
Gender Discrimination in Korean 

Culture – Kate Lim 

“For the first three years you need to live as if you are deaf, then the next 

three as if you are blind and then live another three years as if you are a dumb.”  

This is a well-known Korean proverb for women who are newly married and live 

with their in-laws.  So, according to this rule, women should not speak, hear, or 

see for a total of nine years.  This is clearly gender discrimination that has never 

been brought to the surface in the male-dominated society of the olden days.  

Interestingly, it is still existent in America among Korean American people in the 

21st century.  My story begins with my marriage.  Just like all other girls, I was 

treated as a princess in my house back in my country until I was 19 years old.  I 

could do whatever I wanted and was loved by everybody until I got engaged by 

my mom to get married to a Korean man who lived in the United States.  I had to 

leave my friends, family, and memories behind and fly to a place people called a 

“dream country” when I was 20 years old.  My life has drastically changed since 

then.  



On the first day I came to the U.S., more precisely, the day I moved in with my 

in-laws’ per Korean culture, my father-in-law took me to a place where he knew 

the manager very well.  And guess what?  I got a job.  Since then, I have been 

working all my life.  This is one thing that went against my culture where married 

women stayed home and took care of the family.  My husband was the oldest son 

in his family; therefore, I had to live with his parents along with his two younger 

siblings.  My status suddenly changed from a daughter to a daughter-in-law and 

from a princess to a maid.  That’s why people say you better go through the first 

nine years without expressing your feelings and just endure.  My husband was 

nice to me, but I still missed my family whom I had lived with for 20 years.  All the 

house chores were, of course, my responsibility.  My typical weekday started at 5 

AM by going to work at dawn, coming back home at dark, cooking, doing dishes, 

and cleaning the kitchen by 9 PM.  On the weekends, different duties were added 

like grocery shopping, cleaning the house, washing the car and laundry.  I truly felt 

that I was the main character in the book of Cinderella, but that was just the 

beginning.    

During the first year, I was so young and naïve, and I believed all other women 

were living the same way.  I put my best effort into adapting to the situation and 

tried to earn as much credit as possible from my in-laws.  However, I realized my 



mother-in-law treated my sister-in-law and I differently in many ways.  My sister-

in-law was free from all the housework because those were solely my job.  One 

day, at the dinner table, my mother-in-law told my sister-in-law not to eat too 

much so she could maintain her slim body and beauty.  My young heart was 

broken into pieces because she always had told me to eat a lot, so I could be 

strong and be able to work.  Nevertheless, things still were manageable until I got 

pregnant.  Many nights, after dinner, the whole family watched TV.  There was a 

time when they would laugh out loud while I was washing the dishes and 

vomiting in the kitchen sink at the same time.  Many nights I went out to the park 

in front of my house and stared at the moon where I saw my mom’s face.  I was 

continuously working hard until the day I delivered my first baby.  I had an 

adorable son, and he was my everything.  I finally had someone who was not 

named with “in-laws.”  But as soon as I came home from the hospital I became 

deeply depressed again.  The whole family was excited about the baby and the 

baby only.  My mother-in-law even called me “husk” which meant my body was a 

useless shell after a baby had been delivered.  She probably made this comment 

as a joke but it still hurt.    

In the following year, my second baby girl was born, and the family size 

increased to 8 people.  That meant even more work for me, but nothing could pull 



me down since I had a definite reason to live happily.  My daughter was a gift 

from God.  My life was fully dedicated to my two kids, and for them, I could suffer 

any hardship I could think of.  But in the mean time, I was still in my early 

twenties and wanted to continue studying. I thought that would help my kids and 

family in the long run.  However, my mother-in-law was strongly opposed.  She 

was really upset and tried to persuade me that more education women had, the 

more trouble it would be because it could lead to disobeying your husband.  I was 

totally lost because my sister-in-law who was the same age as me had already 

gone to college.  I knew the value of education so that was one thing that I could 

not negotiate or give up.  I talked to my managers at work, and with their 

understanding and support, I was able to go to school here and there during my 

work hours.  I ate my lunch while I was driving to school for many years and did 

homework after all my house chores were done and everybody was in bed.  

Thinking back, I can’t remember how many caffeine pills I took in those days.        

Today, I have lived way beyond those nine years of being dumb, deaf and blind 

with my in-laws.  I finished college faster than my sister-in-law and raised my two 

kids wholehearted.  My mother-mother-in-law has also changed in those years.  

We became  good friends and I see her twice a week at the minimum.  I can also 

go see my own parents whenever I want since they moved to the U.S. and live 



close by.  The gender discrimination in our country has diminished a lot now days, 

but it was really a faulty system observed and followed by many young women in 

the olden days.  Lastly, one thing I can surely predict is that my future daughter-

in-law will never experience what I have gone through. 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


