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ABSTRACT

Domesticity in the “Working Class’ Family: Workers’
Family Lives of the H Motors Company in Ulsan

Cho, Joo—Eun
Department of Women’s Studies
The Graduate School

Ewha Women'’s University

This study aims to investigate how ‘domesticity’ has been formed and
enhanced in the lives of families of workers, who while working for large
companies were once the major force of the labor movement in terms of
companies’ business gender strategy, socio—cultural condition, and the
characteristics of the labor market.

Since the 1960s, Korea's rapid industrialization has produced a massive
industrial workforce. It was the production workers who led the development of
industrial workers. Although they were directly involved in the production line and
greatly contributed to the development of Capitalism in Korea, they were poorly
paid, often under the minimum wage; they have been symbolized by poverty and
dual-income living. Since the late 1980s, the active labor movement of major
companies has been growing and achieved a wage increase. Heterogeneity and
polarization in workers have deepened as the Korean economy changes into a
neo-liberalism. Therefore, the categorization of workers’ families as a single entity
is not applicable any more.

The workers’s families of the H company in Ulsan, the target of this study,
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are not symbolized as the poor, due to the fact that they get not only wages but
also other compensation through the welfare program of the company. The H
company operates a ‘hourly wage’ system for the production line workers. Given
this system, to maintain higher salaries, the male workers have to work overtime
at work. Furthermore, they have to volunteer to do many other related jobs
offered only in an economic boom, because of the peculiarity of automobile
industry’s sensitive economy as well as the uncertainty of the future. The H
company also operates a gendered strategy. Strategically, the company operates 2
shifts on a weekly basis for male workers, which exempts them from doing
housework; meanwhile, the company emphasizes ‘housewifery’ and a ‘motherly
role’ for women in its corporate culture. Another factor to strengthen ‘domesticity’
results from the wives’ family background of family and occupation before
marriage because the wives of the H company workers, an active agent in
‘domesticity’, tend to regard ‘marriage’ as an exit from reality and wish to be
housewives, the symbol of middle class.

Their marriage life usually begins with the arranged match and a move to
Ulsan. At their early marriage, they experience triple distress, which entails
‘adjustment to their husband’, ‘the unfamiliar place’ and ‘the 2 shift system’,
exposing them to loneliness and uneasiness. Lots of conflicts between husbands
and wives stem from the lack and/or difficulty of communication. Being just a
housewife is usually the result of negotiations with husbands who object to the
spouse’s economic activities. Women are likely to find the marriage life more
rewarding than their job, which seems painstaking. In this course, women have
pity for their husbands who are under hard working conditions; this feeling
strengthens through the orientation and other programmes offered by the company.
This sympathy makes women be more passive in solving their dissatisfactions
with their husbands; moreover, they throw their full support behind their husbands
who are suffering from increased labor, especially after the economic crisis. The
problems that wives had at an early marriage become diluted; their marriage life
combined with their identity as mother after delivery becomes somehow stabilized.

Thus, the wife-husband relation, based on the support of their husbands, and
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mother—children relation, based on strong motherhood, results in women's
dependence on the family needs, which finally forms ‘domesticity’.

This enhancement of domesticity partly comes from the husbands’ identities as
a worker and their specific labor environment. Women regard themselves as
belonging to the middle class due to their polarized class consciousness. However,
the consciousness of male workers of the H company is quite complicated, since
they are proud of working for a major company, while, at the same time, they are
ashamed of being manual workers. Therefore, their expectations toward their
children are very concrete and enthusiasticc. Women put more than half of the
salaries into the savings and insurance on account of the uncertain future; at the
same time, however, they invest much in their children, regardless of expense.
Because of the husbands’ intense interest in the education and discipline of the
children, women are likely to think that their husbands have authority in education
and refrain themselves from expressing their emotions and attitudes when they
take care of their children. The mother roles center on the daily lives of their
spouse in a relation to their 2 shifts. Women culture prevailed at their residences
takes on sort of a buffering role, which unravels troubles they face as workers’
wives and a mother in this unique environment. For that reason, women limit
themselves to the scope of home-centered activities and manage their family
members’ schedules. In this sense, the division of gender roles is deepened and
women hardly develop their interests in other activities other than family matters,
which enhances the ‘domesticity’.

In summary, this study suggests that there be the need for a family study
from all strata of society by means of investigating the experiences of the H
company workers’ wives in Ulsan; additionally, in this study, the domesticity is
seen in the scope of a gender-oriented culture and workplace, and patricentricism

which lies in the divided gender roles.
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