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ABSTRACT

A study on the working conditions and everyday life of workers
in Ulsan chemical textile industry in 1970s and 1980s

LEE, Kyeong-seo
Department Of Korea History and Culture
The Graduate School, Ulsan University

In this study, I summarized the construction processes of major chemical fiber
industry factories in the Ulsan region, such as Taekwang Industry, Tongyang Nylon,
and Sunkyong Synthetic, and examines the specific labor conditions and everyday
life of chemical fiber factory workers. This research aims to restore the
experiences of chemical fiber industry workers that have not been well-documented
in the history of industrialization in Korea and to clarify the characteristics of
chemical fiber production labor.

Since the liberation, there has been an increasing interest in South Korea in
synthetic fibers due to their durability and versatility compared to natural fibers.
However, at that time, South Korea did not have the infrastructure to produce
chemical fibers domestically, so it relied on imports. Given the capital-intensive and
technologically advanced nature of the chemical fiber industry, active government
Intervention was necessary to promote import substitution.

Ulsan, which was designated as a industrial center in 1962, had favorable
conditions for the construction of chemical fiber factories. With the presence of
large—scale petrochemical complexes and Ulsan oil refineries, various social
overhead capital could be utilized, and it was suitable for diversifying future
business ventures. The government played a role not only in the establishment of
private companies, factory construction approvals, and foreign capital import
approvals but also in influencing the composition of corporate management and
mediating conflicts between companies to encourage the construction of factories
that aligned with its plans. Private companies, while accepting the government's
position, also sought ways to maximize their profits through share acquisition and
new business proposals.

The production process of chemical fibers can be divided into the primary
process, which involves chemical reactions to create fibers, and the secondary
process, which involves processing and sorting fibers for specific purposes before
packaging. The primary process required a certain level of engineering knowledge
and was primarily staffed with a male worker who has graduated from college. On

the other hand, the secondary process, which required less specialized knowledge
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or skills, employed workers who has not graduated from college and does not
possess  specialized technical skills. Among secondary processes, more
labor-intensive and straightforward tasks were assigned to female workers with
lower wages. Workers in the secondary process had limited opportunities to switch
to higher—-paying jobs that required learning technical skills and faced challenges in
promotions.

The standard working condition for workers in each process was a 3-shift,
3-rotation schedule. Efficiency in production was paramount, so workers had to
labor continuously without distinguishing between holidays. The ongoing factory
work exacerbated physical and mental fatigue among the workers, making it difficult
for them even to participate in scheduled training or lectures. Additionally, workers
had to endure high temperatures, noise, and chemical odors in the production
process field. Until the late 1980s, workers in chemical fiber factories received
wages lower than the national manufacturing industry average, with a significant
wage gap between male and female workers. Complaints and anger regarding these
poor working conditions accumulated over time and were eventually expressed
through labor disputes in 1987.

Unmarried workers in Ulsan's chemical fiber factories, residing in dormitories,
faced difficulties in getting proper rest and maintaining a stable life. This was due
to the varying commuting times of residents sharing the same room and the health
and safety threats posed by smoke, dust from nearby factories, and industrial
accidents within the industrial complex. Particularly in female dormitories, strict
rules were enforced to control labor, and privacy invasion issues arose from
incidents of male workers entering female dormitories and peeping into rooms.

To meet the educational needs of workers, evening high schools and broadcasting
correspondence high schools for workers were established nationwide from the
mid-1970s. However, in Ulsan, these options were limited. Evening high schools
with company support had limited spots, and the broadcasting correspondence high
school required workers to study on their own. Moreover, workers on a 3-shift
rotation schedule found it challenging to attend classes or listen to scheduled
lectures.

In the chemical fiber factory, tasks were assigned hierarchically according to
gender. Female workers were mainly given physically demanding and less complex
tasks within the same process as male workers. This division of tasks also created
hierarchical relationships, with female workers having to tolerate condescending
language and behavior from their male colleagues in the workplace.

There were differences in social or self-perception of labor based on gender. For
male workers in chemical fiber factories, wearing work uniforms was not considered
embarrassing. In the southern district of Nam-gu, where the factories were located,
showing work uniforms and identification cards could be used to receive credit,

reflecting some level of recognition in the local community. However, female
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workers' labor in chemical fiber factories was often seen as supplementary and was
stigmatized by traditional gender roles. Many female workers themselves considered
their factory work as something to be ashamed of and tried to hide it as part of
their past.

In a region where the urban industrial structure was transitioning from primary
industries to a male—dominated heavy chemical industry, chemical fiber factories in
Ulsan provided ample employment opportunities for women. However, their work
was often perceived as secondary labor. Furthermore, the societal perception of
being temporary, auxiliary labor, and the self-perception that factory labor itself
was demeaning, made it challenging for female workers to develop their own class
consciousness. Additionally, changes in the industrial structure of the city further
reduced the presence and status of female workers in Ulsan's chemical fiber
factories. As a result, the organized actions of female workers, which were seen in
other urban industrial sites, did not occur in Ulsan, and the existence of female
workers in the 1970s and 1980s was forgotten in the history of Ulsan's

industrialization.

Key words: Chemical fiber industry, Industrialization, Taekwang Industry,
Tongyang Nylon, Sunkyong Synthetic, Ulsan, Chemical fiber factory workers,

Female laborer, Everyday life of workers
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