toward the 

existence of North Korean refugees”.(6) 

  Conclusion 

Women of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are unable to avoid the cycle of 

vulnerability, inequality, and exploitation in their home country, as well as in China and the 

Republic of Korea. We urge these three nations to take measures to protect and empower 
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defector women of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and we call on the Human 

Rights Council to incorporate consideration for these marginalized women in all dialogues 

and discussions relevant to these three countries. 
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