
THE WRONG ENEMY
An Essay on South Korea, the Gender War, and the Crisis Underneath It

A companion essay to the Covenant Set

I. A COUNTRY AT WAR WITH ITSELF

South Korea is currently fighting the most bitter gender conflict in the developed 
world.  Young  men  and  young  women  vote  in  opposite  directions,  organize  in 
opposite forums, and increasingly describe one another as the primary obstacle to 
their own happiness. Movements urge women to renounce dating, marriage, and 
childbirth altogether; counter-movements answer with equal contempt. And in the 
middle of this shouting match sits the most extraordinary demographic statistic ever 
recorded: a fertility rate that has fallen to roughly 0.7 children per woman — the 
lowest of  any nation in peacetime history,  far below even the level at which a 
population merely shrinks slowly. Korea is not arguing about an abstraction. It is 
arguing while it disappears.

The prevailing story, told from both trenches, is that the other sex is the problem. 
Men say women have abandoned the family; women say the family, as offered, was a 
prison. This essay makes a different claim: both trenches are aimed at the wrong 
enemy. The gender war is real, and the grievances inside it are real — but it is the 
visible symptom of pressures that have nothing to do with men or women, and 
everything to do with how the country arranged its economy, its land, its energy, and 
its time. A generation was placed under structural pressures that make family life 
nearly impossible, and then — exhausted, priced out, and out of time — was invited 
to blame each other for the result. It is not that anyone was too foolish to see it. It is 
that everyone was too busy.

II. THE ARITHMETIC OF AN IMPOSSIBLE LIFE

Consider what is actually asked of a young Korean couple. Korean working hours 
remain among the very longest in the developed world; the salaryman culture of late 
nights  and  after-hours  obligation  was  formally  trimmed  by  law  and  informally 
survives  anyway.  Education  is  a  second economy:  the  private  academy system 
consumes  family  income  and  childhood  alike,  and  a  parent  who  declines  to 
participate condemns a child to lose a race everyone else is still running. Housing 
concentrates the problem into a single point of pressure — roughly half the entire 
nation lives in the Seoul metropolitan area, competing for the same apartments, and 
the price of entry to family life is a decade of saving for a deposit. Now assemble the 
full bill: two incomes required to afford the apartment, both earners working past 



dinner, children raised by academies until ten at night, and the whole apparatus 
located in one overpriced megacity because the jobs left everywhere else.

Ask a couple under that arithmetic why they have no children and they will give the 
honest answer: with what time? With what money? In what home? No amount of 
gender reconciliation changes that math, and no amount of gender hostility caused 
it. A young man and a young woman who cannot afford to marry each other have 
every incentive to resent each other — resentment is free, and apartments are not. 
The war between the sexes is, in large part, the sound a society makes when it is 
being crushed and cannot see the weight.

III. THE HOLLOWED FOUNDATIONS

Underneath the household arithmetic sits the national arithmetic, and it tells the 
same story at scale. Korea imports the overwhelming majority of its energy — by 
most measures well over ninety percent — which means every household's heating, 
every factory's power, and every commute is priced abroad and paid for in exported 
labor. Its grain self-sufficiency has fallen to roughly a fifth of what it consumes; the 
rice paddies that once anchored whole regions have emptied along with the villages 
around them, as farming aged past sixty and the young left for the capital. Regional 
cities and rural infrastructure — the schools, clinics, and rail lines that once made it 
possible to live a full life outside Seoul — have been allowed to wither, which is 
precisely why half the country now squeezes into one metropolis and bids up the 
same square meters.

These are not natural disasters. They are the accumulated result of decades of 
choices: to concentrate everything in one city, to trade food security for export 
efficiency, to treat energy dependence as a permanent condition, and to treat the 
provinces as the past. Each choice was defensible in its moment. Together they 
produced a country where life is expensive, time is scarce, and the pressure lands 
hardest exactly where families form — on people in their twenties and thirties. A 
nation that rebuilt itself from ash in one generation has every capacity to rebuild its 
foundations again: energy it owns, food it grows, regions where a family can live well 
on one ordinary income and a normal working day. That is where the fight actually is.

IV. THE CONVENIENT BATTLEFIELD

So why does the public argument stay locked on gender? Because it is the easiest 
narrative available — for everyone. It is easier for the exhausted to blame the person 
across the table than the structure above them both; the structure is invisible and 
the person is right there. It is easier for media and platforms, because outrage 
between men and women produces engagement that infrastructure policy never will. 
And it is convenient for those in power, of every party, because a generation fighting 
itself over dating norms is not asking harder questions about why the eighth-largest 
trading nation on earth cannot house its young, feed itself, or power itself — and 



successive  governments  have  duly  treated  the  birth  rate  as  a  matter  of  cash 
incentives and matchmaking,  as though the problem were insufficient  romance 
rather than impossible arithmetic. Hundreds of trillions of won have been spent on 
natalist programs while the working hours, the housing market, and the academy 
arms race — the actual machinery of the crisis — remained politely untouched.

This essay does not claim a conspiracy. It claims something more ordinary and more 
correctable: misdirection by inertia. Every actor followed their easiest path, and the 
paths converged on a battlefield where nothing important can be won. The measure 
of the misdirection is simple — a country can win the gender war completely, in 
either  direction,  and  every  structural  number  stays  exactly  where  it  was.  The 
apartments do not get cheaper. The workday does not get shorter. The energy bill 
still goes abroad. Victory on the convenient battlefield is worth nothing.

V. WHAT HOUSEHOLDS KNOW

This essay travels with a set of documents about marriage, and the connection is not 
decorative. The Covenant Set argues, at the scale of one household, exactly what this 
essay argues at the scale of a nation: that nothing deliberate can be built without 
time, margin, and undivided attention — and that structure is not the enemy of love 
but the thing that makes durable love possible. A couple cannot practice devotion, of 
any style, in the scraps of energy left after a fourteen-hour day. A family cannot form 
around two people who will never own the room it would happen in. Before any 
philosophy of marriage — traditional, egalitarian, or as unconventional as the one in 
these pages — comes the precondition every philosophy shares: the household must 
first be possible. Korea's crisis is not that its young people chose the wrong ideas 
about each other. It is that the possible household was priced out from under all of 
them, whichever ideas they held.

And here the household returns the favor with a lesson for the state. What a well-run 
covenant knows is that blame is cheap and structure is everything: when something 
in the house keeps failing, you do not hold a tribunal about who is worse — you 
rewrite the schedule, fix the conditions, and watch the failure stop. A nation could do 
worse than to treat its crisis the same way. Stop adjudicating which sex is at fault.  
Change the conditions: the hours, the housing, the concentration, the dependence. 
The resentments, deprived of the pressure that feeds them, will not vanish — but 
they will shrink back to the size of ordinary human friction, which is a size marriages, 
and countries, can survive.

VI. THE HONEST OBJECTIONS

Fairness requires stating the strongest case against this essay, because it exists. 
Serious researchers argue that Korea's fertility collapse is not merely economic — 
that it is driven substantially by the collision between transformed expectations and 
untransformed institutions: women who now match or exceed men in education 



facing workplaces that still punish motherhood, and households where paid work 
was doubled but domestic work was never redivided. On this account, the gender 
conflict is not a distraction from the real problem; it is a real problem, and no 
quantity  of  cheap  apartments  will  convince  women  to  enter  marriages  whose 
internal terms they regard as a bad bargain. There is strong evidence for this view, 
and  the  two  accounts  are  not  mutually  exclusive  —  structural  pressure  and 
institutional unfairness can both be true, and in Korea they plainly compound each 
other.  Readers  should  also  note  that  the remedies  this  essay  favors  — energy 
sovereignty,  agricultural  revival,  regional  reinvestment  —  are  long,  expensive 
projects whose demographic payoff, if it comes, arrives in decades, while advocates 
of workplace and family-policy reform can point to nearer-term levers. The claim 
defended here is not that gender is nothing. It is that gender is where the attention 
went, structure is where the causes live, and a country that spends its scarce public 
will on the first while neglecting the second will lose both arguments at once.

Look up from the fight. The weight is above you, and it can be moved.


