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Abstract

Exploring the Meaning and Precarity of Ecological
Labor: Focusing on the Experiences of Young
Eco-activists

In-jung Han' * Ji-eun Lee”

This study aims to investigate the meanings and methods of ecological labor adopted by young people who
aspire to lead an ecologically sustainable lifestyle. Given the current climate crisis, an increasing number
of young people are embracing ecologically responsible practices and striving to establish labor practices
that align with their beliefs. However, despite this trend, the specific meanings and ways of such labor
remain unclear, and many young people face exclusion from relevant policies and precarious
circumstances. For this analysis, we conducted in-depth interviews with 14 young individuals who are
committed to ecological living. Our research focused on exploring the meaning and methods of their
ecological labor and the challenges they encounter. Our findings indicate that the participants aspire to a
life characterized by autonomy and non-exploitation, which stands in contrast to their experiences of
transactional and exploitative labor. They strived to establish a self-sufficient and ecologically sound form
of labor that aligns with their goals. This type of labor had enabled them to recognize the various forms of
labor that are not accounted for in GDP and to contribute to the establishment of a worldview of
symbiosis. However, young people who engaged in unfamiliar forms of labor were often stigmatized as
socially “unworthy,” excluded from relevant policies, and left in a precarious position, with their
livelihoods threatened. Only a few fortunate individuals were able to secure labor that aligns with their
values and aspirations. This narrative highlights the need for more inclusive policies that support young

people who engage in various forms of ecological labor with distinct meanings and methods.

Keywords: ecological labor, ecological life, the youth, labor experience, precarity
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