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Bio: Seung-kyung Kim is the Korea Foundation Professor in the Department of East Asian Languages 
and Cultures, and Director of the Institute for Korean Studies at Indiana University. Dr. Kim is a cultural 
anthropologist by training. Her research focuses on gender, family, social movements, and transna-
tional migration. 
Her books include Class Struggle or Family Struggle?: Lives of Women Factory Workers in South Korea 
(Cambridge University Press), and The Korean Women's Movement and the State: Bargaining for 
Change (Routledge), and Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives (Routledge). She is a 
co-PI of the five-year global lab project, “Korean Millennials: Coming of Age in the Era of Inequality,” 
funded by the Academy of Korean Studies.

Abstract: Following the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the South Korean government embraced neolib-
eral policies, emphasizing economic competition, individual freedom, and meritocracy. The neoliberal 
ethos has become pervasive in many aspects of society including welfare, education, and social rela-
tions. Despite South Korea’s neoliberal transformation, the country retains compulsory military ser-
vice for young men, a practice that violates neoliberalism’s principle of allowing individuals to make 
their own choices independent of state coercion. The neoliberal ethos instilled in Korean millennials 
that grew up during this period guides their decisions and strategies regarding military service despite 
the military being one of the least marketed sectors in South Korea.
Based on interviews conducted in May and June 2018, with 45 South Korean college students who had 
completed their military service between 2013 and 2017, this study examines how South Korean mil-
lennial men plan for and experience their compulsory military service, and how their neoliberal striv-
ings manifest during that process.


