
Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 53

Book Reviews

Living On Your Own: Single Women, Rental Housing, and Post-Revolutionary Affect in 
Contemporary South Korea by Jesook Song. Albany: State University of New York Press,
2014. 152 pp.  

Edward James Glayzer, Michigan State University 

Since the global economic crisis of 2008, 
governments around the world have 
struggled with the negative social and 
economic repercussions of high youth 
unemployment rates and the rising cost of 
living. Living On Your Own (2014) connects 
this global crisis to the frustrations of young 
women in Korea who are forced to rely on 
their parents and husbands for housing, 
unable to obtain their generation’s desire for 
the same financial and domestic 
independence possible in other developed 
nations. Song’s focus on gender and her 
background in political economy make this 
research a compelling window through 
which to examine the intersectionality 
between disparate aspects of Korean life 
such as male-dominated Confucian family 
ideology, neoliberal market reform, 
government housing policy, and an 
increased reliance on financial borrowing 
from both formal and informal lending 
institutions to pay apartment security 
deposits. Song argues that the movement 
for gender equality in South Korea has been 
co-opted by neoliberal corporate capitalism 
in order to stratify and make the workforce 
more elastic for the benefit of employers. 
This argument is well supported by Song’s 
extensive documentation of common 
workplace cultural practices that make full-
time employment, raises, promotions, and 
after-hours socialization events inaccessible 
to women. 
 The book is divided into an 
introduction and four chapters. The 
introductory chapter links Song’s 
ethnographic work to global trends towards 
financialization and neoliberalization. Song’s 
research builds on the wider 

anthropological literature on capitalism and 
feminism by engaging the ideas of seminal 
thinkers such as Hester Eisenstein (2009), 
Zillah Eisenstein (2007), Bumiller (2008), and 
Spivak (1999). Chapter 1 begins with a brief 
introduction to neo-Confucian gender 
ideology, where women are dependant on 
their fathers until marriage to their 
husbands; this practice of male 
proprietorship over women has become 
cemented into Korean social norms and 
dates back over 600 years. Women began to 
see marriage as an option rather than a 
necessity with the popularity of 
cosmopolitan culture that took place at the 
end of World War II, brought on by travel 
and mass media. Despite this shift, Song 
contends that single Korean women who 
seek to live independently face a constant 
struggle between these changing and 
contested sexual and moral regimes. While 
young men’s cosmopolitan desires to live 
independently from their parents before 
marriage is considered to be a sign of sexual 
vitality, young women’s equivalent 
aspirations are more readily associated with 
suspicions of promiscuity. The latter half of 
the chapter documents various Korean 
women’s differing class, familial, and sexual 
struggles to establish independent 
residences from their families despite being 
unmarried.  
 In the second and third chapters, 
Song engages heavily with Marxist theories 
of capitalist accumulation, Foucault’s 
(1988,1998) technologies of the self, and	
Lapavitsas’s (2009) financialization of every 
day life. Song delves into the multitude of 
challenges that face single women in 
securing affordable independent livelihoods. 
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These include a rental housing market 
heavily dependent on large cash deposits, a 
financial system that discriminates against 
single women applying for loans, and a labor 
market where unmarried women struggle to 
find full-time work. Within each of these 
spheres, Song documents how single 
women are systematically marginalized and 
effectively forced to depend on kinship 
networks for even basic subsistence. One 
research participant complains, “I had to ask 
my parents… My rent deposit is about 40 
million Korean won [US$40,000]. It is 
impossible to save that much money when I 
can barley pay my living expenses with the 
income of an unstable part-time job” (p. 39). 
Song astutely connects the web of 
government policies and corporate 
practices to larger debates about the 
cosmopolitan desire for a flexible lifestyle 
and the demand of a neoliberal economic 
system to create a large, highly educated, 
flexible, but inexpensive workforce.    
 The final chapter discusses the 
historical convergence of the politically 
leftist democratization movement against 
the military Park regime with the political 
right’s neoliberal movement for self-
determination and independence. The book 
ends with a discussion from one of Song’s 
key informants, a politically-left, single 
woman who fought for democratization 
during the Park regime. Regarding the 
relationship between democratization and 
capitalism, she states, “I suspect that liberal 
democratization and acceleration of 
capitalism are almost interchangeable 
terms” (p. 95). Drawing on archival data, 
Song does an exceptional job of describing 
the kinds of affective baggage that South 
Koreans experienced, such as a deep sense 
of social duty during the 1980s and the 
desire for a more enjoyable life during the 
1990s. While this is not the book’s strongest 
section, because it feels disconnected from 
the more substantive arguments in the rest 
of the text, many readers will still find Song’s 
analysis of Korean political activism since 
the 1980s remarkable in its own right. 
 This intriguing book successfully 
documents the modern global youth crisis 
and investigates its manifestation in South 
Korea for single women. Song productively 
moves from the voices of her research 
participants to macro-level scopes of 

inquiry regarding the nature of capitalist 
political economy. The pedagogical qualities 
of this text would resonate with students 
and educators interested in East Asian 
feminism, development, and modernity. 
Additionally, this work will be of particular 
interest to anyone interested in the gender 
politics of South Korea, as well as students 
who study the effects of financial 
institutions, economic development or 
capitalism on gender inequality.  
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