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Debate over Selective Abortion in Korea

Yuli Kim

This paper examines the relevance of the issues of abortion and eugenics in
Korea. I discuss abortion of fetuses that are considered abnormal based on prenatal
diagnosis (or prenatal screening), resulting in so-called selective abortion.

The Mother and Child Health Law, which was enacted in 1973, has allowed
sterilization and abortion when the wife or her spouse “suffers from any eugenic
or genetic mental handicap or physical disease.” This provision, which allows the
sterilization of “problematic” men and women, was removed in 1999 because of
“discussion of human rights violations.” However, the abortion provision based
on eugenic reasons still remains. In addition, in 2013 the Ministry of Health and
Welfare posted on its website “Let’s prevent congenital malformation through
periodic prenatal diagnosis.” The congenital malformations referred to therein
are “structural defects different from the normal at birth.” The provision does not
mention abortion directly, but fundamentally acknowledges prevention of birth
defects.

A similar idea is found in the medical profession. A survey of members
of the Korean Medical Association of Obstetrics and Gynecology revealed that
94.6% believed it necessary to allow the abortion of seriously malformed or
abnormal fetuses. Moreover, the home page of the Korean Society of Obstetrics

and Gynecology defined “therapeutic abortion” as “when there is a possibility
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Summaries

of delivery of a psychologically or physically impaired newborn.” Whether it is
the medical community or the government, the stance of preventing the birth of
disabled children is the same.

Public awareness is not significantly different. According to the Gallup Poll of
Korea in 2001, if the fetus has an impairment, 83.1% of non-disabled people and
52.1% of disabled people answered they “would not bear the child.” A deep-rooted
sense of discrimination against disabled people is represented by the comment on
the selective abortion by former president of Korea, Lee Myung-bak. When he was
presidential candidate, he said he was opposed to abortion based on his Christian
beliefs, but had to recognize the possibility of abortion of “crippled children.”
Discussion arose over the political interpretation of Lee’s remarks or his qualification
to be president rather than over the content and language itself. His eugenic
thinking was not a problem. From the absence of discussion, we can presume that
there is assent about the abortion of disabled fetuses in Korean society.

What is the meaning of “health”? It is not only the state of the body, but
physical, mental, and social well-being, according to the definition of WHO.
However, in Korean society today, the absence of disabilities or disease by default
means being healthy. Medicine, which tries to eliminate disabilities, illness, and
death, regards these issues as failures; the government encourages the birch of
superior individuals; and deep-rooted prejudice against disabled people, contributes
to the likelihood of abortion of an abnormal fetus. Moreover, the social milieu in

general fosters acceptance of selective abortion without social discussion.
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