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ABSTRACT

T h e aim  o f th is  th es is  is to  exam ine th e  com plexity  o f young  w om en’s iden tities  in 

a  con tex t w here  accelera ted  global cu ltu ra l flows have becom e enorm ously  influ­

en tia l. In  p a rticu la r, th is  research  exam ines how  th e  co n su m p tio n  o f global m edia 

affects young  w om en’s iden tities in  postcolonial S ou th  Korea. Young Korean 

w o m en ’s id en titie s  have b een  construc ted  th ro u g h  specific h isto rica l experiences: 

co lon isation  u n d e r  Jap a n ese  ru le; th e  division o f K orea a fte r th e  K orean W ar; and  

a  com pressed  m o d ern ity  w ith  rap id ly  increasing  co n su m p tio n  o f global m edia 

du rin g  th e  1990s. T his research  d em o n stra tes how  global cu ltu re  h as  ad ap ted  to  a 

p a r ticu la r local cu ltu re . I t  illu stra tes how  w om en as aud iences a re  in  conflict w ith, 

an d  have to  nego tia te , new ly in troduced  values th ro u g h  th e ir  consum ption  of 

global m ass m edia. T he research  w as b ased  on  a series o f g roup  in terview s, in ­

cluding  21 g roup  (101 w om en) in terview s along w ith  d a ta  collected from  m aga­

zine an d  new sp ap er artic les du ring  nine, m o n th s’ fieldw ork in  2 0 0 0 . T he analysis 

is s tru c tu re d  a ro u n d  th re e  key them es o f w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractice; consum ing 

plastic  surgery , th e  tran s la tio n  o f ro m an tic  love a n d  m arriag e , a n d  th e  n o tion  o f 

fem in in ity  am ongst m arried  w om en. I t  provides a de ta iled  exam ple o f postcolo­

n ia l th eo ry  an d  argues th a t th e  global-local re la tio n sh ip  is n o t m ono lith ic  b u t in ­

teractive; it fo rm s p a r t o f th e  devolution  o f global m edia. T he process o f w om en’s 

iden tity  fo rm a tio n  is th ere fo re  closely associa ted  w ith  th e  m ulti-layered  an d  dy­

nam ic p rac tice  o f struggling  w ith, resisting , an d  nego tia ting  w ith , an  evolving an d  

devolving global m edia, an d  th is  dom inates w om en’s co n tem p o rary  cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice. T h a t cu ltu ra l p ractice  needs to  be  contex tualised  a n d  u n d ers to o d  as p a r t o f a 

con tinuous local nego tia tion  w ith  global forces, as w e seek  to  avoid  an  u nneces­

sary  d icho tom y w here  w om en are  seen  as e ith e r op p ressed  o r  as subversive aud i­

ences.
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C H A P T E R  l

INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction

One bab jip  (Korean restaurant) in Seoul is a particular source o f am usem ent 
for w om en. The restaurant is a very stylish bab jip  w ith  cutting-edge m odem  
interior and trendy lounge m usic. An interesting fact is  that the food  is served  
b y soft, delicate-looking, beautiful boys w ho have backgrounds as snow- 
boarders, and are m em bers o f underground m usic bands. Even m ore inter­
esting is that there are detailed lists o f their backgrounds that you can read  
on the table. N ow  the tim e has com e to sell sex like selling a bow l o f rice 
topped w ith B ulgoki (traditional m arinated grilled beef). You can be satisfied  
with your voyeuristic desire, unabashedly drinking Coke and having Sushi at 
the sam e tim e in  the public place. It is  w elcom e new s that you don’t have to 
w onder around brothels for sex or Chongye-chun  (fam ous district for sex  
shops in  Seoul) for sexual fantasy

(Kim, K. 2 0 0 4 ).

T he m agazine artic le  from  w hich th is  quo te is tak en  d em o n stra te s  how  m uch  a 

trad itio n a lly  conservative South  K orean society has b een  tran sfo rm ed  over th e  

p as t decades. T he w rite r is a  w ell-know n ed ito r o f a K orean  fash ion  magazine* 

an d  w rites ab o u t a  fash ionable K orean re s ta u ra n t for w om en, w here  beautifu l 

boys a re  o rgan ised  to  serve them . Before th e  1990s, K orea i t  w as u n th in k ab le  th a t 

w om en  could  b e  so visibly in  p u rsu it o f  th e ir  desire  for a n  A donis; now  it is an  u r ­

b an  p h en o m en o n . T his “g lobal” lifestyle o f w om en in  S ou th  K orea is n o t ju s t 

“im ag ined”, b u t has becom e practice, even if in  passing. T he new  in fo rm atio n  an d  

com m unication  technologies -  such  as em ail, o r th e  ab ility  to  w atch  th e  sam e 

film s a n d  telev ision  p rog ram m es as th o se  on  th e  o th er s ide  o f th e  w orld  -  all a l­

low  young  w om en to  collapse tim e a n d  space th ro u g h  th e  sh ee r speed  a n d  sim ul­

tan e ity  o f th e  tran sm issio n . As Kevin R obins argues, ‘audio-v isual geographies a re  

th u s  becom ing  d e tach ed  from  th e  sym bolic space o f n a tio n a l cu ltu re , an d  re ­

aligned  o n  th e  basis  o f th e  m ore “u n iversa l” princip le  o f in te rn a tio n a l consum er 

cu ltu re ’ (R obins 1995: 250).



T his thesis  exam ines th e  com plexity  o f young w om en’s iden titie s , in  a contex t in  

w hich accelerated  global cu ltu ra l flows have becom e enorm ously  influential, an d  

it th e n  analyses how  th e  consum ption  o f global m edia  affects th e  process o f iden ­

tity  fo rm ation  in  postco lonial South  Korea. Young K orean w om en’s iden tities 

have been  co n stru c ted  th ro u g h  specific h istorical experiences: th e  experience of 

co lonisation u n d e r Ja p a n e se  ru le, th e  division o f K orea a fte r th e  K orean W ar, an d  

th en  b o th  com pressed  in d u stria lisa tio n  an d  th e  rap id ly  in c reased  consum ption  of 

global m edia  du rin g  th e  1990s. In  th is  new  e ra  o f g lobalisation , in te rn a tio n a l 

com m unication  an d  m ed ia  flows are  m ore com plex th a n  ever before: ‘th e re  is 

m ore  th an  one cen tre , in  re la tion  to  w hich a  w hole varie ty  o f d iffe ren t cultura l 

peripheries a re  co n stitu ted ’ (M orley, 2006 : 40). T he flow s o f in te rn a tio n a l com ­

m unication  an d  m edia, a n d  in teractions betw een  th e  global m ed ia  an d  cultura l 

practice in  th e  local level, a re  b o th  com plex an d  m ulti-layered . C ultural practices 

can perh ap s always b e  p re sen ted  as too  com plex for social scien tis ts  to  describe 

an d  u n d erstan d . So th is  research  asks th e  following question : how  can  we cap tu re 

an d  analyse th ese  com plex, m ultip le  an d  dynam ic cu ltu ra l p ractices? O ne o f th e  

m ore p ro m in en t th eo re tica l approaches th a t offers exp lana tions o f th e  in te rac­

tions betw een  th e  global m edia  an d  cu ltura l p ra c tic e -c u ltu ra l im peria lism  -  does 

n o t necessarily  explain  th e  com plexity o f w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ation . A gainst 

th a t, th e  em ergence o f cu ltu ra l hybrid ity  an d  tra n sc u ltu ra tio n  m ay  provide sig­

n ificant insigh ts in  explain ing th e  com plexity o f cu ltu ra l practice.

This research  exam ines how  global cu ltu re  h as  ad ap ted  to  one p articu la r local cul­

tu ra l setting: South  Korea. F rom  th e  s ta rtin g  p o in t above, an o th e r key question  is 

cen tral to  th is  research ; given th e  m ultid im ensionality  a n d  dynam ism  o f cultura l 

practice in  th e  e ra  o f g lobalisation, how  can we analyse com plex, m ulti-layered  

an d  dynam ic w om en’s voices in th is  local context? T his re search  focuses upon  

how  w om en as aud iences a re  in  conflict w ith , a n d  have to  nego tia te , new ly in tro ­

duced values th ro u g h  th e ir  consum ption  o f global m ass m edia . As such, th e  tra n s ­

form ation  o f young w om en’s iden tities  h ighlights th e  com plex dialectics betw een 

postcolonial aud iences’ resistance  to , an d  collusion w ith , forces o f globalisation. 

In  particu lar, th is  research  aim s to  concretely  te s t ab s trac t postco lonial th eo ry  in  

th e  detail o f observed  local settings, w hich reveal th a t  young  South  K orean 

w om en are  n e ith e r a  passive audience o f g lobalisation  n o r  en tire ly  free self­

determ ining  subjects. R ather, th is  thesis  em phasises how  w om en are engaging 

w ith, and  optim ising , flows o f global m ed ia  influences to  co n stru c t th e ir  id en ti­



ties, i.e. s trugg ling  a n d  nego tiating  th e  process o f sub ject fo rm a tio n  in  globalisa­

tion .

T he re search , co n d u c ted  du ring  n in e  m o n ths fieldw ork in  2 0 0 0 , is b ased  on a 

m u lti-m e th o d  qualita tive  approach  th a t  involves a  series o f in terview s, including 

21 g ro u p  in terv iew s (w ith  a  to ta l o f 101 w om en). T hese p rov ide th e  firs t h an d  ex­

perien ce  a n d  perspectives o f young w om en them selves, a longside docum en tary  

d a ta  collected  from  m agazine an d  new spaper artic les, w hich  exam ines th e  m edia 

re p resen ta tio n s  in  w hich  th ey  engage. The in terview s em p h asise  th e  w ay in  w hich 

th e  dynam ics o f gender, age, region, an d  th e  issue o f consum ing  global m edia, all 

co incide in  th e  day -to -day  lives o f a sm all g roup  o f w om en living in  th e  m etropo li­

ta n  city  o f Seoul a n d  its  suburbs. T he in -d ep th  an d  o p en -s tru c tu red  n a tu re  o f th e  

g roup  in terv iew s en ab led  an  u n d ers tan d in g  o f th ese  dynam ics. I t  p rov ided  a  rich 

body  o f m ateria l, w hich  w as th en  tran sc rib ed  an d  ana lysed  in  com bination  w ith  

th e  d o cu m en ta ry  d a ta . This m ethodology facilita ted  a  d e ta iled  exp lo ra tion  o f th e  

w ays in  w hich  th e  in fo rm an ts  m ade sense  o f th e ir  experiences o f cu ltu ra l p ractice 

in  global m ed ia  consum ption . In  o th er w ords, th e  fo rm a tio n  o f young w om en’s 

id en titie s  tak es  p lace w ith in  global cu lture , b u t it  is d iss ip a ted  in  all d irec tions in  

th e  face o f g lobalisation. T his m ovem ent n o t only co n tam in a tes  th e  p u re  orig in  of 

th e ir  re p resen ta tio n  as global m edia consum ers b u t also destab ilised  its fixity an d  

m akes it  drift.

T hese key th em es  a re  crosscu t by  several core issues: a  m isconcep tion  o f p o st­

colonial experiences, b ased  on  g ran d  narra tives; E urocen tric  h isto ry  (for exam ­

ple; th e  m isconcep tion  in  academ ic an d  p o p u lar d iscourse th a t  w om en are  p as­

sive receivers); th e  m isrep resen ta tio n  o f th e  g lobal-local re la tio n sh ip  as 

m onolith ic; and , finally, th e  question  o f discovering m arg in a lised  w om en’s voices 

an d  so revealing  th e  sub ject fo rm ation  o f w om en. T he issu e  o f  com plexity  is piv­

otal fo r th is  thesis: it tr ie s  to  u n d ers ta n d  how  th e  p h en o m en o n  o f g lobalisation is 

p layed o u t locally - how  it has affected p articu la r trad itio n s  a n d  system s o f belief. 

T he th esis  argues th a t  th ey  have changed  dram atically  u n d e r  its  influence.

T his re search  will illu stra te  th a t  global m edia stud ies h as  b een  slow  to  recognise a 

w ealth  o f in sigh ts  from  theo ries o f postcolonialism , w hich  offer ‘a rad ical re ­

th in k in g  an d  re -fo rm a tio n  o f form s o f know ledge a n d  social iden titie s  au th o red  

an d  au th o rised  b y  w este rn  d o m in a tio n ’ (P arakash , 1992: 8). Postcolonial fem i­

n ists  p o in t o u t th a t  w este rn  fem in ist scholars very o ften  p ro d u ce  a  hom ogenous
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im age o f th e  T h ird  W orld  w om an  as victim ised, tra d itio n  b o u n d  an d  passive 

(M ohanty, 1988; Spivak, 1993; B habha, 1994). T he la tte r  critica l app roaches have 

gained currency  in  fem in ist an d  cu ltu ra l stud ies. In  th e  p a s t tw o decades, how ­

ever, only a  sm all am o u n t o f em pirical w orks on  m ed ia  tex ts  an d  aud iences has 

seriously  engaged  th e  deconstructive p ro jec t of postco lonial theo ry , to  challenge 

an d  develop a  m odel o f  cu ltu re  in  in te rn a tio n a l an d  deve lopm en t com m unication  

research  (P aram esw aran , 2001; Seiter, 1990). M y ow n m o d est en try  in to  th is  

em erging field o f postco lonial aud ience stud ies seeks to  ra ise  q uestions regard ing  

colonial h istory, com pressed  m odern ity  a n d  tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tities , an d  to  

b ring  th ese  to  b ea r on  th e  aud ience’s in te rp re ta tio n  o f w este rn  p o p u lar cu ltu re  in  

non-w estern  settings. B ased on  m y em pirical research  am ong  young w om en in  

South  Korea, I w ill analyse th e  very specific tem pora l cu ltu ra l space of con tem po­

ra ry  South  K orea since th e  1990s, th ro u g h  a tten tio n  to  th e  o p era tio n  o f w estern  

popular cu ltu re  in  w om en’s everyday lives. I shall b e  a rgu ing  th a t young w om en 

selectively ap p ro p ria te  an d  con test key n arra tiv es  o f global m ed ia  for th e ir  ow n 

purposes, an d  s tru g g le /n eg o tia te /re s is t in  th e  fo rm ation  o f th e ir  ow n iden tities. I 

will also asse rt th a t  th e  c reation  o f such a  “desiring  o r im ag in ed  su b jec t” (Appa- 

durai, 1996; Rofel, 2.007) has been  a t th e  core o f South  K orea’s co n tingen t recon­

figuration  o f its re la tio n sh ip  to  globalisation in  th e  1990s.

D espite fem in ist cu ltu ra l s tu d ies’ insigh tfu l critiques o f th e  d o m in an t w estern  

knowledge, w om en  a re  still frequen tly  described  as a m ono lith ic  category victim ­

ised  by  p a tria rch y  (Said, 1978; L iddle & Jo sh i, 1986; Schein, 1997). In  o th er 

words, as subm issive v ictim s o f patriarchy , A sian w om en have becom e indexes of 

th e ir cu ltu re in  te rm s  o f rep resen tin g  inferiority  w ith  little  evidence to  su p p o rt 

th is  assum ption . T h ere  is, therefore , an  u rg en t need  to  co n d u c t p rim ary  research  

in th is  a rea  a im ed  a t exploring th e  com plexity  an d  m ulti-layers o f postcoloniality  

in th e  fo rm ation  o f w om en’s iden tities, n o t ju s t in  S ou th  K orea, b u t also in  a 

range o f sites. T his research  will d em o n stra te  th e  difficulties o f ca tegorisation  of 

w om en’s iden titie s  on  th e  basis of any  d o m in an t d icho tom ised  view, w hich has 

been  associa ted  w ith  a  repressive/subversive  dichotom y. P articu larly , th e  re ­

search  focuses o n  processes o f w om en’s iden tity  fo rm a tio n  to  encom pass 

w om en’s re la tio n sh ip  w ith  global cu ltu ra l p ractice  in  w hich  w om en  are  struggling, 

resisting  an d  nego tiating . H ence, ra th e r th a n  rep ea t th e  long -stan d in g  debate  

over w he ther n o n -w este rn  w om en are  active o r passive aud iences, th is  research  

exam ines th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  m edia  rep resen ta tio n s, local contex ts, an d  h is­
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to rica lly  s itu a ted  au d ien ces’ construc tion  o f th e ir  iden tities . I am  concerned  here 

w ith  th e  co n stru c tio n  o f young w om en’s fem inin ities in  th e  w ay o f show ing how  

gender, as a  social re la tio n  m u st be  recognised  as socially co n stitu ted  an d  h is to ri­

cally d iffe ren tia ted . In  particu la r, I will try  to  show  how  th e  “im ag ined  sub ject” is 

rea lised , th ro u g h  th e ir  ow n cu ltu ra l p ractice, in  th e  specific con tex t o f S ou th  Ko­

rea.

T hus, th is  th es is  explores th e  com plexity o f young w om en’s iden tities, an d  how 

th ese  a re  co n stru c ted  a n d  con tested  w ith in  th e  very  specific tim es an d  spaces in  

S ou th  K orea. As im plied  a t th e  beginning  o f th is  chap te r, th e  1990s p ro m p ted  

m an y  young  w om en to  tran sfo rm  th e ir  iden tities , an d  th is  has re su lted  in  new  

fo rm s o f social re la tions, w hich w ork  to  tran sfo rm  g en d er id en titie s  an d  open  up 

new  spaces fo r engaging w ith  th e  construc tion  an d  co n testa tio n  o f fem ininities.

1.2. Contextualising Korea: a brief historical overview

Two ex trem ely  co n tra s ted  im ages o f K orea pervade th e  W est. O ne is th e  

“M*A*S*H” im age, w hich  rep resen ts  th e  people as p o o r a n d  dev asta ted  by th e  

K orean W ar o f th e  1950s; th e  o th er is “one o f th e  four d rag o n s in  A sia” rep resen t­

ing  th e  ra p id  econom ic success in  th e  1970s an d  1980s, an d  m o st recen tly  th e  

m ass h y steria  in  W orld  Cup 2002 . If  th e  tw o im ages o f “M*A*S*H” a n d  “one of 

fou r d rag o n s” re p resen t th e  opposite im ages o f p re -m o d ern  an d  m o d ern  Korea, 

th e  scenes o f K orea in  th e  1990s could rep resen t th e  p o stsc rip t o f th o se  tw o ex­

trem ely  pow erfu l im ages o f South  Korea. W ith  respect to  w o m en ’s lives, th e  p e ­

rio d  h as  observed  ra p id  changes an d  revelation  o f w o m en ’s desires in  public. 

W om en’s lives have b een  con tro lled  an d  d e te rm in ed  by  a  p a tria rch a l fam ily  sys­

tem . In  th is  h isto rical fam ily-centred  system , w om en’s desires h ad  b een  o p ­

p ressed  a n d  have called for sacrifice to  fam ily life. A lthough th e  rap id  m o d ern isa­

tio n  an d  in d u stria lisa tio n  du ring  th e  1970s an d  i9 8 o s  co n trib u ted  to  w om en to  

m oving o u t from  w ith in  fam ily boundaries, th e ir  lives a n d  desires w ere still 

closely re la ted  to  fam ily life. This p o stscrip t period  show s w hole life s to ries in 

South  K orea th a t  a re  n o t so sim ple b u t ra th e r  a re  m u ltid im en sio n al an d  com plex. 

Before d iscussing  th is  in te re stin g  period , it is w o rth  in tro d u c in g  a  b rie f h istorical 

overview  o f S ou th  K orea in  o rd e r to  se t th e  changes it  rep re sen ts  in  context.
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( i .2 .i )  The fo r c e d  tra n sp la n ta tio n  o f  m o d e m  in s titu tio n s  d u r in g  the  Ja p a n ese  

colonia l p e r io d  (i g i o - i  945)

A t th e  tu rn  o f th e  tw en tie th  cen tury , K orea w as know n as th e  "h erm it k ingdom  of 

th e  e a s t” b y  m an y  w este rners , because th e  governm en t re s is ted  foreign religious, 

trad e , a n d  d ip lom atic  re la tionsh ips. T he kingdom  w as ru led  by  th e  C hosun court 

an d  C onfucian  lite ra ti class (Y a n g b a n ) fo r nearly  5 0 0  years. How ever, grow ing 

w este rn  im p eria l pow er (B ritain , F rance, R ussia a n d  US) a n d  th a t from  th e  east 

(re fo rm ed  Ja p a n )  p re ssu red  K orea to  open  h e r b o rd e rs  a n d  com pete w ith  o thers. 

A fter th e  S in o -Jap an ese  W ar (1894-1895) an d  R u sso -Jap an ese  W ar (1904-1905), 

th e  Ja p a n e se  im peria l pow er sen t tro o p s in to  Seoul, an d  forced  th e  K orean gov­

e rn m e n t to  sign a  pro tocol au thorising  any  m easu res th e  Jap a n ese  considered  

necessary  to  p ro tec t th e  K orean king from  dom estic o r foreign  th rea ts . In  1910, 

J a p a n  fo rm ally  an n ex ed  K orea (N elson, 2 0 0 0 : 8). T he Ja p a n e se  colonial period  

b ro u g h t n o t on ly  h a rsh  a n d  exploitative ru le  -  u n d e r w hich  m o st people in  Korea 

su ffered  im m ensely  -  b u t also tran sp lan ted  m o d ern ised  Jap a n ese  in stitu tio n s 

such  as educational, governm ental an d  econom ic system s. T his b ru ta l colonial 

ru le  w as a tim e  o f co n stan t econom ic explo itation  a n d  cu ltu ra l oppression  

(C heon, K. & Byun, S. 2 0 0 4 ). D uring th e  35-year p e rio d  o f Ja p a n e se  annexation , 

th e  K orean  econom y w as tran sfo rm ed  from  an  agricu ltu ra l society to  th e  perfect 

w arehouse fo r m ain ta in in g  th e  Jap an ese  E m pire. K orean fa rm s sen t rice to  Jap a n  

w hile K oreans a te  m illet im p o rted  from  farm s in  M anchuria . I t  h as b een  w idely 

acknow ledged th a t  th e  Jap an ese  ca rried  o u t th e  econom ic g row th  du rin g  th is  p e ­

rio d  in  o rd e r to  serve th e  econom ic needs o f Ja p a n  ra th e r  th a n  K orea (M ason et 

al, 1980: 76).

W ith  re sp ec t to  cu ltu ra l changes, th e  first experim en t in  m o d ern isa tio n  w as con­

d u c ted  w ith  th e  in tro d u c tio n  of “m o d ern ” cu ltu re  from  Ja p a n . T he 1930s w it­

n essed  th e  em ergence o f a  new  life style a n d  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f new  m odes of 

technological p ractices, consum erism , an d  re p re sen ta tio n 1. C ulturally, th e  m o d ­

e rn is t m ov em en t cen tred  on  a sm all n u m b er o f in te llectual g roups an d  cu ltura l 

w orkers includ ing  actors, actresses, an d  w aitresses in  th e  u rb a n  setting , p articu ­

1 The emergence of the “new women (Shinyeosung)” should also be noted, or the “modern girls”, 
who did not follow the feudal Confucian order but who expressed their own desires (Kim, J-S. 
1999)-



larly  in  Seoul (as I will d iscuss in  g rea te r d ep th  in  C h ap ter 3). How ever, w om en’s 

lives w ere  still d o m in a ted  by  th e  trad itio n a l C onfucian ideology, w hich s tressed  a 

rig id  h iera rch ica l o rd e r o f h u m an  re la tionsh ips b ased  u p o n  age, sex an d  social 

s ta tu s . In  th is  s tric t system , m en  w ere regarded  as su p e rio r an d  w om en  as infe­

rio r  as m an  w as lin k ed  to  th e  heavens - superio r, d o m in an t, a n d  strong ; w om an 

w as asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rth  - inferior, subm issive, an d  len ien t (Kim, Y-C. 1977: 83- 

101). As n o ted  above, th e  fam ily defined  w om en’s everyday lives, particu larly  by  

th e  p a tria rch a l h ead  o f fam ily, fa ther, h u sb an d  an d  sons. “W om en o f v irtu e” w ere 

officially recogn ised  in  o rd e r to  enhance trad itio n a l m ora lity  to  people. F ilial piety 

an d  fidelity  w ere reg ard ed  as th e  m ost im p o rtan t e lem en ts o f eth ical conduct. 

W hile som e w om en w ere rew arded  fo r th e ir  “v irtuous co n d u c t”, o th ers  w ere p u n ­

ish ed  fo r m isco n d u ct such  as adultery , jealousy, o r m u rd e r. T he nam es o f such 

w om en  w ere carefully  reg iste red  so as to  p reven t th e ir  o ffspring  from  getting  in to  

gov ern m en t posts. D uring  th e  b ru ta l oppression  o f th e  colonial Jap a n ese  period  

an d  th e  dep rived  econom ic situation , m any  m en  em ig ra ted  fo r w ork  o r resistance. 

In  th is  contex t, all th e  responsib ility  for m ain ta in in g  th e  fam ily fell to  w om en 

(Cho, H . 2 0 0 2 :1 7 0 ). T hus, th e  self-sacrifice o f w om en fo r th e  fam ily  an d  com m u­

n ity  w as u n d e rs to o d  as th e  com m on good for w om en a n d  w as th e  only w ay o f b e ­

ing recogn ised  b y  society.

N evertheless, desp ite  th e  de terio ra tin g  social s itu a tio n  d u rin g  th e  colonial an d  

post-K orean  W ar period , w om en’s educational o p p o rtu n itie s  w ere g radually  in ­

creased . F o r in stance , in  1910 th e  firs t w om en’s college p ro g ram m e w as estab ­

lished  a t E w ha G irl’s School (E w ha  H a ck-d a n g ). Ew ha w as orig inally  founded  as 

a w o m en ’s school in  1886. U nder th e  Jap an ese  colonialism , fem ale s tu d en ts  ac­

tively to o k  p a r t  in  th e  M arch 1st Rally against Jap a n ese  ru le  in  1919 (Choi, C-M, 

1985).2 H ow ever, th is  educational p rogress rem ain ed  iso la ted  from  o th e r u n ­

changing social c ircum stances for w om en. For exam ple, w om en’s engagem ent 

w ith  social m ovem ents p rom oting  social partic ipa tion  a n d  th e  im provem en t of 

fem ale s ta tu s  w as, overall, qu ite  lim ited.

2 In the nationwide resistance against the colonial rule, Yu Kwansoon, a 16  year-old junior student 
at Ewha Girls’ School played a active role in leading the March 1st Rally in 1 919 . She was arrested 
and tortured to death by the Japanese authorities. She is still a symbol of nationalist movement 
against the Japanese colonialism.



In d eed , th e  change o f cu ltu ra l settings in  K orea m ore  generally  w as also n o t sim ­

ply an  op tim istic  p rocess o f progress an d  m odern isation . In  sp ite  o f th e  “en ligh t­

en m en t” w ith  w hich  it w as associated , th e  process h ad  a d a rk  side: th e  cu ltu ra l 

tran sfo rm a tio n  w as b ased  on  a b ru ta lly  oppressive regim e, w hich  stead ily  dem ol­

ish ed  th e  cu ltu ra l heritag e  o f K orean trad itio n s. T he colonial governm ent re ­

q u ired  K oreans to  ad o p t Jap an ese  nam es, speak  only Ja p a n e se  in  schools, w ear 

u n ifo rm s, dec lare  th e ir  allegiance to  th e  E m pero r a n d  accep t s tric t discipline. 

Also th e  m ajo rity  o f th e  general popu lation  d id  n o t have access to  th e  cu tting- 

edge, em erg ing  m o d ern  culture . A lthough m any  people w ere  fasc in a ted  by  th e  

novel t re n d  o f m o d ern  cu ltu ra l form s including  film , jazz  m usic  an d  new  fashion, 

a t th e  tim e , it w as th e  m onopoly  o f a  few city in tellectuals a n d  cu ltu ra l w orkers. 

F u rth erm o re , th is  experim en t o f m odern isa tion  faded  aw ay rap id ly  in  th e  1940s, 

‘w hen  th e  g roup  o f m o d ern  girls including cu ltu ra l w orkers, ac tresses, an d  w ait­

resses w ere  forcibly d ispatched  to  th e  Jap an ese  m ilitary  b arrack s  in  th e  fron tline 

an d  facto ry  tow ns in  th e  Jap an ese  E m pire as “com fort w o m en ” an d  “m anual 

w orkers”’ (Lee, K-Y. 2 0 0 0 :1 9 8 ).3

In  o th e r w ords, fo r tw o decades, th e  local ex p e rim en ta tio n  w ith  m odern ism , 

w hich w as p ro m o ted  by  a  new  flexible an d  “soft” colonial policy, called “cu ltu ra l 

policy”, h ad  m erely  ta s te d  an d  im ita ted  th e  O th er’s m o d ern ity ; arguably, th e  

sh o rt- te rm  cu ltu ra l boom  in  colonial Korea becam e a  fa iled  p ro jec t m ain ly  b e ­

cause local K oreans a ttem p ted  to  m im ic Jap an ese -in tro d u ced  w este rn  culture , 

b u t th e  w id er p o p u la tio n  could  n o t d igest o r absorb  it  (C heon, K. & Byun, S. 

2 004). F u rth erm o re , th e  new  tre n d  w as rap id ly  d es tru c ted  b y  th e  Second W orld  

W ar a n d  K orean W ar.

3 The issue of “comfort women” is still an unsolved problem between Korea and Japan. Towards the 
end of the colonial regime and the Second World War, the Japanese colonial regime conscripted 
Korean women for the cause of Imperial Japan to provide sexual relief for Japanese soldiers. It is 
now widely acknowledged that the process of enlisting Korean women was conducted by force with­
out regard for women’s will. More than 2 0 0 ,0 0 0  women were dispatched without their will to the 
army barracks on the frontline of the South Asia and Pacific Islands (Choi, C-M. 1 9 9 2 ). At the time, 
the issue was not raised by social activists, because the issue was regarded as a national shame by 
national patriarchal movements. The issue was at last revealed and raised by some feminist activists 
in the late 1 9 8 0 s. The government recognised this problem and enacted the “1 9 9 4  Social Security 
Act for Korean militaiy sexual slaves/ comfort women” which provides those who survived with a 
monthly allowance, free medical care and the right to apply for public rental housing (Chai, A-Y.
1 9 9 7 : 176).



(i.2 .2 ) T he d ev a s ta tio n  o f  the K orean  W ar a n d  the su b seq u en t d ep en d en cy  upon  

in te rn a tio n a l a id  (1945-1960)

W ith  th e  en d  o f th e  S econd W orld  W ar, an d  J a p a n ’s su rre n d e r, Korea w as liber­

a ted  from  th e  b ru ta lity  o f Jap an ese  colonial pow er in  1945. How ever, a fte r briefly 

ta s tin g  lib era tio n , th e  K orean pen insu la  w as d ivided in to  tw o parts: occupied by 

Soviet tro o p s  in  th e  n o rth e rn  p a r t  an d  US tro o p s  in  th e  so u th e rn  p art. For th ree  

years  th e  U S-occupied so u th  shaped  its politics th ro u g h  im p lan ta tio n  o f an  

A m erican-sty le  system  th a t  largely ignored  local d em an d s a n d  o rgan isa tions th a t 

is th o se  g roups w hich  h ad  th e  po ten tia l to  co n stitu te  th e ir  ow n political system  

(Choi, C. 1998:16-17). In  1948, th e  so u th ern  p a r t dec la red  in d ep en d en ce  an d  th e  

Soviet occup ied  p a r t  estab lished  its ow n com m unist reg im e as a  reaction . The 

s itu a tio n  w o rsen ed  w hen  th e  K orean W ar b roke o u t in  1950. I t  caused  devasta ting  

effects: m o st u rb a n  in fra s tru c tu re  an d  m anufactu ring  capacity  w ere destroyed; a 

q u a r te r  o f  th e  w ealth  o f South  K orea w as e lim inated , a n d  over a  m illion  people 

w ere k illed  b y  th e  th ree -y ea r w ar (M ason e t al, 1980: 4 0 ). A fter th is  ca tastroph ic  

w ar, th e  econom y of S ou th  K orea w as largely m ain ta in ed  b y  m assive econom ic 

an d  m ilita ry  a id  from  th e  U nited  States. D uring  th is  perio d , ‘th e  grow th  o f n a ­

tional incom e w as so slow  th a t  USAID ad m in is tra to rs  in  W ash ing ton  began  to  

w o n d er w h e th e r Sou th  K orea w ould ever becom e in d ep en d en t o f US su p p o rt’ 

(M ason  e t al, 1980: 40 ). K orea was categorised  as one o f th e  p o o rest coun tries in 

th e  w orld  w ith  ‘alarm ing ly  low  ra te s  o f savings an d  in v estm en ts  an d  little  to  in ­

sp ire  o p tim ism  ab o u t th e  n a tio n ’s fu tu re ’ (N elson, 2 0 0 0 :1 0 ) .  A t th e  beg inn ing  o f 

th e  1960s, S ou th  K orea’s average an n u a l p e r cap ita  incom e w as estim ated  a t less 

th a n  $125 (U n ited  N ations, 1962). I t  w as categorised  as on e  o f th e  w orld ’s poorest 

coun tries in  line w ith  B urm a, Congo, Ind ia , an d  Kenya. F u rth erm o re , Sou th  Ko­

rea  w as fa r b eh in d  b e tte r-o ff developing coun tries such as El Salvador, E cuador, 

th e  P h ilipp ines an d  R hodesia.

D espite th e  slow  p rog ress an d  recovery from  th e  d estru c tio n  o f th e  K orean W ar, 

th e  educational system  rap id ly  expanded  in  th is  period . T he p rim ary  school en ­

ro lm en t ra te  o f co rrespond ing  age groups increased  from  59.6%  in  1953 to  86.2%  

in  i9 6 0  (M ason e t al, 1980: 352). This ex trao rd inary  expansion  in  th e  educational 

sec to r is n o t u n p reced en ted  am ong low -incom e coun tries. H ow ever, in  th e  case of 

Korea, th e  g row th  in  en ro lm en t w as n o t accom panied  b y  th e  fiscal s tra in s  experi­

enced  elsew here (M cG inn e t al. 1980; A m sden, 1989; M itchell, 1988; OECD,



2 0 0 2 ). T his expansion  w as in itia ted  an d  su p p o rted  by  A m erican  aid , b u t th e  Con­

fucian  trad itio n , w hich reg ard s education  as one o f th e  m ain  p rio rities , also 

p layed  a  sign ifican t role. T he deeply em bodied  significance o f education  also 

a rose  from  K oreans’ dep ressing  experiences o f colonial ru le  a n d  w ars. ‘A lthough 

th ey  lived w ith  poverty  an d  socio-econom ic instab ility , th e y  firm ly believed th a t 

th ey  w ould  secu re  a  b rig h t fu tu re  by  send ing  th e ir  ch ild ren  to  school’ (Cho, H. 

2 0 0 2 : 171). L ater th e  h u m an  resources from  th is  expansion  o f education  becam e 

th e  m a in  re so u rce  for th e  rap id  econom ic developm ent in  th e  1970s (Sen, 1999: 

41). A t th e  tim e  th e  grow ing educational sector w as th e  only  op tim istic  signal for a 

p o o r an d  dep rived  country .

D uring  th e  colonial w ar a n d  post-w ar periods o f dev asta tio n  an d  econom ic stag­

n atio n , th e  im age an d  role o f w om en w as n o t m uch  changed . T raditionally  

w o m en ’s g en d er ro les w as qu ite  stric tly  sep a ra ted  from  m en  a n d  th e  public 

sp h ere  an d  heavily  d ep en d en t up o n  th e ir  fam ilies. W om en could  only find  th e ir 

id en titie s  th ro u g h  fam ily  a n d  m atern a l ro les (Kendall, 1985; 1996). Sm all scale 

exp erim en ts o f m o d ern isa tio n , such  as th o se  o f th e  “m o d ern  g irls” an d  “new  

w om an  (S h in yeo su n g )” w ere a ttem p ted , a n d  th ey  s tim u la ted  th e  n a tio n a l im agi­

n a tion . N evertheless, th e  ro le  o f w om en in  general rem a in ed  unchanged : w om en 

as ‘w ise, hardw ork ing , an d  co m p eten t’ in  th e ir  self-sacrificing ‘care o f th e  ex­

te n d ed  fam ily  in  th e  con tex t o f com m unal living’ (Cho, H . 2002 :171).

(1.2.3) The p e r io d  o f  com pressed  m o d ern isa tio n  a n d  tu rbo  ca p ita lism  (1960-

1987)

T he rap id  econom ic grow th  began  w ith  th e  civil revo lu tion  in  i9 6 0 . M any civil­

ian s w ere d issatisfied  w ith  th e  econom ic stag n atio n  a n d  co rru p tio n  o f th e  gov­

e rn m e n t a n d  th e  long-ru n n in g  p residen t, Syngm an R hee, w ho w as finally topp led  

from  h is 12-year re ign  as a  re su lt o f nationw ide p ro tests . T h is  civil pow er estab ­

lished  a  n ew  d em ocratic  form  of governm ent, b u t it caused  m o re  instab ility  an d  a 

ca tastro p h ic  political situation . In  1961, a sm all group  o f a rm y  officers w ho w ere 

im p atien t w ith  th e  ineffective an d  incom peten t governm en t to o k  pow er th ro u g h  a 

coup d ’e ta t. Since th is  m ilitary  coup, th ree  general-led  g o vernm en ts an d  one 

m ore  coup  in  1980 m a in ta in ed  th e  m ilitary  regim e for th re e  decades. In  th e  early  

days th e  m ilita ry  governm ent focussed u p o n  th e  reco n stru c tio n  an d  developm ent 

o f th e  S ou th  K orean econom y in  o rd e r to  com pete w ith  th e ir  co m m u n ist cou n ter­



p a r ts  in  th e  n o rth e rn  p a r t o f Korea, w hich w as expand ing  econom ically. C onse­

quen tly , G eneral P ark ’s reg im e in itia ted  its  am bitious series o f five-year p lans 

th a t  w ou ld  u ltim ate ly  re su lt in  phenom enal success in  1962. In  th is  period , th e  

in te rv en tio n is t s ta te , w hich  favoured large co rpo rations called  C haebol (conglom ­

era tes), becam e th e  driv ing  force in  expanding  econom ic capacity . As m en tioned  

earlier, th e  average an n u a l incom e p er cap ita  w as $125 in  i9 6 0 , b u t w ith in  th ree  

decades, it  re ach ed  ab o u t $1,700 p e r a m o n th  (N elson 2 0 0 0 : 6). T his speedy de­

v elo p m en t h as  b een  p ra ised  an d  researched  by  m any  scho lars  a n d  econom ists 

(see, fo r exam ple, M ason  e t al, 1980; L uedde-N eurath , 1986; E ckert e t al, 1990; 

W oo, 1991; Jan e lli, 1993; H aggard  e t al. 1994).4

As n o ted  above, th ro u g h  th e ir  deeply em bedded  concep t o f  education , Sou th  Ko­

rean s  enco u rag ed  th e ir  sons an d  daugh ters  to  have as m u ch  education  as they  

could. T he p rim ary  school en ro lm en t ra te  reached  nearly  100% by  th e  early  

1980s. W ith  re g a rd  to  w om en’s h igher education , th e  overall average en ro lm en t 

ra te  in  colleges in  i9 6 0  w as only 6.5% (M ason e t al, 1980: 352), w hereas th e  en ­

ro lm en t ra te  w as significantly  im proved  in  1985 w ith  ra te s  o f  21% for fem ales 

(KW DI, 1998). F rom  th is  im proving th e  op p o rtu n ity  o f g e tting  h igher education , 

th e  ra te  o f econom ic p artic ip a tio n  o f u n m arried  w om en w ho g rad u a te  from  th e  

un iversity  education  h ad  b een  rem arkab ly  im proved  from  50%  in  1970 to  70% in  

th e  early  1990s (Lee & Cho, 1999; Chang, S-S. 2006).

T he p rocess o f m o d ern isa tio n  an d  in d u stria lisa tio n  p rov ided  g rea te r chance to  be 

exposed  to  w este rn  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  film s a n d  television d ra m a s  s. W ith  th e  in d u s­

tria lisa tio n  a n d  u rb an isa tio n , fam ily s tru c tu re  w as also changed  from  trad itio n a l 

ex ten d ed  fam ily  s tru c tu re  to  nuclear fam ily s tru c tu re . In  th e  p rocess o f nucleari­

sa tio n  o f th e  fam ily, th e  ro le  o f w om en sh ifted  from  “good wife, w ise m o th e r” to 

“beloved  wife, successful h u sb an d ” (Cho, H. 2002). A w o m an ’s ro le  w as regarded  

as th e  m an ag er o f th e  nuclea r fam ily to  su p p o rt h e r h u sb a n d ’s h a rd  w ork. As

4 Behind the successful story of South Korea, both blue and white-collar workers worked one of the 
world’s longest working hours per week. For instance, Korean workers’ average working hours was 
5 4 .2  hours per week, compared to 4 1 .3  hours in Japan, 3 8 .6  hours in France and Finland, and 4 8 .2  

hours in Singapore in 1 9 8 8  (Kang, M-K. 1 9 9 9 : 2 3 ).

5 During the four decades after independence in 1 9 4 5 , Hollywood films flourished, although the 
Korean government imposed an import quota on film distributions in 1 9 5 9  to protect the Korean 
film industry. As Korean film dependence on Hollywood grew heavier, for American film producers, 
Korean market was regarded as a “golden duck” (Lee, K. 1 9 9 2 : 8 0 ).



m an ag ers , w om en  b u ilt a  highly com petitive an d  s ta tu s-consc ious cu ltu re  th a t 

w as ‘as h astily  a n d  coarsely  construc ted  as th e  (S outh) K orean econom y th a t 

m ad e  th e ir  m anoeuvring  possib le’ (Cho, H. 2002 : 175). O n th e  o th er hand , 

w o m en ’s co n trib u tio n  to  econom ic success w as vital: fem ale w orkers, w ho to iled  

long  h o u rs  fo r low  w ages, w ere th e  backbone o f th e  ex p o rt-o rien ted  textile, c lo th­

ing, chem ical a n d  electron ic industries. In  th e  1970s fo r exam ple, fem ale- 

d o m in a ted  ligh t m an u fac tu rin g  m ade  u p  70% of to ta l exports  an d  th e  n u m b er of 

fem ale in d u s tria l w orkers increased  from  3 6 0 ,0 0 0  in  1970 to  1 ,0 9 0 ,0 0 0  in  1978 

(Kim, H -M . 2001: 58). D espite th is, th e  con trib u tio n  o f w om en  w orkers w as n o t 

recognised , an d  even depreca ted , by  th e  “hyper-m ascu line  gov ern m en t”, w hich 

w as d eriv ed  from  stress in g  “Confucian” values an d  th e  ro le  o f th e  au th o rita rian  

deve lopm en t s ta te  as th e  rig id  an d  b ru ta l G eneral P ark ’s m ilita ry  reg im e (Kim, H- 

M. 2001; M oon, S. 2005).

U n d er P a rk ’s d ic ta to rsh ip , th e  m ajority  o f w orker’s u n io n s  w ere governm ent- 

con tro lled . F rom  1973 on, FKTU (the F ederation  o f K orean  T rad e  U nions) -  th e  

official u n io n  o rg an isa tio n  -  s topped  collecting s ta tis tics  on  lab o u r d ispu tes an d  

u n p a id  w ages (KNCC, 1984: 239). W hile th e  m ilitary  reg im e k ep t lab o u r costs low 

an d  re p ressed  o rgan ised  labour to  sp u r econom ic developm ent, fem ale w orkers 

sp ea rh ead ed  th e  1970s labour m ovem ent (Chai, A-Y. 1997:173). F or instance , th e  

h isto rical YH w o rk e rs’ p ro tes t aga inst a  factory closure in  1979 w as one o f m any  

w ell-know n cases o f th e  m ovem ent for dem ocratic  u n io n ism .6 T he m ajority  o f th e  

p a rtic ip an ts  in  th e  strike  w ere young fem ale w orkers a n d  th e ir  ac tion  m ark ed  th e  

tu rn in g  p o in t in  th e  decline o f P ark ’s m ilitary  regim e. A ccording to  H yun-M ee 

Kim (2001), ‘th e  w orkers’ cry w as n o t ju s t aga inst th e ir  v icious em ployers b u t was 

also a  re flection  o f th e  un b earab le  m ateria l conditions o f th e ir  everyday lives as 

yo g o n g  (fem ale factory  w orkers)’ (60). T heir g rassroo ts o rg an isa tio n s becam e th e

6 The YH Trade Company workers’ demonstration was a historical event in the history of Korean 
worker’s union. The company was established in 1 9 6 6  and mainly produced wigs. The workers of 
the company established their union in 1 975 , but the head of the company decided to shut down the 
company without notice. 2 0 0  workers occupied the building of the opposition party to make an ap­
peal for help in 9  August 1 9 7 9 . However, the government sent police to suppress the workers in 11 

August. In the process of suppression, a union leader was killed and 172  workers and 2 6  members of 
the opposition party were arrested. Although the event had begun with the issue of workers’ union, 
after the violent suppression, it developed as anti-government, pro-democratic movement. It was a 
starting point of a series of anti-government demonstration. On 2 6  October 1 9 7 9 , the dictator, 
President Park was assassinated by his close colleague. The YH workers’ protest is regarded as a 
historical breakthrough for democratic movement in South Korea.



basic  reso u rces  fo r th e  social m ovem ent in  th e  1980s th a t  changed  th e  w hole dy­

n am ics o f cu ltu re  a n d  politics in  South  Korea. B ased o n  th e  ach ievem ents o f de­

m ocra tic  un io n ism , th e  fu tu re  w om en’s m ovem ent becam e organ ised , along w ith 

d em o cra tic  m ovem en ts a n d  th e  n a tional un ification  m ovem ents.

Before d iscussing  th is  explosive change, it is w orth  h igh ligh ting  th a t  th e  ro le  of 

th e  dem o cra tic  m ov em en t w as vital in  th e  cu ltu ra l a n d  political tran s itio n  in  

S ou th  K orea. A fter th e  assassina tion  o f P residen t P ark  in  1979, an o th e r m ilitary  

g o v ern m en t w as fo rm ed  u n d e r G eneral C hun D oo-hw an in  1980. T he day  after 

G eneral C h u n ’s coup, h e  d ispatched  troops to  th e  city o f Kwangju, to  rep ress  a 

d em o n stra tio n  o f s tu d en ts  an d  citizens aga inst th e  coup. T he tro o p s k illed  500 , 

an d  9 6 0  peop le w ere rep o rted  m issing. The “K w angju m assac re” w as a  tu rn in g  

p o in t in  th e  h isto ry  o f South  Korea. A lthough C hun’s g o v ern m en t co n tin u ed  the  

op p ressio n  o f peop le th ro u g h o u t th e  1980s, th e  K w angju m assac re  w as regarded  

as a  sym bol o f th e  illegitim acy o f th e  m ilitary  reg im e (Chai, A-V. 1997; S tandish , 

1994)- T he 1980s w itnessed  th e  em ergence o f a  new  political consciousness 

am ong s tu d en ts  b ased  u p o n  leftist ideology. As a re su lt o f econom ic grow th, peo­

ple h ad  b en e fited  from  education  an d  h ad  developed  a  self-recogn ition  o f social 

p rob lem s; th ey  becam e sym pathetic  tow ards social m o v em en ts (M oon, S-S. 

2 0 0 2 ; 2 005). In  J u n e  1987, w hen P resid en t C hun a ttem p ted  to  cancel th e  

p lan n ed  p resid en tia l election, th e re  w as a m ass p ro tes t th a t  consisted  o f s tu d en ts  

an d  citizens, p articu la rly  w hite-collar w orkers. T he dem ocra tic  m ovem ents forced 

th e  au th o rita r ia n  reg im e to  accept dem an d s for a  p re sid en tia l election. F or th e  

firs t tim e  since th e  m ilitary  coup in  1961, people could  elect th e  p re s id en t directly. 

A lthough an o th e r general-tu rned -po litic ian , Rho Tae-w oo, w as elected  as th e  new  

p re s id en t a t th a t  tim e, th e  first civilian p resid en t in  th irty -tw o  years, Kim Young- 

sam , w as elected  in  1992.

In  th is  contex t, th e  w om en’s m ovem ent w as also a  big p a r t o f th e  g ran d  tran s itio n  

to  dem ocra tisa tion . D uring  th e  early  1980s, several w o m en ’s o rgan isa tions like 

th e  K orean W om en fo r E quality  an d  Peace (1983), th e  K orean  W om en’s H otline 

(1983), A n o th er C en tre  (1984), an d  th e  K orean W om en’s A ssociation  for D em oc­

racy an d  S iste rhood  (1987) w ere estab lished , an d  th ey  o rg an ised  activism  fo r th e  

d em o cra tisa tio n  m ovem ent. Finally, along w ith  ‘m ore th a n  2 0  w om en’s o rgan isa­

tions, th e  K orean W om en’s A ssociations U nited  (KWAU) w as founded  in  F eb ru ­

ary  1987, a  few  m o n th s  p rio r to  th e  civil revolu tion  o f 1987’ (Chai, A-Y. 1997:178).
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(1.2.4) S o u th  K orea  in  the  1990s

T his research  deals w ith  th e  period  o f th e  1990s a n d  th e  early  2 0 0 0 s  an d  it  is th u s 

necessary  to  briefly  o u tlin e  th e  socio-econom ic, political a n d  cu ltu ra l sh ifts  d u r­

ing th a t tim e. Since th e  collapse of th e  m ilitary  reg im e in  1992, K orean society has 

experienced  ra p id  tran sfo rm a tio n  n o t only in  political a n d  econom ic realm s b u t 

also in  cu ltu ra l an d  subjective senses. W hereas m uch  d iscussion  ab o u t K orea has 

focused m ain ly  on  th e  d ram a tic  econom ic an d  political changes du rin g  th e  in d u s­

tria lisa tio n  o f th e  1960s an d  1970s, th e  m ost d ram atic  a n d  ra p id  cu ltu ra l changes 

to o k  place in  th e  1990s. I f  it  can  be  sa id  th a t th e  1980s w as th e  age o f politics an d  

ideology, th e n  th e  1990s w ould  b e  th e  age o f desire  a n d  co n su m p tio n  w ith in  a 

contex t o f g lobalisation . D uring th e  1970s a n d  1980s, th e  S ou th  K orean econom y 

w as m ain ly  d ep e n d en t u p o n  exporting  goods w ith  low -w aged labour. However, 

th is  p a tte rn  o f a  developing econom y w as gradually  tran sfo rm ed , a n d  th e  dom es­

tic m ark e t h a d  b een  expand ing  since th e  1980s th ro u g h  a  boom ing  dom estic 

econom y. In  th e  early  1990s, th e  Kim Y oung Sam  ad m in is tra tio n  decided  to  re ­

spond  to  in te rn a tio n a l p ressu re  to  open  u p  th e  dom estic  m ark e t, an d  form ally 

in troduced  th e  concep t o f “g lobalisation (S eg y eh w a ) ”, w hich  w as actually  ‘a  de­

fensive em brace o f in te rn a tio n a l in stitu tio n s in  an  effort to  sh o re  u p  com petitive­

n ess’ (N elson, 2 0 0 0 : 182). This policy change w as im p lem en ted  in  o rd e r to  be 

able to  in tro d u ce  m an y  im p o rted  goods an d  new  cu ltu res. T he im p o rt o f w estern  

m edia p roduc ts , like film s, rap id ly  increased  w ith  th is  n ew  w ave o f globalisation. 

Since th e  gov ern m en t decided  to  deregu late  th e  quo ta  system  of foreign invest­

m en ts  in  th e  film  in d u stry  in  1988, th e  m ajo r A m erican H ollyw ood film  in d u stries  

launched  th e ir  ow n d irec t d is trib u tio n  system  in  South  K orea. C onsequently , th e  

im p o rt ra te  fo r H ollyw ood m ovies rocketed: 26 foreign film s w ere im p o rted  in 

1984 (rep resen tin g  a m ark e t sh are  o f 61.5%). W ith in  a  decade, th e  n u m b er o f fo r­

eign film s h a d  in creased  to  359 (a m ark e t sh are  o f 83.3% ) in  1993 (Cha, 1997; Kil, 

1998).

A  space o f  am b iva len ce

W ith d em o cra tisa tio n  a n d  th e  estab lishm en t o f civil g overnm en t, political an d  

ideological s trugg les w aned , an d  w ere abso rbed  by  th e  conven tional dom ains of 

politics: fo r in stance , Kim Y oungsam  took  over pow er from  th e  fo rm er m ilitary  

generals in  1992 an d  Kim D aejug becam e th e  firs t dem ocratically  elected  opposi­
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tio n -p a rty  p re s id en t in  1998. As A belm ann p o in ts  ou t, ‘th e  1990s w as a decade of 

trem en d o u s h o p e ’ (2 0 0 3 : 4). H owever, it w ould  p e rh ap s  b e  b e tte r  seen  as a p e ­

riod  b o th  o f ho p e  an d  o f fru stra tio n . The period  can b e  seen  as “a  decade o f ho p e”, 

because South  K orea becam e a  m em ber o f th e  O rg an isa tio n  fo r Econom ic Coop­

era tio n  an d  D evelopm ent (OECD) an d  one o f th e  w orld ’s to p  fifteen  trad in g  coun­

tries  actively involved in  in te rn a tio n a l econom ic o rg an isa tio n s d u rin g  th e  1990s. 

The South  K orean econom y peaked  during  th is  period , b u t  it w as an  uneasy  dec­

ade. As seen, K oreans experienced  a  long-term  steady  econom ic grow th  a n d  in ­

d u stria lisa tion  fo r over 3 0  years. O n th e  o th er h an d , th e  p e rio d  can  also be  re ­

garded  as “a  decade o f fru stra tio n ” because th e  econom ic s itu a tio n  in Southeast 

Asia d e te rio ra ted  rap id ly  in  1997, an d  a huge w ave o f financial crisis reached  

South  Korea. I t  w as a  su d d en  collapse o f one o f new  econom ic tigers. T he South 

K orean governm en t so u g h t in te rn a tio n a l assistance a n d  signed  th e  agreem ent 

w ith  th e  In te rn a tio n a l M onetary  F und  (IM F) fo r $57 b illion  in  rescue loans. This 

was th e  so-called  “IM F reg im e” w hich m eans K oreans h an d e d  in  th e ir  econom ic 

sovereignty (N elson, 2 0 0 0 ; C ho-H an, 2 0 0 0 ). T he “h o p e” a n d  “fru stra tio n s” h ap ­

p ened  a t th e  sam e tim e  a n d  it revealed th e  am bivalen t charac te ristic s  o f peop le’s 

lives in  th is  period .

The con trad ic to ry  a n d  am bivalen t charac ters  o f S ou th  K orea p rov ide in teresting  

p ictures o f everyday lives. T he speed  o f changes seem ed  n o t to  slow  dow n an d  th e  

K orean society could  b e  observed still experiencing d ram a tic  m obility  an d  

changes. This u n p reced en ted  success an d  su d d en  co llapse d em o n stra ted  an o th er 

side o f th e  com pressed  m odern ity . This specific p erio d  o f tim e  in  S outh  K orea re ­

veals a  holistic scenario  o f tran sfo rm atio n  in  being  a  dynam ic landscape o f com ­

m unities an d  peop le  netw orks. T his dynam ic landscape o f th e  1990s South  Korea 

could provide a  relatively  clear p ic tu re  o f political a n d  econom ical achievem ents, 

struggles, con trad ic tions an d  hopes. I t  is also no tab le  th a t  th e  1990s South  Korea 

has b een  considered  an  exem plary  case o f “com pressed  tem p o ra lity ”. A ccording 

to  a  lead ing  fem in ist in  Korea, C ho-H an H aejoang  (2 0 0 0 ):

From  th e outset, m odernity contained w ithin itse lf th e tragedy caused by  
com pressed tem porality. However, due to the u neven ness and com pressed  
tim e span o f South Korea’s econom ic growth, there is  a great difference b e­
tw een th e experiences o f “us” and “them ” w ho have pursued endogenous 
capitalist developm ent. [...] There needs to be an analysis o f  w hy there are so  
m any peop le in the Third W orld w ho are suffering from  relative deprivation, 
why extrem ely conventional TV dramas revolving around issues like the na­
tion, the fam ily, and status reproduction are so  popular. [...] Such plienom -
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ena are closely related to the fact that m odernisation  has b een  pursued  
w ithin  an extrem ely “com pressed” period o f  tim e, leaving little tim e for re­
flection  and m od em  system  building.

(Cho-Han, 2 0 0 0 : 5 3 )

G enerally , th e  h is to ry  o f K orean m o d ern isa tio n  h as  b een  reg a rd ed  as a  “com ­

p re sse d ”, “m irac le”, o r th e  “decline o f m ilita rised  m o d ern ity ” a n d  “tu rb o ” devel­

o p m en t (Cho, H-Y. 1997; Kim, H-G. 1998; M oon, S-S. 2 005). I t  is assu m ed  th a t 

th e  p e rio d  fea tu res  b o th  com pressed  tem p o ra lity  a n d  dynam ism . T he period  

m ixes h o p e  a n d  d isap p o in tm en t w ith dynam ism  a n d  an  ex trem ely  quick  tem po  or 

lifestyle pace a n d  is th u s  an  extrem ely  in te re stin g  case for exam in ing  th e  fo rm a­

tio n  o f w o m en ’s id en titie s  w ith in  such a dynam ic p rocess o f change, an d  p articu ­

larly  th o se  o f young w om en w ho are  likely to  b e  m o st closely co n n ected  to  such a 

process.

In c rea sin g  socia l im a g in a tio n

A s  well as being  th e  p erio d  of rap id  cu ltu ra l change an d  com p ressed  tem porality , 

th e  1990s an d  early  2 0 0 0 s  have also b een  a  fascinating  p erio d  o f increasing  “so­

cial im ag in a tio n ” w hile ‘we live in  an  increasing ly  g lobalised  w orld , charac terised  

by th e  experience o f tim e-space com pression  b ro u g h t ab o u t b y  an  increase  in  th e  

speed  a n d  reach  o f com m unication , u n d e r  th e  im p ac t o f new  technologies o f ou r 

po st m o d ern  age’ (M orley, 20 0 6 :3 0 ). T he ro le o f im ag ination  in  th e  fo rm ation  of 

w om en’s id en titie s  has, u n til now, b een  overlooked -  p e rh ap s  because  th e  fo rm a­

tio n  o f w om en’s id en titie s  is p resu m ed  to  b e  closely re la ted  to  th e  prevailing  po­

litical an d  econom ic situation . In  particu la r, w o m en ’s id en titie s  in  th e  South  Ko­

rean  con tex t seem  to  have a tendency  to  be  illu s tra ted  by  political-econom ical 

factors (Jan e lli & Yim, 1993; 2002 ; Kim, E-S. 1985; M oon, S-S. 1994; 2005). 

How ever, recen tly  in te re stin g  argum en ts th a t  pay  a tten tio n  to  th e  im agination  in 

social p ractice  have b een  p u t fo rw ard  (A nderson, 1991 [1983]; A ppadurai 1996). 

A iju n  A ppadurai fam ously  claim s th a t ‘th e  im age, th e  im agined , th e  im aginary  -  

th ese  a re  all te rm s  th a t  d irec t u s  to  som eth ing  critical an d  new  in  global cu ltural 

p rocesses: th e  im ag in a tio n  as social p ractice  [...] T he im ag ina tion  is now  central 

to  all fo rm s o f agency, is itself a social fact, an d  is th e  key com ponen t o f th e  new  

global o rd e r’ (1996: 31). Even th e  defin ition  o f n a tio n  is sa id  to  be  an  im agined  

political com m unity  (A nderson, 1991, 6). T he im ag in atio n  does n o t necessarily  

have to  be  th o u g h t to  b e  equivalen t to  fan tasy  o r escap ism  from  reality . After th e



rap id  tran sfo rm a tio n  th e re  has been  an  opening  u p  o f new  possib ilities, desires 

an d  hopes th a t  a re  n o t ju s t  econom ic b u t also social -  th e  th in g s it becam e possi­

b le to  d ream  ab o u t expanded.

D uring th e  p rev ious th re e  decades, social im ag ination  7 h ad  b een  largely op­

p ressed  an d  re s tr ic ted  by  au th o rita rian  regim es, w hich arguab ly  forced  people 

in to  a u n i-d irec tio n a l d o m in an t ideology -  “p rog ress” a n d  “developm en t”. How ­

ever, desp ites th ese  a ttem p ts , th e  repressive reg im e fa iled  to  en tire ly  suppress 

peop le’s im ag in a tio n  a n d  th e ir  desire  to  c reate  n ew  id eas  a n d  a lternatives a l­

tho u g h  th e  ran g e  o f im ag ination  w as qu ite  lim ited . W ith  th e  rap id  econom ic an d  

political tran sfo rm a tio n  in  th e  1970s an d  1980s, new  a lte rn a tiv e  im aginations an d  

ideas em erged , d isp laced  a n d  rep laced  th e  old re s tr ic ted  parad igm . As N ancy 

A belm ann rem ark s, ‘w hile th e  social tran sfo rm atio n  is s tim u la ted  by o u r ever 

m ore connected , m ed ia ted , a n d  even w ired social w orld, it  is also clear th a t  social 

tran sfo rm a tio n  tirelessly  offers o th e r w orlds, w ha t A pp ad u ra i calls “possible 

w orlds’” (A belm ann, 2 0 0 3 :1 6 ).

The 1990s observed  a  rap id  increase in  peop le’s in te re st in  global culture . W ith 

th e ir u n p reced en ted  political an d  econom ic success, peop le w ere  seeking a lte rn a ­

tive lifestyles a n d  a  cu ltu re  th a t w as d ifferen t from  th e  typ ical a n d  re s tr ic ted  n a ­

tional b o u n d arie s  o f life. T he a lternative  lifestyle w as so u g h t in  a  space o f im agi­

nation  th a t  w as m ain ly  fed by globalised m ass-m ed ia  (for exam ple, ch ap te r 5 of 

th is  research  show s how  th is  p henom ena plays o u t fo r young  w om en in  re la tion  

to  rom an tic  love). As A ppadurai po in ts  out, ‘one im p o rtan t source  o f th is  change 

is th e  m ass m ed ia , w hich p re sen t rich , ever-changing s to re  o f possib le  lives’ (Ap­

padurai, 1996: 53). F or instance , du ring  th e  1990s th e  K orean  c in em a m ark e t ra p ­

idly expanded  to  include b o th  p roducing  a n d  exporting  cu ltu ra l goods. This can 

be seen  as a  sym ptom atic  case o f a  flourish ing  cu ltu ra l im ag ination . F u rth erm o re , 

novel an d  a lte rn a tiv e  d iscourses, opp ressed  an d  lu rk ing  u n d e r  an  au th o rita rian  

ideology, em erged: d iscourses o f sexuality  in  public, ex tram arita l affairs, body 

m odification a n d  so on. Such discourses illu stra te  th a t  th e  concep t of sexuality

7 In this thesis, the term, “imagination” will be used to infer social imagination rather than “imagi­
nation” as often more generally meant. As the imagination cannot be seen as mere individual psy­
chological phenomena, I would suggest that the term should be regarded as a product of social prac­
tices, not individual mental activities.
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has changed  p ro found ly  since th e  D em ocratic R evolution o f 1987 (H ow ard, 1995; 

Shin  & Cho, 1996).

As ind icated  above in  re la tio n  to  cu ltu ra l cinem a re la ted  goods, th e  perio d  o f th e  

1990s an d  early  2 0 0 0 s  could also be  called “th e  age o f co n su m erism ” in  South 

Korea an d  it is also for th is  reaso n  th a t exam ining young w o m en ’s iden tity  fo rm a­

tio n  is p articu la rly  in teresting . T he au th o rity  o f th e  existing ideology o f econom ic 

grow th  an d  m o d ern isa tio n  h ad  been  declining, a n d  w as b e in g  rep laced  by  th e  de­

sire  to  consum e. As n o ted  earlier, if it can b e  sa id  th a t th e  1980s w as th e  age of 

politics an d  ideology, th e n  th e  1990s w ould  b e  th e  age o f d esire  a n d  consum ption . 

D uring th e  1970s an d  1980s, th e  South  K orean econom y w as m ain ly  dep en d en t 

u p o n  exporting  goods w ith  low -w aged labour. How ever, th is  developing econom y 

p a tte rn  w as g radually  tran sfo rm ed , an d  th e  dom estic  m ark e t h as  b een  expanding 

since th e  1980s th ro u g h  a  boom ing dom estic econom y. T his grow ing tendency  

tow ards goods co n sum ption  an d  a  v ib ran t m ark e t w as quickly  expanded  in  th e  

1990s.

In  th e  early  1990s, how ever, th e  Kim Y oungsam  ad m in is tra tio n  decided  to  re ­

spond  to  in te rn a tio n a l p re ssu re  to  open  up  th e  dom estic  m ark e t, a n d  in troduced  

th e  concept o f  “g lobalisa tion” in  o rd e r to  p rom ote  com petitiveness, w ith  a conse­

q u en t m assive increase  in  th e  im p o rta tio n  o f w este rn  m ed ia  p roduc ts , including 

film s, as n o ted  above. (N elson, 2 0 0 0 : 182). T his policy change  w as im p lem en ted  

in  o rd e r to  b e  ab le  to  in tro d u ce  m any  im p o rted  goods a n d  new  cultures. T he im ­

p o rt o f w este rn  m ed ia  p roduc ts , like film s, rap id ly  in creased  w ith  th is  new  wave 

o f globalisation. Since th e  governm ent decided  to  d ereg u la te  th e  q u o ta  system  of 

foreign in v estm en ts  in  th e  film  in d u stry  in  1988, th e  m a jo r A m erican  Hollywood 

film  in d u stries  lau n ch ed  th e ir  ow n d irec t d istrib u tio n  system  in  South  Korea. 

C onsequently , im p o rt ra te  for Hollywood m ovies rocketed: 26 foreign film s w ere 

im ported  in  1984 (rep resen tin g  a m ark e t sh are  o f 61.5%). W ith in  a  decade, th e



n u m b er o f fo reign  film s h ad  increased  to  359 (a m ark e t sh are  o f 83.3% ) in  1993 

(Cha, 1997; Kil, 1998).8

A no ther in creased  global consum ption  p ractice h as  b een  foreign  tou rism . In  

1988, w hen th e  O lym pic G am es w ere held  in  Seoul, th e  m ilita ry  governm en t was 

concerned  ab o u t giving th e  in tern a tio n al com m unity  th e  negative im pression  of 

an  iso lated  coun try . So it  liberalised  foreign to u rism , w hich since th e n  has soared. 

By 1991, th e  average S ou th  K orean trave lle r overseas sp en t m o re  th a n  $ 2 ,0 0 0  

per tr ip  (N elson, 2 0 0 0 :1 0 2 ) .

In  th e  face o f th ese  situa tiona l changes, it is an  un d en iab le  fact th a t  consum erism  

in  South  K orea rap id ly  in creased  in  th is  period , an d  th is  ten d en cy  w as caused  by  a 

series o f policy changes for expanding  th e  dom estic  m ark e t a n d  allow ing im ­

p o rted  goods from  foreign  countries. H ow ever, a lthough  th e  dom estic  m ark e t was 

opened  u p  to  accept foreign goods, th e  m ark e t is still d o m in a ted  by  th e  m ajo r Ko­

rean  in d u stria l co rp o ra tio n s  in  m any  spheres (including  th e  ca r m ark e t as n o ted  

above). H ow ever, th e  co n su m ers’ desire  for foreign goods a n d  cu ltu re , w hich w ere 

th o u g h t to  em body  th e  w este rn  lifestyles, h as  rap id ly  in c reased  d u rin g  th e  last 

two decades. U n d er th e  surge o f television, film  a n d  new s from  ou tside  o f South 

Korea, m ore  w om en  have begun  to  actively explore th e  possib ility  th a t  th ey  will 

live an d  w ork  o th e r th a n  w here th ey  w ere b o rn  an d  living. As will be exam ined 

fu rth e r d u rin g  th is  thesis , w ith  th e  expansion  o f th e  social im ag ination , w om en 

have b u ilt u p  th e ir  ow n space w ith in  w hich to  fulfil d ream s a n d  lifestyles. T hese 

are seen  as a lte rn a tiv es to  conventional lifestyles, th o se  th a t  w ere socio­

econom ically perm issib le , given th e  previously lim ited  ro les o f w om en. 9

8 Another symptomatic example of surging consumerism is the luxury goods sector. In the early 
1 9 9 0 s, department stores saw a surge in sales. Foreign luxury goods like Gucci, Bally, Burberry, 
Missoni, and Yves Saint-Laurent, began to be sold in department stores in the early 1 9 9 0 s. With the 
explosive increase of luxury foreign goods, fake goods were also introduced into the market. The 
increase in fake luxury goods implied that recognition of international brands prevailed among the 
wider population (Chang, 2 0 0 4 : 2 2 3 ).

9 As described, the women’s role in family and society has increased and expanded remarkably dur­
ing the period of rapid industrialisation. Nevertheless, the image of modem women has been closely 
associated with the image of defensive/nationalistic men. As Cho-Han Hejoang claims, the sudden 
transformation of the so-called daughters’ generation can be associated with increasing individual­
ity which is a quite different tendency from what mothers’ generation had (Cho-Han, 2 0 0 2 ). While 
the mothers’ generation was still staying at home and played a role in managing their informal do­
mestic transactions, the daughters’ generation was in pursuit of their own individuality (187).



As d iscussed  in  g rea te r d ep th  in  th e  su b sequen t ch ap te r th a t  ou tlines th e  th eo ­

retical fram ew ork  o f th is  research , th e  idea o f th e  W est10 is th o u g h t to  be  im por­

ta n t for explain ing  K orean psyche an d  is cen tra l to  u n d ers ta n d in g s  o f globalisa­

tio n  in  th is  research . As it  will b e  show n, th e  concept o f th e  W est has played an  

im p o rtan t ro le  in  co n stitu tin g  m o d ern  identity , particu la rly  th a t  o f w om en. The 

W est h as  b een  reg ard ed  as a possib le w orld  to  b e  achieved. G enealogically th e  

idea o f th e  W est can  b e  traced  back  to  th e  colonial period . As no ted , K orea w as 

ru led  by th e  Jap a n ese  colonial pow er, an d  th e  Jap a n e se  im peria l pow er a t­

tem p ted  to  tra n sp la n t th e ir  m odel o f m odern ity  th ro u g h /b y  dem olish ing  tra d i­

tional social system s o f Korea. Ironically, th e  co lonised K oreans ten d ed  to  find  

th e ir  a lte rn a tiv e  reg im e o f value n o t in  th e  Jap an ese  m odel, w hich  w as re jected  

an d  becam e a  sub ject o f resistance  by  m any K oreans, b u t in  th e  u nknow n  an d  u n ­

enco u n te red  W est.11 A ccording to  Yoo (2001), ‘m o d ern iza tio n  m ean t an  asp ira­

tio n  for th e  w ealth  a n d  pow er o f n a tio n  an d  w as hence iden tified  w ith  w estern iza­

tion  its e lf  (4 2 3 ).12 T his ideal o f th e  W est as an  a lte rn a tiv e  reg im e o f value has 

been  s tren g th en ed  th ro u g h  th e  rap id  in d u stria lisa tio n  a n d  p ro-A m erican  m ilitary  

regim es. T hro u g h  experiencing th e  devasta ting  K orean W ar a n d  confron ta tion  

against co m m u n ist n o rth e rn  neighbour, th e  ideal im age o f th e  W est took  its con­

crete form  in  th e  sh ap e  o f A m erica, which h as  becom e synonym ous w ith  global­

isation, p articu la rly  in  te rm s o f m edia. T his form  o f A m erican ised  globalisation , 

therefore , p rov ides th e  backdrop  to  th is  thesis  in  th e  sense  th a t  it h as  influenced  

n o t only w o m en ’s consum ption  b u t th e ir  m ore  actively co n stitu ted  im agined  form

10 The concept of the ‘imagined West’ has recently been widely discussed by many social scientists 
in order to show that the West is not a fixed category that lacks in the rationality of conceptual co­
herence. It is a mere peculiar construct (Dirlik 1 9 9 9 ; Goldstein-Gidoni 2 0 0 i;Goldstein-Gidoni & 
Dalio-Bul 2 0 0 2 ; Yoshimi 2 0 0 3 ; Fujita 2 0 0 4 ; Sakai 2 0 0 5 ; Wang 2 0 0 7 )

11 This ironical situation can be found in a remark of one of the officials in the colonial administra­
tion, Sakau Moriya. He claimed that ‘in spite of Japan achieving a great development in Chosun 
(Korea), Koreans have still kept a deep hatred toward Japan. Therefore, Japan should try to 
enlighten Korean’s minds and souls, the spiritual realm of which has been taken charge of by 
Americans and Europeans’ (Moriya, 1 9 2 4 : 2 4 4 -2 4 9  in Yoo, S-Y. 2 0 0 1 : 4 2 7 ).

12 During the colonial period, for Koreans, the West, which was often represented as America, was 
an ideal world to become. It seems to be an imagined possible world for them. It is an ‘imagined 
West’ partly because Korea was ruled by Japan which was not discemable at least in skin colours 
and lost opportunities to have full-interactions with the western culture directly. This indirect en­
counter with western culture stimulated Korean’s social imagination, and led to the building of an 
idealised form of the ‘Other’ world.



of lifestyles, w hich , as th is  research  will a ttem p t to  show , a re  n eg o tia ted  an d  con­

te s ted  betw een  th e  local contex t an d  th is  backdrop  o f g lobalisation .

1.3. Thesis Chapter Plan

T he ch ap te r follow ing th is  in troduction , C hap ter 2, s ta r ts  b y  trac in g  som e of th e  

d ebates a ro u n d  global m edia, an d  tries  to  u n d e rs ta n d  how  w om en’s iden tity  for­

m atio n  can  a n d  shou ld  b e  fram ed. In  particu la r it focuses u p o n  w here  th e  global 

an d  th e  local a re  closely associated  an d  constan tly  in te rac tin g  in  everyday lives in 

th eo ry  an d  in  th e  specific h isto ry  o f South  Korea. P a rticu la r a tten tio n  is given to 

cu ltu ra l im peria lism  a n d  its critiques, an d  th e  em ergence o f th e  concep t o f hy- 

b rid ity  in  global m ed ia  debates, in  re la tion  to  th e  sa lien t q u estio n  o f how  to  find 

m arg ina lised  w o m en ’s voices w hich m ay reveal th e  fo rm a tio n  o f w om en’s hybrid  

iden tities in  each  specific context. I d iscuss Spivak’s id ea  o f su b a ltem ity  an d  

B habha’s key idea  o f hybrid ity  an d  its con tribu tion  to  th e  th eo re tica l fram ew ork 

of th is  research , in  o rd e r to  provide add itional help  in  co m p reh en d in g  th e  specific 

tem pora lity  a n d  com plexity  of th e  fo rm ation  o f w om en’s id en titie s  in  South  Ko­

rea. How ever, I also exam ine an d  articu la te  th e  te rm ino logy  a n d  th eo ries  they  

provide for th e  p u rp o se  o f contextualising m y em pirical d a ta  a n d  a ttem p t to  m ove 

tow ards a  th eo re tica l m ean s o f u n d ers tan d in g  of w om en’s tran sfo rm ativ e  iden ti­

ties w hich is re lev an t to  th e  South  K orean contex t

C hapter 3 explains how  I conducted  m y fieldw ork, an d  exp lo res th e  ways in  which 

th e  pow er re la tio n sh ip  betw een  th e  research er an d  re sea rch ed  w as negotiated . 

The ch ap te r will focus on  position ing  th e  p ro ject an d  p articu la rly  how  to  in teg ra te  

th e  subject w ith  deba tes on  fem inist em pirical research  by  d iscussing  som e of th e  

p roblem s assoc ia ted  w ith  analysing d a ta  collected in  th is  way, an d  th e  process of 

in te rp re ta tio n  a n d  w riting

The next th ree  analytical chap ters  deal w ith  m y em pirical re search  findings on 

transfo rm ative  id en titie s  o f young w om en in  re la tion  to  th e  following: body  p rac­

tice in  consum ing  p lastic  surgery; th e  tran s la tio n  o f ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage; 

an d  M issy  as tran sfo rm ativ e  m arried  fem ininities. In  th e se  th re e  sucessive chap­

te rs  I analyse th e  com m on tra jecto ry  o f “transfo rm ative  id en titie s”; th ese  are  in ­

troduced  in  m o re  dep th .

In  C hap ter 4 , I exam ine how  th e  com plexity  o f South  K orean  w om en’s cultura l 

p ractice o f p lastic  su rgery  reflects th e  possibility  th a t  g lobal p rocesses, as p ro ­



jec ted  th ro u g h  m ed ia  im ages, m ay b e  tran sfo rm ed  in  th e  local context. T hrough 

South  K orean w o m en ’s conflictual an d  am bivalen t id en titie s  regard ing  plastic 

surgery, I focus o n  th e  hybrid  body, w hich show s n e ith e r a  m an ife sta tio n  o f Ko- 

rean -ness, n o r  a  com plete  copy o f th e  C aucasian shape. By focusing o n  th e  dy­

nam ics o f cu ltu ra l hyb rid  con testa tion  in  th is  way, a  m o re  effective in terro g a tio n  

o f th e  in te rp lay  o f race a n d  gender construc tions in  re la tio n  to  cosm etic surgery  

can  be accom plished.

C hap ter 5 d em o n stra te s  how  ro m an tic  love an d  m arriag e  are  tran sfo rm ed  an d  

p rac tised  in  th e  S ou th  K orean context. Young w om en’s fascination  w ith  th e  com ­

m odity  o f w este rn  m ateria ls  (as po rtrayed  in  im p o rted  ro m an tic  film s) is located  

in  th e ir  desire  to  em body  cosm opolitan  sexuality  in  w este rn  ro m an tic  love w hilst 

re ta in in g  a d iffe ren t position  in  re la tion  to  th e  p ractice o f sexuality . T his h igh­

lights th e  com plex d ialectic o f postcolonial young w om en’s re s is tan ce  to , an d  col­

lusion w ith, th e  force o f global culture. I h igh ligh t th e  fo rm  o f cou rtsh ip  (C hung - 

m a e ), w hich co n ta in s  o ld  an d  new  cu ltu ra l concepts o f m arriag e  an d  rom an tic  

love. In  p a rticu la r, th e  in fo rm an ts  I interview ed show  com plex  an d  con trad icto ry  

a ttitu d es to w ard  th e  issue o f rom an tic  love an d  m arriage. T hus, in  th is  chap ter, I 

exam ine how  th e  con junctu re  o f rom an tic  love an d  m arriag e  is a transfo rm ative  

practice in  co u rtsh ip , to  ob ta in  a  con tem porary  K orean co n su m er lifestyle o f “o r­

d in arin ess”.

Any analysis o f S ou th  K orean w om en’s transfo rm ative  id en titie s  w ould  n o t be 

com plete w ith o u t a  d iscussion  o f m arried  w om en’s iden tities. In  C hap ter 6 , 1 ex­

am ine th e  co n tem p o rary  figure o f th e  “M issy ”. R ecently, th e  “M issy” (m arried  

w om en w ho iden tify  them selves in  sim ilar form s to  u n m arr ie d  w om en) h as  been  

identified  p articu la rly  th ro u g h  secular expressions, m o st no tab ly  em bodied  

w ith in  p o p u lar cu ltu re  in  advertising, film  an d  television d ram a . In  th is  chap ter, I 

exam ine how  “th e  M issy ” has b een  tran sfo rm ed  in to  a  new  fem in ine identity , 

com peting w ith  th e  A d ju m m a  d iscourse, w hich re p resen ts  an  “o ld” iden tity  in  

con tem porary  S ou th  Korea. In  considering  th e  rew ork ing  o f th e  “M issy” d is­

course, I a tte m p t to  illu stra te  how  w e can  n o t only ce leb ra te  th e  ways in  w hich 

som e w om en are  able to  renego tia te  th e ir  fem inin ities, b u t  also h ighligh t in ­

stances w here  th ey  are  tran sfo rm in g  from  th e  fem in in ity  o f  th e ir  m o th e r’s g en e ra­

tion  w hich is re p re sen te d  in  th e  d iscourse o f A d ju m m a  to  new ly em erged form  of 

fem ininity  fo u n d  w ith in  th e  d iscourse o f th e  M issy.
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These crosscu tting  th rea d s  are  b ro u g h t to g eth er in  th e  conclud ing  chap ter, w hich 

outlines th e  im p lica tion  o f m y theo re tical an d  em pirical find ings. I h igh ligh t th e ir  

relevance to  tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tities  an d  survival s tra teg ie s  in  th e  specific tem ­

poral contex t o f S outh  Korea. In  addition , I assess th e  s tren g th s  an d  w eaknesses 

of th e  m ethodological ap p ro ach  ad o p ted  an d  th e  im p lica tions o f th e  stu d y  for fu ­

tu re  sim ilar research .



C H A P T E R  2

WOMEN’S IDENTITY IN TRANSITION

2.1. Introduction

T he aim  of th is  ch ap te r is to  discuss theore tical u n d ers tan d in g s  o f w om en’s id en ­

tity  fo rm ation , in  p a rticu la r focussing up o n  w here  th e  global a n d  th e  local a re  

closely associa ted  a n d  constan tly  in teracting  in  everyday lives. M y arg u m en t is 

th a t, w ith  reg a rd  to  w om en’s iden tities in  tran sfo rm atio n , it is h a rd  to  draw  

b o undaries be tw een  th e  self an d  th e  o ther, d ifference an d  sam eness, th e  E ast an d  

th e  W est. T he com plex in terac tion  o f th ese  d ifferen t elem ents, w hich inform  

w om en’s id en titie s  in  each  specific an d  tem pora l in stance , m ean s th a t  en tire  con­

cepts a re  likely to  b e  irreducib ly  in terw oven in  practice. T herefore, in  th is  re ­

search, I am  a ttem p tin g  w ha t is a difficult task , th a t  o f sketch ing  a n d  analysing 

th is  com plexity o f w o m en ’s iden tity  form ation . In  th e  prev ious chap te r, w hich 

described  th e  con tex t o f th is  thesis, a descrip tion  o f Sou th  K orea w as given reveal­

ing th a t  th e  m o st d ram atic  a n d  com plicated  cu ltu ra l changes have tak en  place 

since th e  1990s. H ence, desp ite  th e  difficulty o f th e  task , a ttem p tin g  an  u n d e r­

stand ing  of th e  w ay in  w hich th e  “global” is conceived o r im ag ined  is extrem ely 

im p o rtan t in  o rd e r to  g rasp  th e  m eaning  o f w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractice  in  th is  ra p ­

idly changing local context.

In  th is  chap ter, I exam ine th e  theore tical fram ew orks m o st usefu l fo r th is  thesis 

an d  m y a ttem p t to  g rasp  th e  com plexity of w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ation . I s ta r t  by  

trac ing  som e o f  th e  deba tes a ro u n d  global m edia, w hich  have b een  m o st p rom i­

n en t in  recen t years an d  w hich are  m ost re levan t to  th is  thesis, b eg inn ing  by look­

ing a t th e  concep t o f “cu ltu ra l im perialism ”, w hich has b een  particu la rly  signifi­

cant in  te rm s o f th in k in g  ab o u t th e  influence o f global m edia. I also n o te  th e  effect 

th a t such  deba tes a ro u n d  global m edia an d  cu ltu ra l im peria lism  have h ad  upon  

u n d erstan d in g s o f w om en’s iden tities. I th en  m ove on  to  ind ica te  th e  m ajo r cri­

tiques of cu ltu ra l im peria lism  theo ries an d  a t  th e  em ergence o f postcolonial cri­



tiques an d  o f th e  n o tio n  o f “hybrid ity” (B habha, 1994). Postco lonia l th eo ry  has 

h ad  a su b stan tia l im p ac t on  u n d erstan d in g s o f g lobalisation  generally , a n d  form s 

a  particu larly  help fu l fram ew ork  for th is  thesis. I t  p rov ides sign ifican t insights: 

th ese  co n trib u te  to  an  u n d ers tan d in g  o f th e  com plex a n d  tem p o ra l practices th a t 

em body colonial experiences, w hich are re levan t to  th e  fo rm atio n  of w om en’s 

iden tities as m en tio n ed  above. Indeed , th e  im p o rtan ce  o f postco lonialism  lies 

particu larly  in  its  re ference to  th e  dynam ic in terac tio n s o f  global a n d  local re la ­

tions, an d  th e  p ers is ten ce  o f colonialism  to  th e  p re sen t day.

W ith in  th is  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  th e  global a n d  th e  local, p rocesses o f iden tity  

fo rm ation  can  b e  seen  to  b e  pivotal. As Ien  Ang d iscusses, ‘o n e  cen tra l issue in  

w hich recognition  o f th e  in tertw in ing  of global an d  local developm ents has p a r­

ticu larly  stro n g  th eo re tica l an d  political consequences is th e  issue o f cultura l 

iden tity ’ (1996: 144). L ater in  th is  thesis, th e  th re e  analy tic  ch ap te rs  b ased  upon  

th e  em pirical re search  will a ttem p t to  show  th a t w o m en ’s id en tities  canno t be 

seen  as hom ogeneous, co h e ren t an d  sta tic  b u t a re  p e rh ap s  b e tte r  reg ard ed  as u n ­

dergoing co n stan t tran sfo rm atio n  an d  n o t irreducib le  to  w ha tever it is th a t  fits 

in to  a sim ple schem e. In  th e  case o f th e  en co u n te r w ith  g lobalisation  in  South  Ko­

rea, I there fo re  show  an  analysis o f m y em pirical d a ta  th a t  su p p o rts  theo ries of 

postcolonialism  a n d  hybrid ity  in  revealing th a t  w om en do n o t ap p ear to  be  sim ply 

receivers o f th e  one-w ay  process of w este rn  cu ltu ra l flow. In d eed , th e  tran sfo rm a­

tive n a tu re  o f w o m en ’s iden titie s  th ro u g h  th e ir  co n su m p tio n  o f global m ass m edia 

appears to  u n d erlin e  th e  global an d  local cu ltu ra l in te rtw in in g  o u tlined  w ith in  th e  

concept o f hybrid ity .

The concept o f hy b rid ity  plays an  im p o rtan t ro le  in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  dynam ic of 

cu ltural p ractice  a n d  heterogeneous iden tity  fo rm ation  in  S o u th  K orea, because of 

its focus u p o n  th e  in te rac tio n  o f th e  global an d  local. I t  con fro n ts  a n d  prob lem a- 

tises bo u n d aries, a n d  im plies an  unse ttling  o f iden tities. In  th is  sense , hybrid ity  

can never be  a q u estio n  o f happy  harm on ious m erger a n d  fusion . H ybrid ity  is n o t 

th e  “so lu tion” to  th ese  oppositions, b u t it a lerts  u s  to  th e  difficulty o f living w ith 

differences. H ybrid ity  is an  am bivalen t an d  im m an en t te rm : w e n eed  to  exam ine 

the specific te m p o ra lity  a n d  com plexity  w ith  w hich hybrid ity  op era tes  in  th e  local 

context.

In  o rd er to  use  th e  concep t o f hybrid ity  to  exam inine th e  d iversity  o f w om en’s 

iden tity  fo rm atio n  in  S ou th  Korea, th is  ch ap te r ends th e  firs t sec tion  by a  ques­



tion ing  o f th e  n o tio n  o f th e  “W est” an d  by suggesting th a t  th e  n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  

could be  m u ch  fu r th e r  developed  in  cu rren t global m ed ia  stud ies. W ith  reg ard  to  

the em ergence o f th e  concep t o f hybridity , th e  sa lien t q u estio n  ad d ressed  in  a th e ­

sis such  as th is  one, w hich  is focussed upon  w om en an d  processes o f gen d er id en ­

tity  w ith in  postco lon ia lism , is how  to  find  m arg ina lised  w om en’s voices w hich re ­

veal th e  fo rm a tio n  o f w o m en ’s hybrid  iden tities in  each specific contex t.

Second, follow ing on  from  th e  d iscussion o f cu ltu ra l im peria lism  a n d  its critiques, 

I tu rn  to  a  re -ex am in a tio n  o f Spivak’s fam ous question : ‘can  th e  su b a lte rn  speak?’ 

I focus on  th e  key  e lem en ts o f h e r theory , w hich a re  u n arg u ab ly  o f sign ifican t in ­

fluence u p o n  th is  th esis  b u t also question  w h e th e r h e r th eo re tica l fram ew ork  is 

entirely  sufficien t a n d  ap p ro p ria te  fo r u n d erstan d in g  th e  com plexity  o f w om en’s 

identities in  th e  S ou th  K orean  context, as described  in ch ap te r one.

Third, in  o rd e r to  p rov ide add itional help  in  com prehend ing  th e  specific tem p o ­

rality an d  com plexity  o f th e  fo rm ation  o f w om en’s id en titie s  S outh  Korea, I de­

scribe m ore  fully  B habha’s key idea o f hybrid ity  a n d  its  specific con trib u tio n  to  

the th eo re tica l fram ew o rk  o f th is  thesis. Finally, I n o te  th a t in  o rd e r to  discuss 

critically th e  n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  an d  explore its concep tual lim ita tio n  fo r m y 

needs, m y analysis will b o rro w  B habha’s te rm  selectively, an d  exam ine an d  a r­

ticulate it fo r th e  p u rp o se  o f contex tualisation  o f m y em pirica l data . T hus, as I ex­

plain in  th is  final section , I u se  th e  te rm  “tran sfo rm ativ e  w om en’s id en titie s”. In  

so doing, I re jec t th e  u se  o f postcolonial theo ry  as g ran d  n a rra tiv e  th eo ry  an d  a 

universal te rm  w hich  is re levan t to  each contex t b u t w hich  nevertheless provides 

useful e lem en ts w hich  can  b e  selectively used  to  help  analysis em pirical d a ta  an d  

to m ove to w ard s a n  u n d ers tan d in g  o f w om en’s tran sfo rm ativ e  id en titie s  in  differ­

ent contexts.

2.2. Cultural imperialism in global media studies

G lobalisation is th o u g h t to  b e  everyw here. T he w id esp read  te rm  o f g lobalisation 

is undeniable . T h is u b iq u ito u s charac te r o f g lobalisation  h as  b een  accom panied  

w ith triu m p h a l expansion  o f w orld  capita lism  since th e  B erlin W all dem olished. 

In  m any  w orks on  g lobalisation , ‘th e  “global” is seen  e ith e r as a hom ogen ising  in ­

fluence o r as a  neo-co lon ial m ovem ent of ideas an d  cap ita l from  w est to  non-w est’



(Grewal & K aplan, 2001: 663). The te rm  is in itially  th o u g h t to  have stem m ed  

from  th e  expansion  o f cap ita lism  (H obsbaw m , 1975; L echner & Boli, 2 0 0 0 )13.

However, th e  perspectives on  global in teg ra tion  have b ee n  pu re ly  econom ic an d  

o th ers have arg u ed  th a t  th e  m ove tow ards coheren t a n d  hom ogeneous system  

also shapes th e  cu ltu ra l, social an d  political changes (Schiler, 1991; R itzer, 1993; 

O hnuki-T ierney, 1993). T his view  is m ainly  argued  by  M arx ist scholars w ho b e ­

lieve th a t th e  p ro life ra tio n  o f globalisation is closely re la ted  to  th e  expansion  of 

th e  cap ita list system , w hich perm eates in to  non-econom ic fields, including  th e  

cultura l dom ain . A rguably, in  re la tion  to  th e  p ro life ra tio n  o f  th e  d iscourse of 

g lobalisation so-called  “cu ltu ra l im peria lism ” w ould  p rov ide  p lausib le  exp lana­

tions on  th e  issue o f globalisation. C ultural im peria lism  stu d ies  em phasise  th e  

political an d  econom ic d om ination  o f A m erican m ed ia /co n su m er p ro d u c ts  over 

th e  re s t of w orld  a n d  th e ir  pervasive influence o n  local cu ltu res. A ccording to  

Schiller (1976), cu ltu ra l im perialism  is a process o f p ro m o tin g  th e  dom inating  

values an d  system . In  particu la r, cu ltura l im peria list th eo rie s  have n o ted  th a t, 

since 1960s an d  1970s, A m erican  aid  p rogram m es to  developing  coun tries have 

been  accom panied  b y  policies o f “free flows o f in fo rm atio n ”. T he A m erican gov­

e rn m en t h as  p ro m o ted  th ese  policies an d  th e  A m erican m ed ia  in d u stry  has been  

observed to  play an  im p o rtan t ro le  in achieving in te rn a tio n a l dom ination  

(Schiller, 1969; 1976; B udd & E n tm an , 1990; C urran , 1990).

The sp read  o f d o m in an t A m erican values an d  social system s accom panies th e  

sp read  o f com m odification . Som e scholars claim  th a t  th e  sp read  o f w estern  

(A m erican) p ro d u c ts  in  th e  w orld  can  be called “M cD onald isa tion” (R itzer, 1993: 

1998) an d  “C oca-co lonisation” (H annerz , 1992: 217). H ow ever, th is  process has 

been  m ore clearly  defined  w ith  th e  use  o f te rm s  such as  cu ltu ra l im perialism , 

w hich is reg ard ed  as ‘th e  sp read  o f m odern ity  an d  co n sid ered  as process o f cul­

tu ra l loss’ (T om linson , 1991:173). N otions such  as cu ltu ra l im p eria lism  o r cultura l 

colonialism  (O hnuki-T ierney, 1993: 135) s tress  th e  in eq u alities  betw een  th e  

se lf/o th er a n d  th e  W e st/th e  rest. In  o th er w ords, forces o f g lobalisation  te n d  to  

flow from  an  ep icen tre  (th e  W est o r A m erica) to  th e  re s t o f th e  w orld. This cul­

tu ra l flow echoes W allerste in ’s w orld  (econom ic) system  analysis (1974), w hich

13 Some scholars claim that globalisation has been closely related to historical economic expansion 
and the subsequent integration of the world since sixteenth century Europe (Wallerstein, 1 974).



concep tualises a  w orld- system  in  w hich th e  W est becom es th e  core o f w orld, 

w hile o th ers  becam e th e  perip h ery  o r th e  sem i periphery .

How ever, in  la te  tw en ty  cen tu ry , th e  in te rests  in  cu ltu ra l im peria lism  changed  to  

focus on  cu ltu ra l do m in atio n , ra th e r th an  political econom y. T om linson  (1991) 

asse rts  th a t  th e  ‘g rea t m ajo rity  o f pub lished  d iscussion  o f cu ltu ra l im perialism  

place th e  m ed ia - te lev ision  film , rad io , p rin t jo u rn alism , advertising - a t  th e  cen tre  

o f th in g s’ (20). M ass m ed ia  a re  pow erful in sp read ing  th e  values an d  system s of a 

dom in atin g  pow er. C ultural dom ination  can be  ind irec t an d  sub lim inal, an d  can 

be  m ore  pow erfu l th a n  econom ic an d  political dom ination . In  h is  artic le , N o t Yet 

P o st-Im p eria lism , Schiller (1991) argues th a t n a tio n a l m ed ia -cu ltu ra l pow er has 

b een  largely  su b o rd in a ted  to  tran sn a tio n a l co rpo ra te  au tho rity , so th e  key issue is 

th a t  d o m in atio n  still b ea rs  a  m arked  A m erican in p u t as “soft pow er” (18) an d  

“shift in  su rface ap p earan ce” have con trib u ted  greatly  to  th e  capability  o f th e  cor­

po ra te  b u sin ess  system  to  m ain ta in  an d  expanded  it global re ach  (27). F u rth e r­

m ore, as n ew  m ed ia  technology  is developing, in fo rm ation  flows are  ‘heavier th an  

ever’ (15). T his m ean s th a t  th is  new  developm ent o f delivery system s m akes local 

people, in  p a r ticu la r w om en as m arg inalised  group, m ore  vu ln erab le  th a n  ever to  

dom ination  by  cu ltu ra l an d  econom ic influences from  th e  W est.T his observed 

tendency  o f  th e  increasing  p ro liferation  of g lobalisation  seem s to  reflect its eco­

nom ic roo ts, in  being  connected  w ith debates a ro u n d  neo liberalism . T he la tte r 

pheno m en o n  p u rp o rted ly  com bines econom ic libera lisation , de-te rrito ria lization , 

an d  th e  incu lca tion  o f free-m ark et princip les. M cChesney suggests th a t  ‘econom ic 

and  cu ltu ra l g lobalisation  arguably  w ould  b e  im possible w ith o u t global com m er­

cial m edia system s to  p ro m o te  global m arke ts  an d  to  encourage co n su m er values’

(2001). In  th is  respect, neo liberalism  is alm ost always in te rtw in ed  w ith  a deep 

belief in  th e  ab ility  o f m ark e ts  to  use  new  technologies to  solve social p rob lem s far 

b e tte r th a n  any  a lte rn a tiv e  course including governm ent reg u la tio n s an d  sta te - 

contro lled  m ark e ts. T he driv ing  force o f neoliberalism  is sa id  to  b e  consum erism , 

inequality  an d  ind iv idualism  w hich ‘te n d  to  b e  tak en  as n a tu ra l an d  even benevo­

lent, w here political activity, civic values an d  an ti m ark e t activ ities a re  m arg ina l­

ised. [...] T he com bination  o f neoliberalism  an d  co rpo ra te  m ed ia  cu ltu re  tends 

drive a deep  a n d  p ro fo u n d  de-po litic isation’ (M cChesney, 2 0 0 5 :1 6 7 ). In  fact, it is 

asserted  by  m any  critics th a t  vo lun tary  choice an d  in ten tio n  a re  m o re  o r less illu­

sions th a t a re  co n stru c ted  b y  neoliberal m ark e t m echan ism s (Schiller, 2 0 0 0 ; 

Lessing, 1999; 2001; C urran  & Seaton, 2003). Som e critics observe th a t a d is­
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co u rse  o f "choice” is cen tra l to  neoliberal cu ltu re  w hich effected  en tire ly  th ro u g h  a 

g ra m m a r o f ind iv idualism . In  particu lar, A ngela M cR obbie p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  

co n tem p o ra ry  depo litic isa tion  o f w om en can be  seen  to  be b ase d  in  th e  neoliberal 

p rocesses w hich  are  such  a  close p a r tn e r to  cu ltu ra l im peria lism  (2 0 0 6 ). Thus, 

critics o f neo libera lism  h igh ligh t th e  M arxist concept o f ind iv idual false con­

sciousness as a  key to  u n d ers tan d in g  en trep ren eu ria l ac to rs  w ho are  concep tual­

ised  as ra tio n a l, ca lcu lating  a n d  self-regulating.

A side from  th e  depo litic isa tion  o f w om en, th e re  is an o th e r im p o rtan t issue th a t 

h a s  b een  ra ised  in  re la tio n  to  th e  global p ro liferation  o f neo libera l view s an d  m ar­

k e t m echan ism . In  th e  a rea  o f m ass-m edia , th e  b o u n d arie s  o f its  influence a re  no t 

re s tr ic ted  w ith in  n a tio n a l bo u n d arie s  anym ore. R ather, m ass-m ed ia  has becom e a 

tra n sn a tio n a l activity. If  tran sn a tio n a l m edia  p lay  an  increasing ly  im p o rtan t role 

in  prov id ing  peop le w ith  experiences o f o th er cu ltures an d  tran s la tin g  th e  tra n s ­

n a tio n a l m ed ia  im ages to  te rrito ria l an d  local iden tities, th e n  som e crucial ques­

tio n s  a re  ra ise d  w ith  reg ard  to  th e  ch arac te r o f neo liberal a n d  cu ltu ra l im perial 

views: in  p a rticu la r how  to  analyse th e  m ultilayered  o r frag m en ted  n a tu re  of 

w o m en ’s id en tity  fo rm a tio n  in  th e  com plicated  re la tio n sh ip  o f g lo b al-lo ca l cul­

tu re?  Also, if  vo lu n tary  an d  in ten tio n a l choice could b e  a fa lse  d iscourse o f free 

choice a n d  ind iv idual au tonom y w hich is in fluenced  by  neo liberal an d  m arket 

s tru c tu re s , th e n  th e  conclusion  w ould  sim ply n o t b e  th a t  it  is unnecessary  to  lis­

te n  to  d iffe ren t w om en’s voices w hich could b e  u n d ers to o d  to  b e  d riven  from  false 

consciousness. H ow ever, if w e exam ine d ifferen t contexts, th e  stakes a re  m ore 

com plicated  th a n  th o se  w hich  th e  cu ltu ra l im perialism  view  explains. This thesis 

will a tte m p t to  reveal th a t  th e  con tex tualisation  o f m ed ia  a n d  cu ltu ra l research  

offers m o re  com plex p ic tu res  o f fo rm ation  o f w om en’s id en titie s  in  global culture.

(2.2.1) C ritiques o f  cu ltu ra l im peria lism : the em ergence H y b r id ity  in  g lobalisa­

tion

I t  is u n d en iab le  fact th a t  as M orley claim s, ‘neo libera lism  en te red  th e  b lood­

stream  o f m ed ia  a n d  cu ltu ra l stud ies, a lm ost w ithou t u s  no tic ing  i t’ (20 0 6 : 143). 

How ever, d esp ite  o f th e  im p o rtan ce  o f th e  con tribu tions o f cu ltu ra l im perialist 

th eo ris ts , th is  view  h as b een  criticised by  m any  critics. W ith  th ese  criticism s of 

cu ltu ra l im peria lism , th e  very  idea o f g lobalisation is co n tested  an d  obscu red  by 

com peting  th eo rie s  on  globalisation. T he cu ltu ra l im peria lism  approach  p resum es
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th a t  th e  global system  is o rganised  in to  a u n id irec tional flow from  th e  cen tre  to  

th e  periphery , N o rth  to  South , o r W est to  East. How ever, th is  b in ary  view  has 

com e u n d e r considerab le  a ttack  (A bu-Lughod, 1991; A bou-E l-H aj, 1991). A ppa­

d u ra i criticises th is  u n ila te ra l d irec tion  o f cu ltu ra l a n d  econom ic flows a n d  sug­

gests th a t  th e  global system  can be  charac terised  by  ‘a com plex, overlapping, d is­

junctive  o rd e r’ (A ppadurai, 1996: 32). As S reberny  (2 0 0 6 ) p o in ts  ou t, cu ltura l 

im perialism  h as  ‘lo st m uch  o f its critical b ite  an d  h is to ric  va lid ity ’ (615) in  global 

com m unication  stud ies. She also in sits ts  th a t  ‘th e  b i-p o la r m odel suggest e ith er 

im b a lan ce /d o m in a tio n , th e  political-econom y perceptive o r balance, th e  “global 

p lu ra lis t” perspective, w hereas th e  real w orld  reveals fa r g rea te r com plexity’ 

(621). K araidy claim s (2 0 0 5 ) th a t ‘though  cu ltu ra l im peria lism  w as th e  reigning 

thesis  since th e  1960s a n d  th e  1970s, nu m ero u s critics have since th e  1980s al­

leged th a t  it n o  longer reflected  th e  com plexity o f in te rcu ltu ra l re la tio n s’ (4). In  

o th er w ords, it reduces th e  com plexity o f cu ltura l p h en o m en a  to  sim plistic eco­

nom ic explanation .

At th e  cen tre  o f th is  controversy , th e  concept o f “hybrid ity” p rov ides a  poten tially  

im p o rtan t in sigh t to  explain  th e  com plexity o f cu ltu ra l in te rac tions. T he n o tio n  of 

hybrid ity  (B hbha, 1994) h as  b een  expanded  w idely in to  th e  d eb a tes  o f cu ltural 

hybrid isation , a lthough  it has b een  a fragm ented  process. T he d eb a tes  ten d  to  ap ­

proach  hybrid ity  in  g lobalisation  as a by -p roduct o f th e  ‘tran sc u ltu ra l’ (Karaidy, 

2002a) dynam ics be tw een  trad itio n  an d  m odern ity , w hich a re  som etim es concep­

tualised  as th e  local an d  th e  global, i.e. A ppadurai’s n o tio n  o f ‘“d is ju c tu re” (1996); 

M artin -B arbero’s re fo rm ula tion  o f th e  concept o f “m ed ia tio n s” (1993), Garcia- 

Canclini’s “cu ltu ra l conversion” (1990), R obertson’s “g localisation’”(i9 9 5  in  

Karaidy, 2 0 0 2 a : 320). T hese scholars have u sed  th e  orig inal concep t extensively 

an d  invoked it  as an  a rticu la tio n  o f th e  m edia an d  cu ltu ra l n exus th a t  opposes cul­

tu ra l im peria lism  studies.

The issue o f cu ltu ra l hybrid ity  has been  tak en  up  aga inst th e  cu ltu ra l im perialism  

view w hich is n o  longer th o u g h t capable o f explain ing com plexities o f globalisa­

tion  an d  em erges as ‘increasingly  hybrid  a n d  d e-te rrito ria lised  cu ltu ra l fo rm s’ 

(Darling-W olf, 2000 :138). In  global m edia  stud ies, th e re  a re  fo u r tendencies of 

explaining th e  em ergence o f hybrid ity  in  critiques o f cu ltu ra l im peria lism .

First, cu ltu ra l im peria lism  has been  criticised  for its u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  u n ila t­

eral n a tu re  o f flows o f th e  w s tem  (A m erican) values to  th e  re s t o f th e  w orld. In ­



s tead , th e  concep t o f “hybrid ity” has been  useful in  asse rtio n s th a t  globalisation 

ca n  b e  u n d e rs to o d  as a  com plex n a tu re  o f flows in  in te rn a tio n a l com m unications, 

i t  is  no  lo n g er th e  one w ay flow of W estern  m ed ia  co n ten ts  needs to  include the  

“in creasin g  co n tra  flow in te rn a tio n a l m ed ia” (T hussu, 2 0 0 0 ). T he contra-flow  

in te rn a tio n a l m ed ia  include, for exam ple, th e  B razilian TV show  G lobo , along 

w ith  M exican exports o f telenovelas  th ro u g h o u t S o u th ern  (Catholic) E urope an d  

elsew here; Bollywood film s from  In d ia  to  E uropean  coun tries a n d  A m erica; an d  

th e  expand ing  cu ltu ra l pow er o f Ja p a n  (especially Jap a n ese  an im ation ) a n d  South 

K orean  m ed ia  in  d iffe ren t p a r ts  of Sou theast Asia (M orley, 2006 : 35). In  p articu ­

la r, in tra reg io n a l cu ltu ra l flows provide good exam ples to  challenge th e  un id irec­

tio n a l n a tu re  o f  g lobalisation. As Iw abuchi claim s th a t  by  using  th e  concept

(2 0 0 2 ), “g localisation” from  R obertson  (1995), th e  tran sn a tio n a l flow of Jap an ese  

p o p u la r cu ltu re  such  as P okem on can  reposition  w h a t is assum ed  to  b e  a m ono­

lith ic , u n id irec tio n al econom ic an d  cu ltu ra l flow. In  th is  sense , th e  concept of 

g lobalisation  sh o u ld  b e  rev ised  as “glocalisation” w hich can  explain  th a t th e  

global is im b rica ted  in  th e  local (R obertson, 1995: 26; F ea th ers to n , 1995:118).

Second, re ference  to  th e  concep t o f “hybrid ity” is m ade in  criticism s o f th e  way in  

w hich  th e  fram ew ork  o f cu ltu ra l im perialism  ten d s  to  ignore th e  m ultip le  ways 

th a t aud iences a re  active. C ultural im perialism  has assu m ed  th a t th e  m ed ia  have 

stra igh tfo rw ard , p red ic tab le  effects on  th e ir audiences w ithou t considering  th e ir 

ow n con tex ts (Katz & Liebes, 1990; W asko, Philips & M eehan, 2001). C ontrary, 

th e  n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  show s th a t th e  audience often  re in te rp re ts  m ed ia  texts 

th ro u g h  th e ir  ow n local a n d  situ a ted  positions. T he p rob lem s w ith  th e  fram ew ork 

o f cu ltu ra l im peria lism  are  th o u g h t to  be  d riven  by  th e  neglect o f any  em pirical 

evidence reg ard in g  th e  various ways ‘m ean ing  an d  view ing p leasu re  are  generated  

w ith in  th e  local cu ltu re  o f specific aud iences’ (Chua, 2 0 04 : 2 0 0 ). In  considering 

th e  global cu ltu ra l flows a n d  foreign cu ltu ra l influences on  a p a rticu la r region, 

cu ltu ra l d o m in a tio n  is in  m an y  cases a  discursive construc t ra th e r  th a n  th e  reflec­

tio n  o f th e  su b o rd in a te  peop le’s actual experience. T he cu ltu ra l im peria lism  de­

b a tes  explicitly a n d  im plicitly  see audiences as passive cu ltu ra l ac to rs  w ho, ap p a r­

ently  w ith o u t a  critical cu ltu ra l lens, au tom atically  absorb  any  m essages an d  

ideologies from  th e  d o m in an t centre. H owever, such a sim plified  view  of cultura l 

exchange h as  b een  challenged  by m any  m ore  recen t cu ltu ra l aud ience studies, 

w hich show  th a t  aud iences actively an d  creatively consum e m ed ia  tex ts  an d  cul­

tu ra l p ro d u c ts  (Ang, 1985; M orley, 1992; Radway, 1984). In  particu la r, Gillespie



(2 0 0 6 ) p o in ts  o u t th a t  ‘fo r u n d ers tan d in g  social dynam ic an d  engagem ent w ith 

m edia, w e n eed  to  stu d y  m ed ia  use in  precise local an d  tran slo ca l em pirical se t­

tin g s’ (G illespie, 2 0 0 6 : 907). In  th is  respect, it  is im p o rtan t to  contex tualise 

w om en’s id en tity  fo rm a tio n  th ro u g h  global m edia  in  an y  specific context.

In  ad d itio n , th e  fram ew ork  o f cultura l im perialism  m ay  be  in  d an g er o f ro m an ti­

cising an d  fe tish ising  “n a tio n a l” cu ltu re as p u re  o r au th en tic  fo rm  (Chow, 1994). 

In  o th e r w ords, seek ing  th e  p u re  o r au th en tic  fo rm s o f n a tio n al cu ltu res could 

lead  to  th e  p re su m p tio n  th a t  th e re  are  au th en tic  a n d  n a tu ra l d ifferences betw een  

th e  cen tre  a n d  th e  periphery . In  th is  sense , cu ltu ra l im peria lism  supposes to  ju s ­

tify w hy th e  d o m in an t cu ltu re  m ay reg ard  th e  cu ltu re  o f th e  cen tre  as au then tic  

an d  n a tu ra lise s  reaso n s w hy th e  d o m in an t pow er sub jugates th e  w eaker n a ­

tio n a l/c u ltu ra l id en titie s  th a t  are  th o u g h t to  be  in ferio r an d  prim itive . T his view 

has b een  critic ised  by  som e scholars as being  overly sim plistic  (C hadha & 

Kavoori, 2 0 0 0 ; M orley & R obins, 1995). In  th is  respect, cu ltu ra l im peria lism  de­

bates have lacked  clarity  in  th e ir  in terchang ing  o f th e  d ifferen t ca tegories, w est­

ern isa tion , A m erican isation  an d  capitalism . A ccording to  B oyd-B arrett, ‘localism  

and  cu ltu ra l hybrid ity , finally  fo reg round  re p resen ta tio n s  o f local iden tity  th a t  

m ay o bscu re  p en e tra tio n  o f local s tru c tu res  by  co rp o ra te  a n d  regu la to ry  agencies 

m odels a n d  values o f th e  global econom y’ (2006 : 22). M edia p ro d u c ts  w ere ‘re ad ’ 

in  d iverse w ays a n d  localism  an d  hybrid isation  o f m ed ia  co n ten ts  w as increasing  

(S traubhaar, 2 0 0 4 ). T hus, in  th is  way too , hybrid ity  can b e  helpfu l to  com pre­

hending  th e  com plexity  o f w om en’s iden tities  fo rm ation  w ith in  globalisation.

Finally, th e  concep t o f hybrid ity  offers m uch  for u n d e rs tan d in g  globalisation  in  

term s o f m u ltip le  m o d ern isa tio n  (Kaya, 2 0 0 4 ; Lee, 2 0 0 6 ) ra th e r  th a n  m odern ity  

equivalen t to  w este rn isa tion . T he classical app roaches to  m odern ity , capitalism  

and  g lobalisation  beg in  in, a n d  em ana tes from , E urope a n d  th e  W est. In  o ther 

w ords, th is  view  is arguably  th a t  m od ern ity  is an o th e r n am e  for w estern isa tion  

(Tom linson, 1991). T hus, D irlik argues th a t  th e  ‘fo rm er colonial sub ject o f 

E uro /A m erican  p ro jec ts  o f m odern ity  are  em pow ered  in  a  postco lonial w orld  to  

assert th e ir  ow n p ro jec t o f m odern ity  (2 0 0 3 : 286). O n th e  con tra ry , Kaya suggests 

th a t th e  ‘assu m p tio n  o f m od ern ity  as equivalen t to  th e  W est m u s t b e  prob lem a- 

tised  by  th e  concept o f m ultip le  m odern ities  an d  th a t  th e  m o d ern isa tio n  o f n o n ­

w estern  societies can n o t b e  view ed m erely  as w este rn isa tio n  o r E u ropean ization ’ 

(Kaya, 2 0 0 4 : 50). T he m u ltip le  pathw ays o f m o d ern isa tio n  p ro b lem atise  th e  as­



sum p tio n  o f  th e  u n ila te ra lism  o f m o d ern isa tio n /w este rn isa tio n . O n th e  contrary , 

it is  a sse rted  by  som e critics th a t  all societies create  th e ir  ow n m odern ity . T hus 

‘m o d ern ity  is un likely  to  re tu rn  a  sin g u lar v ision o f w o rld -m aste ry ’ (Lee, 2006 : 

365). In  o rd e r to  re search  th e  w om en’s iden tity  fo rm ation , as  th is  th esis  a ttem p ts  

to  d o , it is possib le , an d  p e rh ap s  essen tia l, to  th e  ra ise  th e  q u estio n  th a t u n d e r­

p in s th ese  d eb a tes  an d  th a t  is w h e th e r ‘g lobalisation’ is s im ply  a  synonym  of 

w este rn isa tio n  o r w h e th e r a  m o re  in trica te  an d  m u ltid irec tio n a l process and , 

th u s, exam ine how  th is  is p a rticu la r re levan t to  w om en’s subjectiv ities.

(2 .2 .2) P ro b lem a tis in g  the “W est”

W ith  resp ec t to  th ese  d eb a tes reg ard in g  m odern isation , it is also necessary  to  pay 

a tten tio n  to  th e  very  concept o f “th e  W est”. T he te rm  ap p ea rs  to  be  u sed  variably. 

T he W est m ay  re fe r geographically  to  A m erica o r  to  any  o th e r E uropean  society 

(M ouer & S ugim oto  1986: 132). T his geographical idea w ou ld  b e  a  p lausib le de­

scrip tion  if  it w ere th e  case th a t  m o d ern ity  flows from  th e  cen tre  to  th e  p erip h ­

eral. In  th is  vein , it  is n a tu ra l to  say  th a t  th e  W est is th e  cen tre , i.e. A m erica o r  

E uropean  coun tries. H ow ever, as d iscussed  above, if  th e  W est is n o t equivalen t to  

m odern ity , an d  m o d ern ity  can  be  seen  as m u ltid irec tio n a l processes, th en  th e  

very idea o f th e  W est being  equal to  A m erica o r E urope can  b e  seriously  ques­

tioned . In  o th e r w ords, if m o d ern isa tio n  is n o t equ ivalen t to  W estern isa tion , o r if 

m o d ern isa tio n  is a m u ltip le  p h en o m en a  ra th e r th a n  u n id irec tio n a l flow, th en  th e  

W est w ould  n o t necessarily  re fe r to  A m erica o r E urope. R a th er, th e  “W est” an d  

th e  “R est” a re  ‘n o t separab le  en titie s  b u t ra th e r have sh ap e d  a n d  b een  sh ap ed  by  

one an o th e r in  specific w ays an d  peop le w ould  evolve th e ir  ow n w ay o f using 

th em ’ (G rew al & K aplan, 1994: 14). In  th is  sense, it is p e rh ap s  possib le  to  argue 

th a t th e  W est is n o t fixed category  b u t in s tead  th a t it  lacks in  th e  ra tiona lity  o f 

conceptual coherence. In  fact, it h as  b een  asse rted  th a t th e  W est is m erely  an  

im agined  co n stru c tio n  (D irlik, 1999; G oldstein-G idoni, 2001; G oldstein-G idoni & 

Dalio-Bul, 2 0 0 2 ; Y oshim i, 2 0 0 3 ; Fujita , 2 0 04 ; Sakai, 2 0 0 5 ; W ang, 2007).

In  th is  fam iliar vein, th e  W est can  th a n  b e  im agined, exorcised , m an ip u la ted  an d  

played w ith  in  any  specific contex t. In  o th e r w ords, im ages o f th e  “W est” are  p ro ­

duced an d  a ttr ib u ted  w ith  tem p o ra ry  m ean ings th a t  can  easily  b e  a lte red  o r even 

replaced (A ppadurai, 1991: 198). T hose im ages are  th e n  given life th ro u g h  th e ir  

tran sfo rm atio n  in to  specific con tex tua l social p ractices a n d  m ate ria l goods. In ­
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deed , th e  ‘W est’ h as becom e an  accepted  form  of ‘a lte rn a tiv e  reality ’ for local peo­

p le  in  m an y  d iffe ren t contex ts (Kelsky 1999: 238). A ccording to  G oldstein- 

G idon i’s analysis o f Jap a n ese  w eddings, th e  general concep t o f th e  ‘W est’ is ‘fre ­

q u en tly  reg ard ed  in  everyday life as th a t  is fo u n d  over th e re  (mufco)’ (G oldstein- 

G idoni 1997:142). In  th is  im aginary  place ‘over th e re ’, tim e  seem s to  stop  an d  th e  

im age o f th e  W est can  b e  fixed. In  th is  way, accord ing  to  Sakai (2 0 0 5 ), th e  W est is 

im ag in ed  to  b e  a  c lear a n d  d istinc t entity . F u rth erm o re , Sakai argues th a t  th e  m e­

d ia  have estab lish ed  th e  concept o f th e  W est an d  “p lay ing” th e  ‘W est’ in  con tem ­

p o ra ry  J a p a n , an d , like any  o th er form  of play, th is  p lay  p rov ides its  p artic ipan ts  

w ith  a  sense  o f freedom . I t  is n o t freedom  in  a  sen se  o f escape how ever; th e  play 

affects a n d  even genera tes new  realities, new  id en titie s  (G oldstein-G iodi & D aliot- 

Bul, 2 0 0 2 : 73). In  th is  sense, th e  d istinc tion  betw een  th e  W est a n d  th e  R est (or 

th e  W est a n d  th e  E ast) is obscure an d  n o t clear-cu t. R a th er, i t  is p e rh ap s  possible 

to  claim  th a t  in  th e  globalised w orld, th is  d istinc tion  w ould  b e  d issolved an d  th e  

b in ary  concep t exists only in  construc ted  a n d  distinctive fo rm s in  th e  local con­

text. T his k in d  o f view  can  also be  found  in  T om linson’s d iscussion  (1999). Ac­

cord ing  to  T om ilinson , g lobalisation  is ‘a decen tred  p rocess th a t  h as  no  necessary  

affinity  w ith  th e  in te re sts  o f th e  W est’ (1999: 94) a n d  p rov ides a  new  openness to  

o th er ideas a n d  people. In  th is  decen tred  process o f g lobalization , ‘a w ide range o f 

h ybrid  fo rm atio n s can  be  iden tified  in  political econom y w ith in  th e  debates o f 

g lobalisation’ (P ieterse , 2001: 663).

(2 .2 .3) C u ltura l im p eria lism  o r  hyb rid ity : the  K orean  W ave?

The tran sn a tio n a l a n d  cross-cu ltu ral encoun te r h as  h igh ligh ted  cu ltu ra l differ­

ences in  m any  p a r ts  o f th e  globe. T he b in ary  view  o f g lobal/local, cen­

tre /p e rip h e ry , w hich  is th e  m ain  assum ption  o f cu ltu ra l im p eria lism  fails to  suffi­

ciently  acknow ledge th e  com plex, ju x tap o sed  an d  frac tu re d  n a tu re  o f cultura l 

globalisation. T his la tte r  view  is one w hich b e tte r  fits th e  analysis o f w om en’s 

iden tities  in  th is  th esis  as it cap tu res th e  com plex a n d  localised  varia tions w hich 

are iden tified  w ith in  th e  concept o f cu ltu ra l hybrid ity . In  th is  sense , as R oberston  

suggested , ’localisation  is th e  process o f hybridizing th e  local a n d  global to g eth er 

“g localisation”’ (1995). F u rth erm o re , th e  com plexity  o f pow er re la tio n s betw een  

th e  p erip h e ry  a n d  cen tre  a re  cen tra l a rgum en ts in  postco lon ia l th eo ry  (Karaidy, 

2002a; Shom e & H edge, 2 0 02 ; Ang, 2003). T he postco lon ial ap p ro ach  provides
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th e  possib ility  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  com plex process o f g lobalisa tion  an d  m ultilay­

e red  iden titie s . T he postco lonial no tion  of hybrid  fo rm s o f m ed ia  p ractice m ay 

provide a  usefu l too l to  u n d e rs ta n d  how  people co n stru c t th e ir  id en titie s  in  a  sp e­

cific context.

In  engaging w ith  th e  postco lonial n o tion  o f hybrid  fo rm s o f m edia, th e  “Korean 

W ave” p rov ides a  clear exam ple to  help  illum inate  som e o f th e  com plex cu ltura l 

re la tio n s o f th e  forces o f globalisation. T he “K orean W ave” refers  to  th e  p h e ­

n o m en o n  o f p o p u larity  o f K orean pop  cu ltu re am ongst teen ag e rs  in  Jap a n , China, 

Taiw an a n d  o th e r coun ties in  S ou theast Asia since th e  la te  1990s. M any scholars 

have exam ined  w hy so m any  E ast A sians a re  en th u siastic  ab o u t K orean cultura l 

com m odities a n d  suggested  th a t  th is  popu larity  o f S ou th  K orean  pop  cu ltu re 

could p rov ide an  a lte rna tive  site  o f th e  fo rm ation  o f n ew  E ast-A sian  iden tities 

(Chua, 2 0 0 4 ; 2 0 0 6 ; Yin & Liew 2005; C ho-H an, 2 0 05 ; Cho, 2 0 05 ; Lai, 2006 ; 

Shim , 2 0 0 6 ; S iriyuvasak & Shin, 2007). Shim  (2 0 0 6 ) exam ines “K orean W ave” as 

a cu ltu ra l h y b rid  fo rm  (Shim , 2 0 06 : 25) an d  suggests th a t  ‘th e  cu rren t com m er­

cial success o f  K orean m ed ia  is an  ou tgrow th  o f K orea’s s trugg le  for cu ltu ra l con­

tin u ity  w hen  confron ted  by  th e  th re a t  o f global cu ltu ra l d o m in a tio n ’ (Shim , 2006: 

31). W ith  re g a rd  to  th e  political im plications o f hyb rid ity  (B habha, 1994), th e  

“K orean W ave” m ay, therefo re , be  tak en  as one exam ple o f a  cu ltu ra l hybrid  form  

being co n stru c ted  as re s is tan t to  im perial dom ination . I t  m ay  have significant po­

litical im p lica tions in  th e  sense  th a t  th e  native an d  m arg in a l can  strike  back  a t 

im perial d om ination .

The co n ten ts  o f K orean pop  cu ltu re  (including d ram as, film s a n d  m usic) a re  no t 

expressing so-called  “au th en tic” trad itio n al K oreaness. R ather, th ey  are  th e  local­

ised global fo rm s o f cu ltu re  th a t  a re  ap p ro p ria te  for th e  local con tex t b u t w hich 

also appeal to  aud iences in  E ast A sian coun tries like J a p a n , C hina an d  Taiwan. 

The cu ltu ra l hybrid ity  expressed  in  th e  “K orean W ave” can  p e rh ap s  be  seen  as an  

outcom e o f th e  in te rac tio n s  an d  nego tiations betw een  global fo rm s an d  local ac­

to rs w ho u se  th e ir  ow n cu ltu ra l resources an d  co n stru c t th e ir  ow n local identity . 

In  th is  resp ec t, g lobalisation , particu larly  in  th e  realm  o f p o p u la r cu ltu re , ‘p ro ­

vides a  creative fo rm  of hybrid isa tion  th a t w orks tow ards su sta in in g  local id en ti­

ties in  th e  global con tex t.’(Shim , 2006 : 39). This fo rm  o f hy b rid isa tio n  can be 

seen as a  n ew  cu ltu ra l p ractice by  local audiences w ho ap p ro p ria te  global goods 

and  cu ltu ra l values. In  som e sense, we can argue th a t  th e  K orean W ave dem o n ­



s tra te s  th a t  th e re  is no  such  a  fixed en tity  o f global cu ltu re . H ad  w e followed th e  

b in a ry  schem e o f g lobal/local, cen tre /p erip h e ry , an d  w est/e a s t, th is  fo rm ation  of 

a  reg ional cu ltu ra l t re n d  w ould  n o t be  able to  be exp lained  so easily. A rguably, th e  

K orean w ave is a  n ew  fo rm  of global cu ltu re  in  th e  E ast A sian  region. In  th is  vein, 

th e  b in ary  co m p o n en ts  w hich  have b een  u sed  as th e  m a in  in g red ien ts  o f cu ltural 

im peria lism  ca n n o t b e  sep a ra ted  an d  un iversa l te rm s  a n d  in stead , n eed  to  b e  con- 

tex tualised  a n d  seen  in  te rm s  o f th e ir  com plex in terac tio n s  to  b e  ab le to  grasp  a 

clearer p ic tu re  o f cu ltu ra l practice.

Iw abuchi (2001) in sists  th a t  th is  k ind  o f regional fo rm  o f p o p u la r cu ltu ra l p ro d ­

ucts such  as th e  ‘K orean  W ave’ p roduces ‘a  sense  o f living in  th e  sh a red  tim e an d  

com m on experience o f a ce rta in  (post)m odern ity  w hich can n o t b e  rep resen ted  

well by  A m erican  p o p u la r cu ltu re ’ (56, in  Shim , 2 0 06 : 39). As to  th e  ex ten t th a t  

w om en’s aud ien ce  derives sim ilar iden tities  from  w atch ing  th e  sam e p ro ­

gram m es, th e  p o p u la rity  o f th e  K orean m ed ia  in  Asia has p ro d u ced  a  special envi­

ro n m en t fo r A sian  m ed ia  consum ption , an d  significantly  for A sian w om en’s id en ­

tities  fo rm ation . In  th is  vein , w om en’s iden tities  can  be  a rticu la ted  in  te rm s  o f an  

in tra-reg ional cu ltu ra l flow  as well as in  re la tion  to  W este rn  cu ltu ra l flows. In  th is  

m ap o f global m ed ia , w o m en ’s iden tity  fo rm ation  in  S ou th  K orea can  p erh ap s be 

seen  as th e  u tm o s t com plex a n d  dynam ic m ovem ent w hich  tran scen d s  an d  nego­

tia tes  cu ltu ra l differences.

(2 .2 .4) H y b r id  cu ltu re  a s  a  fr a m e w o r k  f o r  exa m in in g  w o m e n ’s  experiences

A s  I have a ttem p ted  to  reveal in  th e  sections above, th e  em ergence o f hybrid ity  

has becom e a  cen tra l d im en sio n  o f global m edia  stud ies. G lobal m ed ia  debates 

have m ade  im p o rta n t developm ents in  hybrid  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  th e  fo rm ulation  o f 

g localisation, tran sc u ltu ra lism  an d  tran sn a tio n a l fram ew orks, w hich analyse th e  

‘uneven, o ften  u n eq u a l a n d  com plex re la tio n sh ip  betw een  w om en in  d iverse p a rts  

o f w orld ’ (G rew al & K aplan, 2 0 0 0 ). T hus, K araidy suggests th a t  ‘hybrid ity  h as b e ­

com e a  m as te r  tro p e  across m any  spheres o f cu ltu ra l research , th eo ry  an d  criti­

cism  a n d  on e  o f th e  m o st w idely used  an d  criticised  concep ts in  postcolonial th e - 

ory’(2 0 0 2 : 316). H ybrid ity  is p e rh ap s now  th e  cen tra l fram ew ork  in  th e  field o f 

global m ed ia  stud ies. I t  is possib le to  th e n  argue th a t th e  concep t is also useful for 

exam ining w o m en ’s cu ltu ra l p ractice  an d  th e  fo rm ation  o f th e ir  id en titie s  in  th e  

postcolonial con tex t an d  th a t th is  exam ination  requ ires m u ch  g rea te r a tten tio n



th a t  i t  has, to  d a te , received. S reberny  (2001) claim s th a t  ‘th e  politics o f th e  21st 

cen tu ry  will b e  increasing ly  tran sn a tio n a l [...] T here  is n o  volum e yet on  gender 

a n d  global m ed ia  a n d  globalisation, de-w estern isa tion  m ed ia  stud ies an d  new  

techno logy  still lack  a  focus o n  th e  gendered  dynam ics a n d  p ractices involved’ 

(61), an d  sh e  ra ises th e  im p o rtan t question  o f ‘w h a t w om en  w a n t/w h a t w om en 

p rac tice  w ith  global m ed ia ’ (65).

In  th is  resp ect, it  is c lear th a t  w om en’s p ractices in  te rm s  o f th e ir  re la tionsh ip  

w ith  g lobal m ed ia  in  specific contex ts need  to  be  exam ined  in  te rm s  o f th e  “cul­

tu ra l h y b rid ”.14 H ow ever, th e re  a re  in h e ren t difficulties: how  can  fem in ist m edia 

s tu d ies  include a n d  ad d ress  m arg ina lised  w om en’s p ractice  in  re la tio n  to  global 

m edia?  H ow  to  fin d  th e  voices w hich express th e  com plexity  o f m arg inalised  

w o m en ’s experiences in  g lobalisation? In  o rd e r to  an sw er th e se  questions, p o st­

colonial th eo ry  can  offer, F irst, a  useful insigh t to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  com plex p roc­

esses o f w o m en ’s id en tity  fo rm ation  in  globalisation; Second, th e  possib ility  o f 

locating  m arg in a lised  w om en’s voice an d  T h ird , o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r exam ining  th e  

n o tio n  o f h y brid ity  in  te rm s  o f w om en’s iden tities  fo rm a tio n  a n d  contextualising 

th e  concep t in  an  em pirical setting . Postcolonial th eo ry  offers possib ilities to  a r­

ticu la te  w o m en ’s id en titie s  as m ultip le , sh ifting  an d  even self-contradictory . 

T herefo re , th e  concep t is g reatly  significant to  th e  analysis o f w om en’s iden tity  

fo rm a tio n  a ttem p ted  in  th is  thesis. H ow ever, I also w an t to  q u estio n  th e  lim its of 

th e  ex isting th eo re tica l fram ew orks a n d  hopefully, by  m ak ing  a  connection  b e ­

tw een  th e  g lobal a n d  th e  postcolonial, th is  thesis  will o pen  u p  som e d ifferen t ways 

o f th in k in g  ab o u t g en d er a n d  cu ltu re  in  global tim es. I em ploy  som e of th e  exist­

ing  in sigh tfu l th in k in g  co n ta in ed  w ith in  postcolonial perspectives to  enab le to  a 

re th in k  o f som e o f th e  issues o f th e  global m ed ia  deba tes from  w om en’s p o in t of 

views.

2.3. Postcolonial theory on women’s identities

14 The notion of “transnational” has been critically reviewed by Appadurai (1 9 9 6 ). In particular, 
Grewal and Kaplan (1 9 9 4 ) suggest transnational feminism from the view of building feminist coali­
tions to resist “scattered hegemonies” and to problematise a “purely locational politics” (13). Alex­
ander and Mohanty (1 9 9 6 ) insist on a feminism that is transnational and political.



Som e o f th e  m o st v igorous debates on  differences o f w o m en ’s in  con tem porary  

cu ltu re  have o ccu rred  w ith in  th e  field  of postco lonial s tu d ies  (Spivak, 1985b; 

B habha, 1994; Y oung, 1995; H all, 1992a; H annerz , 1996; W ebner & M odood, 

1997). By d eco n stru c tin g  d o m in an t W estern  rep resen ta tio n , postco lonial theo ry  

m akes a  s tro n g  case th a t  th e  m arg in  an d  cen tre  a re  n o t d iam etrica lly  opposed, 

b u t a re  re la ted  dialectically. W ith  reg ard  to  th e  issue o f fo rm a tio n s o f postcolonial 

w o m en ’s id en titie s , particu larly  th o se  in  tran s itio n , postco lon ia l th eo ry  provides 

usefu l in sig h ts  to  illu s tra te  w om en’s everyday experiences in  th e  postco lonial con­

tex t. A lthough th e re  a re  m any  o th e r sign ificant figures in  th e  field o f fem inism  

postco lon ia l theo ry , G ayatri Spivak h as  a particu la rly  im p o rta n t co n trib u tio n  to  

th e  field  in  h e r  (1985b) asse rtio n  th a t  w hite fem in ist view s, w hich have been  

priv ileged  w ith in  w orld  fem inism , a re  b ased  on  th e  system  o f W este rn  know ledge 

w hich ignores th e  experience o f non-w hite  w orld  w om en  a n d  th a t  th e  approach  

has, th e re fo re , inevitab ly  served  th e  d o m in an t W este rn  ten d en cy  to  a ttem p t to  

exploit th e  n o n -w este rn  w orld, even w hen th ese  sam e w h ite  fem in ist fram ew orks 

critic ise  th e se  d o m in an t in terests . O ther postco lonial fem in is ts  have follow ed h er 

a rg u m en ts. F o r exam ple, C handra  M ohanty  (1988) sim ilarly  criticises W estern  

fem in ist sch o larsh ip  w hich  has construc ted  a m onolith ic  “th ird  w orld” w om an  as 

an  ob ject o f know ledge. T hese perspectives a re  cen tra l to  th is  th esis  an d  indeed  

its very  m o tiv a tio n  w as as a re su lt o f th ese  postco lonial fem in ist critics’ ra ising  

q u estio n s ab o u t how  th e  com plexity  o f w om en’s postco lonial iden tities  in  global­

isa tio n  can  b e  u n d e rs to o d  w ith o u t th e  “epistem ic v io lence”^  o f en ac ted  by  w hite 

fem inists.

Spivak’s th eo ry  provides a  particu larly  useful fram ew ork  fo r u n d ers tan d in g  com ­

plex a n d  am bivalen t w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ation  in  postco lon ia l s itu a tio n  like 

S outh  Korea. T h ere  a re  several reasons w hy th is  th esis  is paying a tten tio n  to  

Spivak’s theo ry . F irs t a n d  forem ost, th e  position  o f S ou th  K orean  w om en  can  be 

reg ard ed  as w h a t Spivak refers to , “th ird  w orld  w om en”. Spivak is one o f few 

fem in ist scho lars  w ho ra ise  th e  issue of th e  lives a n d  strugg les o f th ird  w orld

15 Said claims in his book, Orientalism  (1 9 7 8 ) that Orientalism is a manner of regularised writing, 
vision and study, dominated by imperative, perspectives, and ideological biases ostensibly suited to 
the Orient. It is the image of the ‘orient’ expressed as an entire system of the Western thought and 
scholarship. It is also ‘a systemised knowledge that is linked with western power as “epistemic vio­
lence”, that is, the denial of the authority and validity of knowledge of the colonised. This is “epis­
temic violence” as the knowledge system of the Western culture.



w om en  in  th e  g lobal system  o f division o f lab o u r (Spivak 1990). Second, it  is im ­

p o r ta n t to  n o te  th a t  Spivak’s eno rm ous con trib u tio n  to  recover th e  th ird  w orld 

w o m en ’s h is to ries  a n d  voices w hich have b een  ignored  a n d  overlooked in  m any 

w ays. She tr ie s  to  describe  th e  conditions th a t  w om en a re  p o sitio n ed  u n d e r con­

tem p o ra ry  g lobal cap ita lism  w ithou t jeo p ard isin g  th e  com plexity  an d  locality. 

T h ird , Spivak p ro b lem atises  w h ite  fem in ist views on  th ird  w orld  w om en  poin ting  

o u t th a t  th e ir  analyses have resu lted  in  dam aging  effects o n  d iffe ren t lives of 

w om en  in  w ays w hich  can  b e  called an  “ep istem ic v io lence” in  th e  sense  th a t  a 

pu re ly  w este rn -cen tred  view  could justify  th e  violence o f po litical an d  colonial 

forces over o th e r no n -w este rn  societies.

T he m ain  co n trib u tio n  o f postcolonial th eo ry  is th e  d ism an tlin g  o f b in arie s  o f th e  

W e s t/th e  res t, g lobal/local an d  in  show ing th a t  th e  re la tio n s  betw een  th e  colo­

n ise r a n d  co lonised  a re  in  fact dialectical an d  co -co n stitu ted  (B habha, 1994). 

T hus, th is  m ain  co n trib u tio n  o f postco lonialism  and , by  ex tension , th e  fem inist 

postco lon ia l th e o iy  expounded  by Spivak a n d  o th ers  follow ing in  th e  sam e vein  is 

applicable to  th e  con tex t o f South  K orea as it reveals th a t  th e  re p resen ta tio n  of 

S ou th  K orean  w om en  h as  to  b e  p rob lem atised  in  te rm s  o f position ing  h istorical 

con tex t an d  com plexity  o f w om en’s tran sfo rm atio n  in  g lobalisation .

As n o ted  ea rlie r in  th is  chap te r, one o f th e  m ost p ro m in en t ten d en c ies  in  p o st­

colonial th eo ry  is th e  p ro b lem atisa tio n  o f th e  w idely accep ted  idea o f cu ltu re  as a 

pu re , s tab le  a n d  hom ogenous en tity  by  providing th e  analy tical co n stru c t o f hy­

b rid ity  a n d  rep re sen ts  a  global d iscourse th a t  em phasises in terd ep en d en c ies  an d  

d ialectic in te rco n n ectio n s . T he heterogeneity  an d  d ifference th a t  em erge from  

postco lon iality  a re  conflictual an d  contingent. Som e claim  th a t  postco lonial th e ­

ory  itse lf sh o u ld  b e  reg ard ed  as an  uneven  a n d  h e terogeneous pheno m en o n  

(B habha, 1994; Ang, 2 0 0 3 ). In d eed  th e re  is no  un iversa l defin itio n  o f postcolonial 

theory . In  th is  very  sense , transform ative , heterogeneous an d  con tin g en t charac­

te rs  can  be  a usefu l analy tical fram ew ork  fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  sh ifting  subject 

p ositions o f w o m en ’s id en titie s  form ation . F u rth erm o re , in  th e  deba tes o f fem i­

n ism , G rew al a n d  K aplan (1994) suggest a tran sn a tio n a l fem in is t th eo ry  w hich is 

b ased  o n  th e  view  th a t  fem in ist coalitions to  resis t “sca tte red  hegem on ies” an d  to  

p ro b lem a tised  “pure ly  locational po litics” (13). In  tran sn a tio n a l age, th e re  is no 

“au th en tic  na tiv e” (Chow, 1994: 129). I t  is im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t  trad itio n a l 

fem in ist view  o n  th e  p o sition  o f n o n-w estern  w om en h as  typ ified  as stab le, h o ­



m ogeneous a n d  m onolith ic . How ever, as m any  postco lon ial fem in ists argue in ­

c lud ing  m o st n o tab ly  Spivak an d  M ohanty, th is  k ind  o f view  fails to  describe th e  

experiences a n d  h isto ries o f w om en w ho have b een  h isto rically  d ispossessed  and  

explo ited  b y  colonial pow ers. T he w om en’s positions a n d  id en titie s  a re  only d e­

scribed  b y  th e  te rm s  like “th e  colonised”, “w om an” o r “th e  w orker” w hich are 

m erely  show n  to  b e  co h e ren t an d  d isem pow ered  in  n a tu re . In  th is  sense , th e ir 

positions a n d  id en titie s  n eed  to  be  described  in  te rm s  o f m o re  flexible a n d  s itu ­

a tiona l fram ew orks a n d  te rm s like “su b a lte rn ” (Spivak, 1987), “hybridity" 

(B habha, 1994) a n d  “am bivalence” (B habha, 1994).

(2.3.1) W h y  ca n 't the  su b a ltern  speak?

G ayatri Spivak h as  b een  reg ard ed  as one o f th e  m o st in fluen tia l scholars in  th e  

field  o f postco lon ial s tud ies. Spivak strongly  critises th e  e th n o cen tric  lim its of 

w este rn  th eo rie s  a n d  pays a tten tio n  to  th e  p rob lem  o f rep resen ta tio n . T he ques­

tio n  o f re p resen ta tio n s  is a cen tral issue fo r m o st postco lon ia l w riters. Spivak 

ra ises com plex issues o f w ho can  speak  an d  on  w hose behalf, in  re la tio n  to  re p re ­

sen ta tio n . W hite  W este rn  w om en’s relative ignorance o f th e  situ a tio n  o f w om en 

in  o th e r co u n trie s  h as  often  been  h igh ligh ted  (M ohanty , 1988; N arayan , 1997; 

Ong, 1995). Spivak in  p articu la r h as  been  m ost vocal in  h e r  call fo r w hite  fem i­

n ists  to  find  o u t m ore  ab o u t w om en in  o th er contex ts. She asse rts  th a t  they  

sh o u ld  challenge th e ir  ignorance abou t th e  s itu a tio n  o f w om en  in  o th e r coun tries 

ra th e r  th a n  assum ing  th a t  “T h ird  W orld” w om en are un iversa lly  oppressed , u n ­

educated  a n d  ab u sed  b y  h u sb an d s an d  m ale relatives (Spivak, 1 9 9 0 :1993). H ow ­

ever, sh e  also  ra ises th e  p rob lem  of rep resen ta tio n  fo r postco lonial w riters. She 

p ro b lem atises th e  n o tio n  o f “speaking  as”, w hich she sees as an  un rea listic  a t­

tem p t to  genera lise  oneself, m aking oneself a  rep resen ta tiv e , a n d  d istancing  on e­

self. M ore specifically, h e r analysis is d irec ted  a t th e  sub ject position  o f th e  fem ale 

su b a lte rn , w hom  sh e  describes as doubly  m arg inalised , b y  v irtu e  o f rela tive eco­

nom ic d isadvan tage  a n d  g ender subord ina tion . Indeed , o n  th e  m a tte r  o f re p re ­



sen ta tio n , Spivak concludes th a t th e re  can be  no re p resen ta tio n  o f real subalte rn  

co n sc iousness16.

H ow ever, in  ‘C an th e  su b a lte rn  speak?’ (1985b), Spivak ra ises th e  question  

w h e th e r it  is possib le  to  recover th ese  voices o f th e  su b a lte rn  o r o ppressed  su b ­

ject. She claim s th a t  th e re  is no  possibility  o f tu rn in g  th e  O th er in to  a  self. The 

O th er is ju s t  o th e r because ‘th e  p ro ject o f im peria lism  h as  alw ays a lready  h is to ri­

cally re frac ted  w h a t m ig h t have b een  th e  abso lu tely  O th er in to  a  dom esticated  

O th er th a t  conso lidates th e  im peria list i ts e lf  (Spivak, 1985a: 253-254). Spivak 

also p ro b lem atises  lis teners. As th e  su b a lte rn  can n o t ra ise  th e ir  au th en tic  voice 

du e  to  re frac tio n  a n d  dom estication , listen ing  to  th e ir  voices is also n o t regarded  

as au th en tic . T herefo re, even w hen  w este rn  fem in ists lis ten  to  th e  su b a lte rn , w hat 

th ey  h ea r is n o t w h a t th e  su b a lte rn  tells, b u t w ha t w este rn  fem in ists  reconstruct. 

A ccording to  Spivak,

For m e, the question  “who should speak?” is less crucial than “w ho w ill lis­
ten?” I w ill speak for m yself, as a Third W orld person is  an im portant p osi­
tion  for political m obilization today. But the real dem and is  that, when I 
speak from  that position, I should  be listened  to  seriously; n ot w ith that kind  
o f benevolent im perialism  [...] They cover over the fact o f the ignorance that 
they  are allow ed to p ossess, into a kind o f hom ogenization.

(Spivak, 1990: 60)

In  sim ila r vein , Spivak ra ises th e  issue o f w h e th e r w este rn  in te llec tuals can  ever 

lis ten  p ro p erly  to  th e  native voice, even if su b alte rn s  speak. In  h e r question ing  o f 

th e  lis tener, sh e  challenges w estern  fem inists to  gain aw areness o f th e  condition  

o f su b a lte rn  w om en  in  th e  T h ird  W orld. In  h e r criticism  o f F ren ch  fem in ists in ­

cluding Ju lia  Kristeva, Spivak po in ts  ou t th a t  th e re  a re  som e ten d en c ies  in  w est­

e rn  fem in ism  o f being  th o u g h t to  speak  for all w om en regard less o f cu ltu ra l dif­

ferences. F u rth e rm o re  an d  m ore  im portan tly , som e fem in is t analyses on  th e  

o th ers  have b een  th o u g h t to  be  m uch  fo r th e  sake o f th e  o th er. How ever, in  fact, 

w h a t th ey  are  co n cern ed  is constitu tion  o f th e ir  own iden tity . F o r exam ple, w hen

16 The term subaltern conventionally refers to a junior ranking officer in British army. However, it 
was redefined by the Marxist thinker, Antonio Gramsci, to describe groups of unorganised peasants 
that were economically dispossessed, and had little or no political consciousness (Gramsci, 1 9 7 8 ). 
This term was extended to a group of people who were (and are) generally subordinated in Indian 
society (Guha, 1 9 8 8 ). Spivak revises this term to include women’s lives and histories, in order to 
locate and re-establish a "voice", or collective agency, in postcolonial India (Spivak, 1 9 8 7 ).



Spivak d iscusses ab o u t Ju lia  K risteva’s book  A b o u t C hinese W o m en  (1977), she 

n o tes th a t  K risteva is occasionally in te re sted  in  touch ing  th e  C hinese w om en’s 

issues, b u t  th a t  h e r  repetitive  question  is "obsessively se lf-cen tered” (Spivak, 

1987: 137). In  o th e r w ords, ‘if w hat drives th e  re p resen ta tio n  o f T h ird  W orld 

w om en  is th e  search  for a political a lternative  in  th e  W est, th e re  is no  o th e r­

d irec tn ess’ (S anders, 2 0 0 6 : 8 0 ). In  th e  process o f gain ing  aw areness, w este rn  in ­

te llectuals sh o u ld  b e  seriously  listen ing  to  th e  T h ird  W orld  w o m en ’s voices, she 

claim s. Spivak in sists  w este rn  in tellectuals n eed  to  give up  th e ir  privileges, in  o r­

d e r to  lis ten  to  th e  native  voice. This challenge can be  expressed  as  a  “pro jec t of 

u n -lea rn in g  o u r privilege as o u r loss” (Spivak, 1990: 9). In  o th e r w ords, th e  F irst 

W orld  fem in is t m u s t lea rn  to  stop  feeling privileged as a  w om an.

In  re la tio n  to  th e  issue  o f rep resen ta tio n , Spivak suggests th a t  (w estern) in tellec­

tu a ls  m u st re p re sen t th e  su b a lte rn  from  th e  position  o f "p ragm atic  political u se ­

fu lness” (Spivak, 1990:70). To e laborate  u p o n  th e  te rm , “pragm atic  political u se ­

fu lness”, sh e  uses th e  te rm  “stra teg ic  essen tia lism ” (1987). In  o rd e r to  com bine 

th eo ry  a n d  political practice, on  th e  one h an d , Spivak suggests th a t  essen tialist 

categories o f w o m en ’s id en tity  need  to  be  criticised. O n th e  o th e r h an d , she  as­

se rts  th a t  using  th is  essen tia lis t category could  co n trib u te  to w ard  m aking  a  po liti­

cal iden tity . T he p u rp o se  o f using  th e  “stra teg ic  essen tia lism ” is to  m ake sense  of 

social a n d  politica l situations. In  o th er w ords, th e  m eth o d  can  expose ‘th e  lim ita­

tio n s o f essen tia lism  a n d  in terroga te  essen tia list rep resen ta tio n s’ (D ham oon, 

2 0 06 : 369). T his concep t is particu larly  useful h ere  as, w ith  reg ard  to  th e  problem  

o f lis ten ers  o f T h ird  w orld  w om en’s voices, th e  m eth o d  could  reveal th e  p resu p ­

p ositions o f listeners.

T he s tra teg ic  side o f th is  n o tio n  needs to  be  h ighligh ted  h e re  as opposed  to  th e  

concept o f “essen tia lism ” an d  th e  negative conno ta tions o f th a t  te rm . Indeed , 

Spivak’s m a in  p u rp o se  in  th e  te rm  “stra teg ic” is to  show  th e  w ay in  w hich such  a 

te rm  is in  fact s ituation-specific  an d  non-fixed. T he em p h asis  on  “s tra teg ic” can 

b e  helpfu l fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t ‘fem inism  con tinues to  revolve a ro u n d  alli­

ances, coalitions an d  com m unal ties  th a t  give m ean ing  to  th e  idea  o f fem in ism ’ 

(F en ton , 2 0 0 0 : 724). S trateg ic  essen tialism  is th u s  a form  o f politics th a t  focuses 

on specific cond itions such  as tem p o ra ry  h isto rical m o m en ts  an d  a ttem p ts  to  es­

tab lish  effective rem ed ies to  th e  resu lts  o f sexism  o r racism  w ith  th e  use  o f s itu ­

a tional te rm s, ‘b u ilt a ro u n d  issues n o t b iogenetic ca tegories’ (K now les & M ercers,



1992 ' i n ) -  H ence, th is  te rm  is ‘m ost effective as a  context-specific stra tegy  b u t it 

c an n o t p rov ide a long  te rm  political so lu tion  to  en d  o p p ressio n  a n d  exp lo itation’ 

(M orton , 2 0 0 3 : 75). In d eed  in  h er la te r  w ork, Spivak gives u p  elabo rating  th e  no ­

tio n  o f s tra teg ic  essen tia lism  in  response to  th e  neg lected  u se  o f th e  stra teg ic  d i­

m en sio n  (D an ius & Jo n sso n , 1993). However, as M orton  exem plifies (2003 : 75), 

M ohanty’s exp lan a tio n  o f th e  p rob lem  of th e  p ractice  o f veiling Iran ian  w om en 

can b e  a  good exam ple o f th e  strateg ic  use o f essen tia lism  (1988: 75). A ccording 

to  M ohanty , a lthough  th e  general conception of veiling in  Islam ic society has been  

assu m ed  to  be  ‘th e  un iversa l oppression  o f w om en th ro u g h  sexual segregation’ 

(75), d u rin g  th e  Ira n ia n  Islam ic revolution, som e m idd le  class w om en  in ten tio n ­

ally veiled  them selves to  ‘ind icate  so lidarity  w ith  th e ir  veiled  w orking-class sis­

te rs ’ (75). In  th is  respect, M ohan ty  p rob lem atises th e  asse rtio n  o f th e  general sig­

nificance o f veiling in  contro lling  w om en. She suggests th a t  ‘th e  specific m ean ing  

a ttach ed  to  [th is  veiling] p ractice varies according to  th e  cu ltu ra l a n d  ideological 

con tex t’ (75). T his s tra teg y  o f exposing th e  context-specific practice  o f veiling can 

challenge th e  com m on  essen tia lis t assum ptions th a t a re  em bod ied  in  th e  concept 

o f veiling.

Sim ilarly, th is  s tra teg ic  u ses  o f essentialism  could  have im p lica tions fo r analysing 

w om en’s id en tity  fo rm a tio n  in  th e  South  K orean contex t. T he issues re la ting  to  

w om en’s lives such  as m arriage , love an d  body  m odification  have b een  regarded  

as categories o f w om en’s oppression  by  p a tria rch a l reg im es, accord ing  to  un iver­

sal e ssen tia lis t a ssum ptions. H ow ever, a lthough  essen tia lism  is h ere  to  stay 

(w hether w e like th em  o r no t), an d  th e  d iffering co n ten ts  o f th ese  concepts are  

being  co n stan tly  tran sfo rm ed  an d  rearticu la ted . As D avid G oldberg  says abou t 

th e  concep t “race” (1993), such  a  concept is “v irtually  vacuous in its  ow n rig h t” 

(210). In  o th e r w ords, such  concepts have no  in trin sic  o r fixed m ean ing  an d  b u t 

ra th e r  co n ta in  th e  possib ility  to  be  rea rticu la ted  in  any  specific context. In  th is  

sense , th e  stra teg ic  u se  o f essen tia list te rm s (o r concepts) h as  an  im plicit m ean ing  

th a t th o se  categories cou ld  be  resources to  expose p rob lem s a n d  tran sfo rm  th em  

in to  serv ing  th e  p u rp o se  o f em pow erm ent o f w om en. As Spivak po in ts  out, al­

th ough  th e  s tra teg y  ‘su its  a  s ituation ; a  s tra tegy  is n o t a  th eo ry ’ (Spivak, 1993: 4, 

in  M orton , 2 0 0 3 : 75).

In  th is  sense , Spivak’ a rg u m en t is partly  m ethodological, p a r tly  political in  n a tu re  

(M oore-G ilbert, 2 0 0 0 : 453). In  ‘C an th e  S ubaltern  S peak?’, Spivak stresses th e
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significance o f th e  doub le su b o rd in a tio n  an d  th e  silencing o f co lonised  w om en, as 

w ell as th e  m u ted  colonised  subject. She w rites th a t  th e re  is n o  space from  w hich 

th e  su b a lte rn  can speak. A nd h e r w ork (1985a; 1985b) h as  b een  fundam en tally  

concerned  w ith  th e  position  o f th e  “doubly  o ppressed  native  w o m an ” w ho is 

caugh t ‘b e tw een  th e  d o m in atio n  o f a  native p a tria rch y  a n d  foreign  m asculin ity- 

im p eria lis t ideology’ (P arry , 1995: 36). Im portan tly , she  suggests th a t  th e  re p re ­

sen ta tio n  o f w om en  h as  b een  particu larly  p rob lem atic  in  colonial a n d  even p o st­

colonial s itu a tio n s , because  th e  co lon ia l/im peria l con tex t im posed  a  h ierarch ical 

th in k in g  in  w hich  p a tria rch a l values find  fertile  soil. T his idea  o f a  rig id  h ierarchal 

system  could, b e  ex tension , also be perceived w ith in  g lobal expansion  o f capita l­

ism , w hich  only  allows th e  d isem pow ered  to  receive a  lim ited  space o f form ing 

w om en’s iden tities . In  th is  system ic s tru c tu re  th e re  a re  rem o te  possib ilities for 

w om en  in  th e  postco lon ial contex t to  speak  fo r them selves.

How ever, from  a  d iffe ren t angle o f em phasis to  Spivak, P arry  pays a tten tio n  to  

B habha’s a rg u m en t th a t  th e  co lonist’s tex t itse lf a lready  am bivalen tly  con tains a 

n ative  voices. T his m ean s th a t th e re  are  no  d istinctive b o u n d arie s  betw een  th e  

co loniser a n d  th e  colonised. T he b o u n d aries  a re  always d e te rm in ed  on  th e  basis 

o f in te rac tio n s. T hus, th e  d irection  o f in fluence is n o t o n e  sided . R ather, it con­

sists o f m u tu ally  in teractive  re la tions. In  th is  sense, B habha’s te rm , “hybrid ity” 

(w hich I exam ine la te r  in  th is  chap te r) is significant in  te rm s  o f its descrip tion  o f 

th e  am bivalen t s ta te  o f th e  coloniser an d  th e  colonised. H ybrid ity  m ean s th a t  th e  

su b a lte rn  h as  spoken  (1995: 39-43). B ut w hat k in d  o f an  a rg u m en t is it to  say th a t  

th e  su b a lte rn ’s voice can  b e  found  in  th e  am bivalence o f th e  im p eria lis t’s speech? 

I t  is an  a rg u m en t th a t u ltim ate ly  m akes it u nnecessary  to  com e to  te rm s w ith  th e  

su b a lte rn , since  th e  su b a lte rn  has already  spoken  in  d iscourse . T he p rob lem  is 

th en  n o t ab o u t hav ing  a  voice, b u t ab o u t its rep resen ta tio n . ‘T he  su b a lte rn  canno t 

speak, n o t b ecau se  th e re  a re  n o t activities in  w hich w e can  locate  a su b alte rn  

m ode o f life /cu ltu re /su b jec tiv ity , b u t because th is  is in d ica ted  by  th e  critique of 

th o u g h t an d  re p resen ta tio n  given us by W estern  in te llectuals’ (Chow, 2003 : 331). 

Speaking itse lf belongs to  an  a lready  w ell-defined s tru c tu re  a n d  h isto ry  o f dom i­

nation . A nd  so, p e rh ap s, w e are  re tu rn ed  to  Spivak’s em p h asis  u p o n  th e  signifi­

cance o f listen ing . W e n eed  to  p u t an  em phasis  on  qu estio n in g  w h e th e r w estern  

fem in ist a re  read y  to  lis ten  to  n o n  w estern  w om en’s voices.



A lthough Spivak h as  m ad e a huge con tribu tion  to  postco lon ial theory , a n d  th is  

th esis  is s itu a ted  w ith in  th e  postcolonial in tellectual d eb a te , it  does no t, however, 

w holly re ly  u p o n  h e r theo re tical fram ew orks b u t ra th e r  u p o n  som e elem ents de­

rived  from  Spivak’s th eo re tica l fram ew orks an d  som e from  th a t  o f B habha. T hese 

p o in ts  o f d ifference are  focused  a ro u n d /o n : th e  essen tia lis t ap p ro ach  to  identity , 

th e  im possib ility  o f agency an d  th e  lin ear h isto rical p ro g ress  m odel an d  are  o u t­

lined  in  th e  follow ing sections.

(2 .3 .2) The essen tia lis t approach: A  m onolith ic  ca teg o ry  o f  w o m en

F or Spivak it is p e rh ap s  n o t always easy to  find  diversified, conflictual an d  m u lti­

p le d im en sio n s o f th e  su b alte rn . I t  is possib le to  locate h e r  in te re s t in  th e  im plica­

tio n s o f th e  p rocesses o f id en tity  fo rm ation  for th e  co n stitu tio n  o f th e  colonised 

subject a n d  fo r th e  q u estio n  o f (post)colonial identity . H ow ever, it is n o tab le  th a t 

in  h e r  analysis o f th e  s itu a tio n s w here su b a lte rn  w om en a re  located , it seem s th a t 

Spivak’s im age o f  a  postco lonial id en tity  ten d s  to  be  a  fixed iden tity . T he category 

o f th e  su b a lte rn  w om an  can  be  seen  as an  iden tity  p reg iven  by  th e  colonial regim e 

an d  th e  trad itio n a l p a tria rch a l system . H ow ever, as o th e r postco lonial scholars 

p o in t o u t th a t  id en tity  is n o t p re-given (B habha, 1994). Id en tity  is ‘m a tte r  o f b e ­

com ing as well as b e in g ’ (H all, 1997 [1990]: 52). T he w o m en ’s sub ject position  is 

n o t alw ays co h e ren t an d  m onolith ic. R ather, it is s ituation-specific  an d  unstab le. 

This u n d e rs ta n d in g  is applicable to  th e  concept o f su b a lte rn . A lthough Spivak’s 

w hole p ro jec t is co m m itted  to  find  an d  recover th e  situation-specific  voice o f th e  

oppressed  w om en, she  suggests assum ing  a "pure su b a lte rn  id en tity ” as a  " theo­

re tical fic tion” (M oore-G ilbert, 1997: 88). T his m ethodological ideal typification 

leads to  th e  su b a lte rn  consciousness being  seen  as an  em p ty  space. A ccording to  

M oore-G ilbert (1997), ‘th e  m ore th e  su b a lte rn  is seen  as w holly o th e r [w hich is 

em pty  a n d  th eo re tica l fiction], th e  m ore  Spivak seem s to  co n stru c t th e  su b a lte rn ’s 

id en tity  n e ith e r re la tiona lly  n o r  differentially’ (102). In  th is  vein , th e  su b alte rn  

could  b e  seen  as  m ono lith ic  an d  strategically  m u ted  th u s  revealing  an d  cracking



th e  co n stitu tio n  o f th e  F irs t W orld, tho u g h  th e  com plexity  a n d  m ulti-layeredness 

o f su b a lte rn s  can  easily fo u n d  in  m any  p laces1’'.

T his com plexity  a n d  m ulti-layered  w om en’s subjectiv ities a re  particu larly  re le­

v an t to  th e  focus o f th is  thesis  - th e  K orean colonial experience. T he experience of 

com plexity  o f m ulti-layedness arguably  drives th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f th e  sub ject posi­

tio n  a n d  is likely to  be, to  som e exten t, d ifferen t from  th a t  experienced  by  In d ian  

an d  A frican coun tries. I t  h as  a  u n iq u e  featu re  o f postco loniality , w hich can n o t be  

exp lained  by  an y  generalised  version  o f postco lonialism  du e  to  th e  diversity  of 

colonial experiences in  South  Korea. As d iscussed  in  th e  p rev ious chap ter, K orea 

w as co lonised  by  h e r n e ighbour a n d  historical rival, J a p a n , fo r 45 years. The 

Jap a n ese  reg im e can  b e  te rm ed  “yellow” colonialism , w hich  re fers  to  th e  skin  col­

o u r o f th e  ru lin g  em p ire  as well as to  a fan tasy-laden  m en ta lity , w ith in  w hich Ko­

rean s  ad m ired  m yth ical w hite  w estern  culture . T here  is a  s ign ificant difference 

betw een  colonial experience o f Korea an d  th a t o f In d ia  in  th a t  K oreans fo rm ed 

context-specific id en titie s  w hich have been  called “yellow  id en titie s”. T he concept 

o f “yellow  colonial id en tity ” refers to  th e  pecu lia r ch a rac te r o f K orean experiences 

o f co lonization  by  th e  Jap a n ese  (Yoo, 1997).18

In  o rd e r to  exam ine th e  com plexity  an d  con trad ic to ry  facets o f th is  Jap a n ese  co­

lonial d iscourse  w hich  has in fluenced  postco lonial id en tity  fo rm atio n  in  South 

Korea, it is usefu l to  engage in  a  critical dialogue w ith  cu ltu ra l hybrid ity . B habha 

in tro d u ces th eo re tica l te rm s  w hich allows fo r th e  sp litting  o f colonial d iscourse in  

th e  fo rm  o f so-called  “am bivalen t” iden tities  w hich a re  c rea ted  in  th e  process of 

colonial id en tity  fo rm ation . T hese am bivalen t iden titie s  a re  p e rh ap s  th e  key con­

cept for u n d e rs ta n d in g  w om en’s iden tities fo rm ation  th ro u g h  global m edia.

17 From Spivak’s point of view, the strategically homogeneous category of the "Third World” plays a 
significant role in analysing the new mode of global capitalism that the third world ‘produces the 
wealth for the first world and that it similarly provides the possibility of the cultural self- 
representation of the First world’ (Spivak, 1 9 9 9 : 9 6 ).

18 Japanese and Koreans are not mutually distinguishable and both had desired to attain western 
modernity at the time. This means that both were not free from ‘inferior complex of non-white and 
non-western status’ (Yoo, 2 0 0 1 : 4 2 5 ). This peculiar situation plays a significant role in the forma­
tion of Korean (women’s) identities. In this context, one symptomatic example of constituting iden­
tity was that the colonised individual ‘get obsessed with exhibiting oneself and sensitised to the 
daily gaze of others towards themselves from the coloniser and other compatriots’ (Yoo, 2 0 0 1 : 4 2 5 ).
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(2 .3 -3 )  The im p o ssib ility  o f  con stitu tin g  agency

Ind eed , on e  o f th e  m o st d iscussed  issues in  re la tio n  to  Spivak’s th eo ry  is th e  pos­

sib ility  o f co n stitu tin g  w om en’s agency in  th e  postco lonial context. In  particu lar, 

as seen  in  th e  p rev ious section, w hich d iscussed  th e  im possib ility  o f asse rting  an d  

h earing  th e  voices o f su b a lte rn  w om en, Spivak’s position  seem s ra th e r  pessim istic 

w ith  reg ard s  to  th e  p rospec t o f constitu ting  agency. H er analysis is particu larly  

d irec ted  a t  th e  sub ject position  of th e  fem ale su b a lte rn  w ho is doubly  m arg ina l­

ised  by v irtu e  o f re la tive econom ic d isadvantage a n d  g en d er subo rd in a tio n . As 

a lluded  to  above, Spivak’s u n d ers tan d in g  o f su b a lte rn  w om en  is b ased  o n  m a te r i­

a list fem in ism 19 (M cNay, 2000:16). Spivak explains th a t  w ith in  th e  “fe tish  of 

id en tity ”, ‘th e  econom ic, political a n d  social d im ensions o f g en d er inequality  are  

all su b su m ed ’ (Spivak, 1993: 62). T he m ate ria lis t fem in ist ap p ro ach  plays a  sig­

n ifican t ro le  in  exposing th e  system atic  s tru c tu re  o f exp lo ita tion  a n d  oppression  

o f w om en u n d e r  th e  global capitalism .

I t is ce rta in ly  im p o rtan t to  show  how  th e  econom ic an d  political system  in filtra tes 

in to  w o m en ’s everyday lives an d  lim it w om en’s choice. As w e have seen  in  th e  

prev ious section , u n d e r  ever increasing  influences of global cap ita lism  an d  tra n s ­

n a tio n a l in terac tio n s , th e  significance of revealing such  g en d er inequalities 

shou ld  n o t b e  overlooked. According to  M cNay, how ever, ‘th e  w eakness o f m ate ­

ria lis t fem in ism  is th a t  th e  em phasis p laced  on  econom ic, political an d  social 

s tru c tu re s  o f  exclusion can re su lt in  a  determ in istic  analysis’ (2 0 0 0 :1 6 ) . In  such  a 

d e term in is tic  analysis th e  com plex processes o f sub ject fo rm a tio n  an d  agency can 

possib ly  b e  overly sim plified  an d  reg ard ed  as being  p u re ly  d e te rm in ed  by  eco­

nom ic an d  ideological s tru c tu res .

U n d erstan d in g s o f agency, on  th e  o th e r hand , could  conceal o r reveal how  th ese  

s tru c tu ra l re la tio n s o p era te  w ith in  w om en’s everyday lives. A ccording to  B utler 

(1993), a  p u re ly  system ic accoun t o f gender h iera rchy  d isreg ard s th e  fact th a t  th e  

ind iv idual m oves betw een  an d  negotiates d ifferen t sets o f pow er re la tions. In  th is  

sense, accoun ts  o f subjectifica tion  an d  agency can p rov ide  clearer p ic tu re  o f how

19 Materialist feminism has tended to focus on the centrality of macro-structural concepts to analyse 
change and diversity in gender relations (Walby, 1 9 9 7 : 8 -12). One weakness of this work is that it 
often lacks a concept of agency through which to examine the effects o f such macro-structural ten­
dencies upon the lives of individuals (McNay, 2 0 0 0 : 7 9 ).



w om en in  th e  postco lon ia l space are  in teracting  a n d  n ego tia ting  in  everyday lives. 

In  th e  sam e vein , M cNay p o in ts  ou t th a t ‘th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  sym bolic an d  

m ateria l p ractices can  beg in  to  be u n d ers to o d  m ore  adequate ly  w ith  th e  shift 

from  a d e te rm in is t to  a  generative account o f sub jectifica tion  an d  agency’ 

(M cNay, 2 0 0 0 : 16). T hus, Spivak’s approach  on th e  su b a lte rn  h as  no  room  for 

w om en  to  have ‘th e  possib ility  o f changing th e  d o m in an t m o d es o f in te rp re ta tio n ’ 

(M cLeod, 2 0 0 0 :1 9 8 ) . Spivak’s account, therefore , m ay  lack  a sense  o f th e  h is to ri­

cal a n d  social em b ed d ed n ess o f subject fo rm ations a n d  th e  w ays in  w hich som e 

types o f id en tity  a re  m o re  du rab le  th a n  o thers.

In  Spivak’s fram ew ork , as th e  su b a lte rn  seem s u n ab le  to  speak , th e  sub ject fo rm a­

tio n  seem s to  b e  re la tively  neglected. H owever, ‘th e  su b a lte rn  scho lars a ttem p t to  

re trieve su b a lte rn  consciousness from  h isto ry ’ (M cLeod, 2 0 0 0 : 194). In  o rd e r to  

do th is , Spivak suggests th e  strateg ic  u se  o f essen tia lism  as d iscussed  above, 

w hich  h as  itse lf im plications fo r conceptualising  w o m en ’s agency. Spivak also 

uses th e  te rm  su b a lte rn  consciousness strategically , an d  in  con junction  w ith  th e  

stra teg ic  u se  o f th e  te rm  essentialism , as it is ‘theo re tically  im p ro p er to  assum e 

th e  ex istence o f th e  sovereign o r essen tial su b a lte rn  consc iousness’ (M cLeod, 

2 0 0 0 : 194). T his s tra teg ic  use  o f su b a lte rn  consciousness could  have tw o p o ten ­

tia l effects: on  one h an d , as Spivak in tended , th e  ‘s tra teg ic’ essen tia lisa tion  of 

su b a lte rn  consc iousness could  con tribu te  to  a  resistance  to  colonialism . O n th e  

o th e r h an d , how ever, th is  stra tegy  could  lead  su b a lte rn  consciousness to  b e  seen 

as a  fixed a n d  s tab le  te rm  th a t en ta ils  overlooking h e terogeneous an d  unstab le  

sides o f th e  su b a lte rn  consciousness an d  so disallow s space fo r agency.

W ith  re sp ec t to  th e  p rob lem  o f th e  “s tra teg ic” essen tialism , in  sp ite  o f th e  inargu - 

able s ign ifican t politica l co n trib u tio n  o f s trateg ic  form s o f essen tialism , it is pos­

sible to  also argue th a t  th e  stra tegy  (o r concept) can n o t exp lain  th e  full n o tion  of 

m ultip le  subjectiv ities in h e re n t in  th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  o f w o m en ’s iden tities  

w ith in  g lobalisation . A lthough th e  strateg ic  side is h igh ligh ted  fo r th e  p u rp o se  o f 

d em o n stra tin g  s itu a tio n a l un d erstan d in g s, it  is still d ep e n d an t u p o n  a b in ary  es­

sen tia lis t fram ew ork . D ham oon  claim s th a t, as Spivak h e rse lf ad m its  (1987), s tra ­

tegic essen tia lism  is n o t defensible w hen  it is em ployed by  d o m in an t g roups to
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exclude a sub jugated  id en tity  (20 0 6 : 205). As a consequence, it could  poten tially  

re in fo rce essen tia lised  b in a rie s .20.

In  th is  respect, it  cou ld  be  o f g rea te r value to  pay  a tten tio n  to  B habha’s no n - 

e ssen tia lis t view. F or h im , th e  su b alte rn  consciousness sh o u ld  b e  seen  as a  re la ­

tional te rm  th a t is loca ted  w ith in  a  conflictual an d  sh ifting  process. T he re la tio n ­

sh ip  be tw een  th e  co lon iser an d  colonised is m ore  com plex, n u an ced  an d  politi­

cally am biguous th a n  th a t  suggested  by  Spivak. B habha h igh ligh ts ‘th e  fo rm ation  

of colonial subjectiv ities as a process th a t is never fully  o r perfectly  achieved’ 

(Loom ba, 1998: 232). As such, B habha provides a  co n tem p o rary  illu stra tio n  of 

agency. H e refers to  su b a lte rn  agency as a  fo rm  of “n eg o tia tio n ” (1994: 25) th a t  is 

helpfu l for grasp ing  th e  com plexity  of iden titie s  fo rm ation , a n d  in  focusing on  th e  

possib ility  o f th e  agency o f th e  colonised. Such arg u m en ts  have im p o rtan t im pli­

ca tions fo r th e  q u estion  o f agency an d  resistance  in  local con tex ts (M oore-G ilbert, 

2 0 0 0 : 457-4 5 8 ).21

As a  re su lt o f th e  above u n d erstan d in g , it seem s clear th a t  it is also necessary  to  

define th e  process by  w hich th e  contexts, in  w hich th is  agency is construc ted , 

em erge a n d  can be  u n d ersto o d . Specifically, it is im p o rtan t to  try  to  u n d e rs ta n d  

th e  m ultip licity  o f th ese  contex ts, an d  th u s  be  b e tte r  p laced  to  grasp  th e  com plex­

ity  o f influences an d  resistan ce  in  w hich agency is expressed  in  id en tity  fo rm ula­

tion . T hus, th e  nex t sec tion  questions h istorical m odels th a t  assu m e linearity ; it 

exam ines th e  postco lonial perspective o n  history , in  o rd e r to  try  an d  reach  a b e t­

te r  u n d ers tan d in g  o f th is  m ultiplicity .

20 In spite of all the mixed reactions about the strategic essentialism, the possible misunderstand­
ings and misuses become obvious concern for Spivak herself. As a result, Spivak claims in her inter­
view with Danius and Jonsson (1 9 9 3 ), ‘the notion just simply became the union ticket for essential­
ism’. So she continues to say that ‘as a phrase, I have given up on it’ (3 5 ).

21 Here, “agency” is a particularly contested theoretical term. Foucault defines agency as discursive 
entities that are constitutive of subject which are imbued with power and operate as regimes and 
rationales that structure and constrain what it is possible for the subject to know and desire 
(Paechter, 2 0 0 1 ). In this sense, agency is a ‘chain of signifiers’ (Walkerdine, 1991). The notion of 
agency is a personal choice embedded in the notion of consciousness, rationality, autonomy and 
will-full action (Gill, 2 0 0 6 ). Gill points out a discourse of agency that can easily resonate with the 
neo-liberal discourse of ‘choice and individualism that are hegemony framings for understanding 
the self in late capitalism’ (Ringrose, 2 0 0 7 : 2 6 7 -2 6 8 ). To some extent, this view of agency provides a 
valuable criticism of an over-determined concept. However, such an approach could lead the con­
cept of agency as limiting the dynamics of how agency negotiates the complex, contradictory dis­
course with regards to women’s identities formation in the postcolonial context.
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(2.3.4) Linear historical progress model

In  o rd e r to  a rticu la te  w o m en ’s iden tities in  th e  South  K orean  contex t, h istorically  

specific concept o f id en titie s  needs to  em brace th e  com plex charac te ristic s  o f “si­

m u ltan e ity ” an d  “m ultip licity” w hich canno t be  b ased  on  an  idea  o f lin ear h isto ri­

cal p rogress. In  o th e r w ords, th is  sim u ltane ity  a n d  m ultip licity  can  b e  seen  to  be 

co n stru c ted  by m ultip le  tim e-pathw ays. T hese m ay  sim u ltan eo u sly  include th e  

charac teris tics  o f th e  co lon ia l/postco lon ia l an d  o f th e  m o d e rn /p o s t-m o d e rn  b in a ­

ries. S tu a rt H all argues th a t  ‘h isto ry  consists o f p rocesses w ith  d iffe ren t tim e 

scale, all convened in  th e  sam e con junctu re. Id en tity  is n e ith e r con tinuous n o r 

con tinuously  in te rru p te d  b u t constan tly  fram ed  betw een  th e  sim u ltan eo u s vec­

to rs  o f sim ilarity , co n tin u ity  an d  difference’ (H all in  M ani & F rankenberg , 1994: 

295).

O ne o f Spivak’s co n trib u tio n s  in  fem in ist postco lonial s tu d ies  is th a t  o f decon­

s tru c tin g  a n d  revising th e  colonial h isto riog raphy  by  sh ifting  from  a  h isto rical fo­

cus to  articu la ting  th e  h isto ries a n d  struggles o f d isem pow ered  g roups (in itia ted  

by a g roup  o f h is to rian s  called “S ubaltern  S tudies G ro u p ”). T his new  approach  

focuses m ore  on recovering h isto ries o f su b a lte rn  strugg les a n d  insurgencies 

aga inst colonial reg im es w hich w ere th o u g h t to  be  overlooked an d  neglected  by 

colonial ad m in is tra to rs  a n d  educated  elite  social groups. Spivak an d  th e  su b alte rn  

h is to rian s  are  strong ly  in fluenced  by M arxist political th eo ry  includ ing  G ram sci 

(Young, 2001; M orton , 2 003). She consisten tly  a ttem p ts  to  fin d  th e  usefu lness of 

classical M arxist analysis to  reveal th e  ‘econom ic s tru c tu re s  o f th e  in te rn a tio n a l 

d ivision o f lab o u r in  th e  age o f “m icro-electronic  cap ita lism ” -  as well as th e ir  

“su p e r-s tru c tu ra l” cu ltu ra l/p o litica l consequences’ (M ore-G ilbert, 1997: 80). 

H ow ever, th ese  M arxist app roaches on  h isto ry  can  be  seen  to  b e  b ased  on  a linear 

view o n  history , w hich  seem s som ehow  to  b e  con trad ic to ry  to  th e  postcolonial 

view on  history , th a t  is, th e  n o n -lin earity  o f history .

Postcolonial th eo ry  h as  frequen tly  b een  associa ted  w ith  ‘eclectic inquiry , avoid­

ance o f political econom y a n d  in  p articu la r class politics, a n d  m o re  po in ted ly  an  

im plicit acceptance o f global cap ita lism ’ (S later, 1998: 655). W hile neo ­

colonialism , b ased  w ith in  th e  lin ear m odel, p laces its em p h asis  on  th e  con tinu ity  

of th e  colonial s itu a tio n , w hilst th e  te rm  postco lonialism  m ay ap p ea r to  suggest 

th a t  th e re  is a sign ifican t “ru p tu re ” in  th is  situation . O n th e  o th e r h an d , it can be 

argued  th a t  th e  te rm  neo-co lonialism  overplays th e  pow er o f th e  im perial cen tres



a n d  fram es th e  th ird  w orld  as passive an d  con tinually  cap tu red , w hile co rre­

spondingly  leaving u n d erex p o sed  th e  im pact o f th e  colonial re la tio n  to  th e  socie­

ties  o f th e  W est.

In d eed  th e  te rm  “p o st” can  also b e  p rob lem atised  in  te rm s  o f u n d ers tan d in g s o f 

th e  process o f h istory . F ran k en b erg  a n d  M ani (1993), how ever, d iscuss th e  im pli­

cation  o f th e  te rm  “p o s t”, w hich, th ey  asse rt, ‘does n o t signal “a fte r” b u t ra th e r 

spaces o f ongoing co n testa tio n  enab led  by  deco lon isa tion  strugg le b o th  globally 

a n d  locally’ (294) th u s  fitting  in to  a  n o n -lin ea r m odel o f h is to ry  w hich is m ost 

helpful fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  con tested  an d  conflictual fo rm s o f agency an d  iden tity  

fo rm ation . As a  re su lt, postco lonialism  ends up  carry ing  a ce rta in  d isparity  b e ­

tw een  th e  teleological lin ear m odel o f h isto ry  a n d  th e  tem p o ra l an d  con tingen t 

m odel.

A lthough it  is arguab ly  th e  m ain  co n trib u tio n  o f postco lon ialism  th a t it b rings th e  

tem pora l an d  d ivergen t views o f h isto ry  in to  th e  field o f view, som e have argued  

th a t postco lonialism  is b ased  on  th e  assu m p tio n  o f th e  lin ea r teleological m odel 

(Shohat, 1992: 110) precisely  because postco lonial d iscussions som etim es ignore 

h istorically  an d  geographically  various colonial experiences. In  add ition , th e re  is a 

tendency  to  fit a  lin ear h isto rical p rogress m odel ru n n in g  from  th e  colonial to  th e  

postcolonial period  in to  th e  fram e of reference, w hich im poses com m on experi­

ences o f E uropean  colonisation . This, how ever, does n o t fit w ith  all experiences o f 

colonisation. F or in stance , Sou th  K orea cu rren tly  occupies an  am biguous position  

in  W estern  rep resen ta tio n . As m en tio n ed  above, K orea w as colonised by  an o th er 

E ast A sian country , J a p a n  an d  experienced exposure to  W este rn  cu ltu re  only in 

th e  course o f independence. ‘To m ost o f th e  w orld  a n d  th is  includes o th e r n a tions 

“o f co lour” in  S ou theast Asia, Africa, a n d  L atin  A m erica, th e  p lace o f K orea as a 

“New  W orld  o rd e r” is o ften  b o th  iron ic an d  confusing’ (Kim , E. & Choi, 1999: 

3 ) .22 T hus, it is d eb a tab le  if  postcolonialism  subscribes to  a  lin ea r h isto rical p ro ­

gress m odel, b u t th is  perspective a t least illum inates th e  lim ita tio n s, especially 

th a t such  a  lin ear m odel can n o t explain th e  pecu lia r postco lon ia l con tex t o f South 

Korea.

22 According to Dirlik (1 9 9 7 ), South Korean capitalism has been alluded to in the fact that capital­
ism has been gradually de-Westernised or de-Europeanised. He uses the term, “Confiician capital­
ism” (71).



D espite th ese  debates, it is im p o rtan t to  no te  th a t  postco lon ialism  does n o t neces­

sarily  p resu p p o se  th e  en d  o f colonialism . Indeed , it u sually  ind icates a  p erio d  af­

te r  th e  colonial period , a n d  it  a ttem p ts  to  configure th e  colonial p ractice  “b eyond” 

a colonial b in ary  logic. R etu rn ing  once again  to  th e  focus o f th is  thesis , in  th e  case 

of th e  South  K orean  context, th e  m o d e rn /p o s t-m o d e rn  a n d  th e  colo­

n ia l/postco lon ia l p e rh ap s  exist side by side a t th e  sam e tim e  a n d  in  th e  sam e 

space. C ulture is loca ted  w ith in  th is  d ifferen tial tim e  in  w hich  th e  p ast is re ­

w orked  th ro u g h  th e  p re sen t, an d  th e  p re sen t is affected  by  expectations o f th e  fu ­

tu re . T hus, th is  d ifferen tially  o f tim e  an d  space d is ru p t id en tity  a n d  disallow  its 

fixed n a tu re .23

F u rth erm o re , m u ltip le  layers o f South  K orean h istory , such  as Jap a n ese  ru le, 

A m erican  influence a fte r th e  K orean W ar, an d  com pressed  in d u stria lisa tio n , p ro ­

duce com plex form s o f th e  coexistence o f m o d e rn /p o s t-m o d e rn , colonial an d  

postcolonial facets. F o r th is  reason , postcolonial h isto ry  is th o u g h t to  b e  d ism an ­

tling  th e  view  o f developm enta l o r progressive h istory . W h a t postco lonial h isto ry  

suggests is n o t m ean t to  b e  lin ear change from  th e  pre-co lon ial to  th e  colonial to  

th e  postco lonial as a  series  o f stages.

F u rth erm o re , it is no tab le  th a t  w ith  reg ard  to  th e  issue o f w o m en ’s iden tity  fo r­

m ation , th e  lin ear p rog ress m odel could re su lt in  th e  m isap p reh en sio n  th a t th e  

postcolonial w om en are  to  be  regarded  as m ore  civilised a n d  advanced  th a n  

w om en in  colonial period . I t  is a  m isapprehension  because  it could  ju stify  th e  n e ­

cessity an d  positive ro le  o f th e  colonial reg im e as a driv ing force for p rogress an d  

en ligh tenm ent. H ow ever, th is  th esis  will a ttem p t to  reveal th a t  w om en’s lives a t 

p re sen t in  Sou th  K orean contex t have all th e  facto rs o f postcolo­

n ia l/co lo n ia l/p o stco lo n ia l iden tities. I t  is th ere fo re  possib le  to  argue th a t, in  glob­

alisation , fo rm ation  o f w o m en ’s iden tities is p e rh ap s o n  th e  b o rd e r betw een  old 

an d  new , en d  an d  beg inn ing . In  o th er w ords, th is  cu ltu ra l p ractice  provides th e  

com plexity o f w om en’s id en titie s  form ation .

23 This view on postcolonialism as beyond linear history and multi-layered situation is underpinned 
by Bhabha’s theory. Bhabha points out the slippery and shifting nature of the prefix “post”. Yet he 
insists on the necessity of “post” when thinking about the present. The “post” according to Bhabha, 
does not signify “after” as it relates to epochal history, but “beyond”. Thus, he indicates rethinking 
temporality as disruptive and differential rather than linear (1 9 9 4 : 5 ).

- 5 9 -



W ith  reg ard  to  th e  p ro b lem atic  lin ear h istorical view  o f postco lonialism , Vijay 

M ishra a n d  Bob H odge (1993) rightly  p o in t o u t th a t  ‘postco lon ia lism  [...] is n o t a 

hom ogeneous category  e ith e r across all postco lonial societies o r even w ith in  a 

single one. R a th er it re fers  to  atypical configuration , w hich  is alw ays in  th e  p roc­

ess o f change, never co n sis ten t w ith  its e lf  (289). T his re m a rk  im plies th a t  p o s t­

colonialism  encom passes m u lti-d im ensional an d  m u lti-lay ered  practices. In  o th er 

w ords, postco lon ialism  sh o u ld  b e  seen  as h e terogeneous a n d  ever-changing 

tran sfo rm atio n  in  practice.

(2 .3 .5) Postco lon ia lism  a n d  h yb r id ity  in  co n tem p o ra ry  g lo b a lisa tio n

I t is p e rh ap s th e  case th a t  th e  local topo g rap h y  o f re search  on  Sou th  K orean 

w om en m oves aw ay from  th e  b in a ry  g ran d  n arra tiv e  o f th e  v ictim ised, passive 

subaltern . I f  postco lonial stud ies are  to  survive in  any  m ean ing fu l way, th ey  need  

to  involve them selves fa r m ore  deeply  w ith  th e  co n tem p o rary  w orld , an d  w ith  th e  

local c ircum stances w ith in  w hich colonial in s titu tio n s  an d  ideas a re  being  

m oulded  in to  th e  d isp a ra te  cu ltu ra l socio-econom ic p ractices, w hich define o u r 

con tem porary  “globality”.24 In  E lspeth  P robyn’s w ork, ‘th e  te rm , “local” signifies a 

m ore  p articu la rised  asp ec t o f location  - deeply connected  to  th e  articu la tion  o f a 

specific tim e - a n d  a po ten tia lly  transfo rm ative  p rac tice’ (P robyn, 1990: 186 in  

Kaplan, 1994:149).

In  o rd e r to  encom pass th e  locality  an d  tem p o ra lity  in  cu ltu ra l g lobalisation , cul­

tu ra l hybrid isa tion  sh o u ld  perh ap s be  located  a t th e  cen tre  o f o u r a tten tio n . The 

concept o f hybrid ity  can  d em o n stra te  a c learer p ic tu re  o f th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  

th e  local an d  th e  global. A ccording to  B rah an d  C oom bes, ‘th e  concept o f hybrid ­

ity has becom e th e  m ean s fo r reflecting u p o n  th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  “th e  local” 

an d  “th e  g lobal” an d  th e  m ultip le  ways o f globality, reg ion  a n d  locality  fea tu re  in 

econom ic, political, a n d  cu ltu ra l form s an d  practice’ (2 0 0 0 : 12). H ow ever, m y 

suggestion is th a t  hybrid ity  is a  theo re tical concept th a t  m ay  n o t be  wholly app li­

cable to  every contex t. T he idea o f hybrid ity  is th e  site  o f  po litical th eo ry  w here

24 Currently, Spivak has changed the direction of research into ‘lived experience” of women. She 
claims that the postcolonial critics must learn to honour empirical work and lays great stress on the 
importance of “face to face” work with the subaltern (Moore-Gilbert, 1 9 9 7 : 101).
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alte rna tive  uses o f te rm  are  as yet u n articu la ted  an d  left u n ex am in ed  fo r u n d e r­

s tan d in g  th e  process co n ta in ed  w ith in  th e  m ulti-layered  tem p o ra l contex t of 

Sou th  Korea. T he q u estio n  rem ains as to  w h e th e r o r n o t S ou th  K orean w om en’s 

id en tity  fo rm ations shou ld , an d  can, b e  explained in  re la tio n  to  living in  a  global- 

local cu lture , in  th e  p a rticu la r contex t o f space an d  tim e. T herefo re  b efo re  m oving 

to  th e ir  p ractical im plica tions in  th e  analysis o f em pirica l d a ta , I below  give a b rie f 

review  of th ese  te rm s  a n d  a ttem p t to  m ove tow ards clarifying th e ir  relevance to  a 

study  o f th e  tran sfo rm ativ e  id en tity  in  th e  specific tem p o ra lity  o f th e  Sou th  Ko­

rean  context.

2.4. Hybridity and transformative identity

The fo rm ation  o f w o m en ’s transfo rm ative  iden tities  th ro u g h o u t global m edia  is 

th e  cen tra l issue concern ing  th is  thesis. Exam ining th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f South 

K orean w om en as postco lonial sub jects th ro u g h  th e  lens o f global m ed ia  m ay con­

tr ib u te  to  provid ing  th e  m o re  com plex an d  con tex tua lised  u n d ers tan d in g s  o f th e  

no tion  o f hybrid ity  w hich  seem s to  b e  requ ired . A lthough th e  concep t o f hybrid ity  

is one o f th e  m o st d iscussed  concepts in  global m ed ia  s tu d ies  an d  re la ted  fields 

an d  m uch  research  h as  ad d ressed  hybrid ity  as new  d iasporic  id en titie s  such as 

m estiza je  (Rosa, 1996), th e re  a re  still relatively few  stu d ies th a t  consider gender 

as a cen tra l axis on  w hich  hybrid  w om en’s iden tities  in  g lobalisation  are  con­

stru c ted  an d  nego tia ted . H ow ever, in  re la tio n  to  an  em p h asis  on  th e  w om en’s 

iden tity  fo rm ation , hybrid ity  can  b e  helpful to  analyse com plexity  an d  diversity  of 

w om en’s voices in  globalisation.

This can be  ch arac te rised  as th e  p u rsu it o f th e  possib ility  o f cap tu rin g  m u lti­

layered, conflicting a n d  tran sfo rm ativ e  ch arac te rs  th a t  a re  exp ressed  in  th e  n o ­

tion  o f hybrid ity  (B habha, 1994). M oreover, th is  thesis  a im s to  exam ine th e  po­

ten tia l o f find ing  a  linkage betw een  th e  co n stitu tio n  o f id en titie s  a n d  political im ­

plications, e.g. re s is tan ce  an d  struggle. I t  is n o tab le  th a t  h ybrid ity  is accused of 

com plicity in  co n trib u tin g  to w ard  celebrating  tran sn a tio n a l cap ita lism  u n d e r th e  

nam e of cu ltu ra l hybrid ism  o r ever-increasing  g lobalisation  (A hm ad, 1995). H ow ­

ever, th is  thesis  aim s to  re cap tu re  th e  political p o ten tia l o f hybrid ity , an d  to  assert 

its tran sfo rm ativ e  ch arac te r, w hich can  be u sed  to  con tex tua lise  id en tity  fo rm a­

tion.
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(2.4.1) M im ic ry  a n d  the  destab ilisa tion  o f  id en tity

The m ain  question  ra ised  by  H om i B habha (1994) is how  postco lonial subjectiv­

ities a re  construc ted . T he m ain  con trib u tio n  o f B habha is in  u n d erm in in g  b in ary  

oppositions such  as th e  co lon iser/co lon ised  by  his suggestion  th a t  th e re  is no  se t­

tled  (fixed) b in a ry  opposition  betw een  th e  co loniser a n d  th e  colonised  (B habha, 

1994: 70-75). T hese concep ts a re  n o t clearly distinctive, ra th e r  th ey  a re  in te rco n ­

nec ted  an d  in teractive  in  com plex ways. He h ighlights th e  agency o f th e  colonised  

an d  th e  fo rm ation  o f colonial subjectivities as a process th a t  is never fully o r p e r­

fectly achieved. H e co rrec ts  Said’s em phasis on th e  d o m in a tio n  o f th e  coloniser as 

being  sub ject to  im p eria lis t d iscourse. B habha in sists  th a t  colonial d iscourses 

canno t “w ork” as sm oo th ly  as O rien ta lism  (1978) m igh t seem  to  suggest. Thus, 

for B habha, th e  process o f iden tity  fo rm ation  is cen tra l to  th e  delinea tion  o f 

agency w ith in  p o st/co lo n ia lism  an d  is discursively constitu ted .

In  h is artic le , R em em b erin g  F anon  ([1986] 1994b) B habha claim s th a t  iden tity  is 

‘never th e  affirm ation  o f a  pre-given iden tity ’ (B haba, 1994: 64). I t  is ra th e r to  b e  

seen  as con tinual choices, w hich occur repeated ly  th ro u g h  th e  p rincip le  o f d is­

p lacem ent an d  d iffe ren tia tion  (B habha, 1994b: 118). B habha pays a tten tio n  to  

F anon’s suggestion o f focusing on  th e  in ter-sub jective level o f colonial re la tions in  

o rder to  conceive its dynam ics an d  tran sfo rm atio n . T hus, as d iscussed  earlier in  

th is  chap ter, B habha offers an  open ing  fo r postco lonial agency a n d  rep resen ta tio n  

of subaltern . H is in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  colonial re la tio n sh ip  prov ides a destab i­

lised view  o f th e  coloniser. I t  is frac tu red  an d  destab ilised  by  con trad ic to ry  re ­

sponses to  th e  co lonised  O ther. In  “O f M im icry an d  M an” (1984a), B habha in tro ­

duced one o f th e  key concep ts in  his firs t p hase  o f w ork, th a t  o f  “m im icry”.

M imicry is [...] the sign o f double articulation; a com plex strategy o f reform, 
regulation and discipline, w hich “appropriates” the Other as it visualises  
power. M imicry is  also the sign o f the inappropriate, however, a difference or 
recalcitrance w hich coheres the dom inant strategic function  o f  colonial 
power, in tensifies surveillance, and poses an im m anent threat to both  “nor­
m alised” know ledge and disciplinary powers.

(B habha, 1994: 86)

M im icry is a  p rocess o f m anifesting  differences betw een  th e  co lonised  an d  th e  

colonial pow er. A ccording to  B habha, ‘colonial m im icry  is th e  desire  for a  re ­

form ed, recognisable O ther, as a  su b jec t o f  a  d ifference th a t  is a lm o s t the sam e,
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b u t n o t q u ite ’. In  o th e r w ords, ‘th e  d iscourse o f m im icry  is co n stru c ted  aro u n d  

am bivalence’ (1994: 86). In  B habha’s account, m im icry  m u s t b e  ap p ro ach ed  from  

th e  p o in t o f view  of th e  subject w ho is m im icked  (i.e, th e  co loniser), b u t also of 

th e  sub ject w ho m im ics (i.e. th e  colonised). In  th e  la tte r  sense , m im icry  is a  com ­

plex stra tegy  th a t is a  “tech n iq u e  o f cam ouflage” (B habha, 1994:89) a n d  th e  colo­

n ised  sub ject is em pow ered  to  re tu rn  th e  co loniser’s gaze. T hus, m im icry  is also 

th e  n am e for th e  “s tra teg ic  reversal o f th e  process o f d o m in a tio n ” (B habha, 1994: 

34). As th e  colonised a ttem p ts  to  im ita te  th e  co loniser’s p resen ce  repeated ly , it 

becom es clear th a t  th e  m im icking canno t co rresp o n d  o r  resem ble  to  th e  colo­

niser. R ather, th e  process o f m im icry  creates th e  th ird  location  w here  it is no t 

qu ite  th e  sam e as e ith e r th e  coloniser o r colonised. In  th is  sense , th e  ‘m im icry  is a 

key, evoking im ages o f lim inality  a n d  b o rd e r crossing, in  w hich  a  su b a lte rn  id en ­

tity  is defined  as d iffe ren t from  e ith e r o f several com peting  id en titie s’ (Afzal-Khan 

& Seshadri-C rooks, 2 0 0 0 : 386). T his concept, m im icry , offers possib ility  for 

agency o f th e  colonised an d  allows for stra teg ies o f re s is tan ce  th a t  ap p e a r to  reso ­

n a te  w ith  observed, ac tua l, p ractice, as n o ted  in  th e  em pirica l ch ap te rs  o f th is  th e ­

sis.

In  B habha’s conceptual fram ew ork, id en tity  fo rm atio n  is n o t fixed an d  coherent. 

Iden tities  a re  ongoing tran sfo rm atio n s, w hich are  u n stab le  a n d  heterogeneous. 

T hus, th ey  can  be  a rg u ed  to  b e  re la tiona l an d  som ehow  am bivalen t. H ybrid ity  has 

been  som etim es m isu n d ersto o d , as tw o stab le  fo rm s o f id en titie s  a re  fused  an d  

producing  new  m u ta ted  form s o f iden tities. H ow ever, if  no  such  a  p u re  form  of 

p re-ex isting  form  of id en tity  o r cu ltu ra l e lem en t is a ssu m ed  to  exist, th e n  th e  hy­

b rid  fo rm  o f d iscourse o r id en tity  can  only b e  revealed  in  th e  p rocess o f practice. 

I t can be  claim ed th a t  hy b rid  can  only be  revealed  in  a  re la tio n a l fo rm  a n d  th a t 

th en , in  a sense, all o f th ese  d iscourses a re  struggling  w ith  th e  w ays in  w hich id en ­

tities a re  c reated  an d  how  ex ternal factors influence id en titie s  in  th e  p re sen t m o ­

m ent.

As I have a ttem p ted  to  show  in  th e  section  o f global m ed ia  debates, hybrid ity  has 

becom e an  im p o rtan t concep t for illu stra ting  th e  n a tu re  a n d  dynam ics o f cu ltu ra l 

g lobalisation processes a n d  w om en’s cu ltu ra l practices. H ow ever, it  is p erh ap s 

notab le th a t  hybrid ity  can  only  b e  u n d ers to o d  in  re la tio n  to  specific contexts. 

W ithout con tex tua lisa tion , it  seem s som ew hat m ean ing less to  ce lebrate  th e  con ­

cept. T he idea only deserves d en o m in atio n  as “postco lonial experience” w hen it



includes a colonial h istory . G arcia-Canclini suggests th a t  ‘tak in g  th e  process of 

hybrid ity  seriously  is as productive o f a field o f energy  a n d  socio -cu ltu ral innova­

tio n ’ (2 0 0 0 :4 9 ). In  th e  sim ilar vein, R ita Felski n o tes th a t:

M etaphors o f hybridity and the like not only recognise differences w ithin the  
subject, fracturing and com plicating holistic notions o f identity, but also ad­
dress connections betw een subjects by recognising affiliations, cross­
pollinations, echoes and repetitions, thereby unseating difference from  a po­
sition  o f absolute privilege. Instead o f endorsing a drift towards ever-greater 
atom isation o f identity, such m etaphors allow  us to  conceive o f m ultiple, in­
terconnecting axes o f affiliation and differentiation.

(Felski, 1997:12)

(2 .4 .2) A  “T h ird  S p a ce”

B habha highlights th a t  id en tity  fo rm ation  in  global cu ltu re  is located  in  th e  th ird  

space o f tran s la tio n  a n d  nego tiation . T his always p roduces a co u n te r-n arra tiv e  o r 

th e  ‘th ird  space to  e lude th e  politics o f po larity  an d  em erge as o th e r o f ourselves’ 

(1994: 38). I t  is c lear th a t  hybrid ity  is full o f d iscon tinu ities  a n d  ru p tu re s . H ow ­

ever, hybrid ity  is o ften  exam ined  in  th e  in term ing ling  o f cu ltu ra l com ponen ts, 

w ithou t considering  th e  q u estio n  of how  actual actors a re  u sed  a n d  in  w h a t con­

tex t (W erbner, 1997). Id en tity  fo rm ation  is ‘becom ing  m o re  com plex, as people 

asse rt local loyalties b u t  w an t to  share  in  global values a n d  lifesty le’ (L ipschutz, 

1992: 39 0  in  P ie terse, 1995: 49). In  th is  vein, I a im  to  p lace em p h asis  on  how  th e  

hybrid ity  o f w om en’s cu ltu ra l practice in  g lobalisation  is u sed  in  th e  S ou th  K orean 

context. T hus, th e  te rm  hybrid ity  is a  p la tfo rm  to  u n d e rs ta n d  for fo rm ation  o f 

w om en’s iden tities  in  globalisation .

H ybrid ity  is always th e  p ro d u c t o f a con junctu re  an d  in tersec tio n . T he analyses in  

th e  following ch ap te rs  a re  o f th e  particu la rity  of th e  a rticu la tio n  betw een  th e  local 

an d  th e  global in  each  a n d  every s itu a tio n  in  te rm s  o f everyday w om en’s cu ltu ra l 

practice in  South  K orean context. F o r u n d ers tan d in g  th e  com plexity  o f w om en’s 

iden tities, th e  positive fea tu re  o f hybrid ity  in  p articu la r is th a t  it  invariab ly  ac­

know ledges th a t w o m en ’s iden titie s  a re  co n stru c ted  th ro u g h  th e  co n stan t nego­

tia tio n s o f differences, an d  th a t th e  p resence o f ru p tu re s , gaps a n d  con trad ic tions 

is n o t necessarily  a sign  o f iden tity  failure. T he concept also stresses  th a t iden tity  

is n o t th e  com bination , accum ulation , fusion o r syn thesis o f various com ponents; 

it is s im ultaneously  defined  by  d ifferen t forces. H ybrid ity  consists  o f ‘incom m en­
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su rab le  cu ltu ra l tem p o ra litie s’ and , as B habha says, ‘so m eth in g  is beyond  control, 

b u t it is n o t beyond  accom m odation ’ (1994 :12). H e suggests th a t  ‘its u n ity  is n o t 

found  in  th e  sum  o f its  p a rts , b u t em erges from  th e  p rocess o f open ing  w hat 

B habha h as  called a  “th ird  space” w ith in  w hich o th er e lem en ts en co u n te r an d  

tran sfo rm  each o th e r’ (B habha, 1998: 208). T his th ird  space can  b e  sa id  to  be th e  

in te rven tion  o f cu ltu ra l tran sla tio n .

A lthough hybrid ity  h as  b ro u g h t im p o rtan t in sigh t in to  th e  d eb a tes  o f globalisa­

tio n  an d  cu lture , th e  q u estio n  rem ain s  how  to  u n d e rs ta n d  g en d ered  hybrid ity  in  a 

specific context. I f  hyb rid ity  provides th e  th ird  space fo r cu ltu ra l tran sla tio n , th e  

questions o f th e  th esis  w ould  be  w h e th e r w om en aud iences as postco lonial su b ­

jects  could  tran s la te  global m edia  culture . H ow ever som e argue th a t  th e  debates 

of hybrid ity  ‘ignore sign ifican t divisions o f class, g ender a n d  race an d  give too 

m uch cred it to  co n su m er pow er’ (H ard t, 1998; K ellner, 2 0 0 2 ; M atte lart, 1994 in  

D arling-W olf, 2 0 0 6 :1 8 2 ) . In  o th e r w ords, as n o ted  ea rlie r in  th is  ch ap te r in  re la ­

tion  to  critiques o f cu ltu ra l im perialism , w om en’s aud ience o f global m ed ia  can be 

seen m erely  as passive ac to rs  by  global co nsum er cu ltu re  o r w om en’s audiences 

can be  seen  to  b e  subversive in  tran s la tin g  globally d o m in an t cu ltu ra l form s. 

T herefore, research , such  as th is , needs to  try  to  con tex tua lise  th e  n o tio n  of hy­

b rid ity  from  w om en’s p o in t o f view  an d  exam ines how  w o m en ’s aud iences tra n s ­

la te  globally d o m in an t cu ltu ra l fo rm s in to  th e ir  ow n s tra teg y  o f survival in  te rm s 

com plex experience.

As B habha h im self rem ark s, ‘cu ltu re  as a s tra tegy  o f survival is b o th  tran sn a tio n a l 

an d  tran s la tio n a l’ (1994:172):

It is transnational because contem porary postcolonial d iscourses are rooted  
in specific h istories o f cultural displacem ent...Culture is translational because 
such spatial h istories o f d isplacem ent-now  accom panied b y the territorial 
am bitions o f “global” m edia technologies-m ake the question o f  how  culture 
signifies or w hat is signified by culture, a  rather com plex issue.

(B habha, 1994:172)

Later, he explicitly in d ica tes “cu ltu re  as a s tra tegy  o f su rv ival” in  h is interview , 

S u rv iv in g  T heory  (2 0 0 0 : 377). H e p o in ts  ou t again  th a t  ‘th e  survival m eans living 

in th e  am bivalen t m ovem en t in  betw een  b o th  th ese  seem ingly  con trad ic to ry  o r 

incom m ensura te  m o m en ts’ (Seshadri-C rooks, 2 0 0 0 : 378). B habha suggests th a t  

‘am bivalence occurs in  th e  con trad ic to ry  en unc ia tion  o f colonial d iscourses’



(P rakash , 1992b: 168-184). O n th e  basis  of am bivalen t d ifferences, it  is suggested  

th a t  id en tity  is d ifferen tia l and , in  th eo ry  a t least, infin itely , “disp laceable” 

(B habha, 1990: 298). In  o th e r w ords, th e  am bivalen t tem p o ra lity  rep resen ted  by 

th e  “cu ltu ra l tra n s la tio n ” a n d  cu ltu ra l difference lays in  a p o ten tia l re ­

concep tualisa tion  o f b o th  in te r-n a tio n a l an d  in tra -n a tio n a l cu ltu ra l re la tions in  

te rm s  o f w hat th e  C o m m itm en t to the th eo ry  (1988) d esc ribes as a d ifferen t en ­

gagem en t in  th e  po litics o f an d  a ro u n d  cu ltu ra l dom ination .

(2 .4 .3 ) T em p o ra lity  a n d  un even n ess  in  g loba lisa tion

B habha also u n d e rs ta n d s  “th e  p recond ition  for th e  a rticu la tio n  o f cu ltu ra l differ­

ence” as th e  “T h ird  Space” o f en u n c ia tio n 2s. C ultural d ifference leads to  resitua te  

know ledge by  th e  perspective o f th e  m inority  o r th e  su b o rd in a ted . T he th ird  space 

show s th a t  th e  ‘sign a re  n o t fixed b u t can b e  ap p ro p ria ted , re -h isto ric ised , tra n s ­

la ted  a n d  th e re  is no  cu ltu ra l purity , o rig inal m ean ing  a n d  no  evo lu tionary  devel­

o p m en t o f ideas, h is to ry  o r cu ltu re ’ (Childs & W illiam s, 1997: 142). F o r B habha, 

th e  postco lonial s itu a tio n  is always tem p o ra l an d  th e  p re se n t tem p o ra l tim e an d  

space o f cu ltu re  is in te rru p te d  by  th e  colonial past. This m ean s  th a t  th e  p ast u n ­

consciousness o f co lonialism  reveals th e  trace  o f disavow al in  th e  p re sen t cu ltu ra l 

d iscourse , w hich is m an ifested  by  th e  cu ltu ra l difference. As d iscussed  earlier in 

th is  ch ap te r, postco lonial th eo ry  d isru p ts  th e  n o tio n  o f lin earity  in  th e  sense  th a t 

th e  colonial p ast is re p ea ted  an d  echoed in  th e  p re sen t cu ltu ra l p ractice. In  th is  

sense , th e  tim e-space o f th e  p a s t in te rru p ts  th e  p resen t. ‘I t  is tem p o ra l in  so fa r as 

postco lonial rep e titio n  trave ls -  o r m igrates -  an d  is experienced  m ain ly  in  th e  

m etro p o lis’ (K raniauskas, 2 0 0 0 : 121). M oreover, accord ing  to  K raniauskas 

(2 0 0 0 ) , ‘th is  in te rru p tio n  recom bines th e  p as t an d  p re sen t as a deferred  re in ­

sc rip tio n ’ an d  th ird  space as, th e  tim e-space o f cu ltu re  is th e  m o m en t o f tra n s la ­

tio n  (121). T his th ird  space has postcolonial significance. ‘T his k in d  o f disjunctive 

tem p o ra lity  is o f th e  u tm o s t im portance fo r th e  politics o f d ifference. I t  c reates a 

signifying tim e for th e  d esc rip tion  o f cu ltu ra l inco m m en su rab ility  w here differ­

ence can n o t be  su b alted  o r  to ta lised ’ (B habha, 1994: 177). B habha ind icates th a t

25 ‘Third space is a term used by Fredric Jameson that Bhabha discuss in his essay ‘How newness 
enters the world: Postmodern space, postcolonial times and the trials of cultural translation’ (1 9 9 4 : 
2 1 7-219  in Childs and Williams, 1 9 9 7 : 155)
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w e n eed  to  re th in k  o f tem p o ra lity  as d isrup tive an d  d iffe ren tia l ra th e r  th a n  linear. 

C ulture is located  w ith in  th is  d ifferential tim e in  w hich  th e  p a s t is rew orked  

th ro u g h  th e  p re sen t a n d  th e  p re sen t affected by  expectations o f th e  fu tu re  an d  

destiny  (1994: 39). T he  d ifferential quality  o f tim e  d is ru p ts  identity ; it  is d estab i­

lised an d  capable of m an y  constructions.

W ith  reg ard  to  th e  th ird  space, w hich is constan tly  changing  a n d  m ulti-layered , 

categories such  as th e  postco lonial a re  m ore  likely to  o p en  u p  a new  u n d e rs ta n d ­

ing o f th e  unevenness o f th e  process o f globalisation. ‘C onnecting  th e  postcolonial 

w ith  th e  global can  b rin g  in to  being  a renew ed  sense  o f space a n d  tem p o ra lity  in  

w hich a decen tred , cross b o rd e r rew riting  o f ea rlie r n a tio n -cen tred  im peria l n a r­

ratives calls fo rth  a  re th in k in g  o f th e  global’ (S later, 1998: 670). In  th is  sense, th e  

im plications o f tem p o ra lity  can  po ten tially  p lay  an  im p o rtan t ro le  in  exam ining a 

postcolonial in stance  such  as th e  con tem porary  South  K orean contex t, in  w hich 

constan t tran s la tio n s  o f th e  m ean ing  o f globality  in  th e  local con tex t could  b e  seen 

as d e-te rrito ria lisa tio n  o r to  som e ex ten t, re -te rr ito ria lisa tio n  th ro u g h  th e  cu ltu ra l 

hybridity. T he tem p o ra lity  m akes it possib le to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  space an d  tim e  of 

th e  contex ts them selves con tain  th e  contingencies o f m o d ern ity /p o st-m o d ern ity , 

co lon ial/ postcolonial. T hus, th e  question  o f m u lti-tem p o ra l heterogeneity  needs 

to  be d iscussed  fu r th e r on  th e  basis o f em pirical settings.

2.5. Women’s identities as hybrid

At th is  po in t, we can  ra ise  a question  ‘can  th ese  w om en’s id en titie s  b e  called hy­

brid  id en titie s?’ To som e ex ten t, th e  hybrid ity  can  be helpfu l in  u n d ers tan d in g  

an d  contex tualising  w o m en ’s iden tity  fo rm ation . H ow ever, it  sh o u ld  p erh ap s be 

bo rne in  m in d  th a t  th e  concept is n o t necessarily  a  sim ple p an acea  fo r analysis of 

th e  com plex an d  heterogeneous charac te rs  o f w om en’s id en tity  p ractices in  th e  

postcolonial context. In  particu la r, th e  n o tio n  can be  p ro b lem atic  from  a  gender 

perspective. F or th is  reaso n , th e  no tion  o f hybrid ity  needs to  b e  re -exam ined  an d  

rearticu la ted  n o t in  th e  scope of theo re tica l d iscussion , b u t in  th e  scope of 

w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractices as observed  in  contex tual settings.

From  th is  perspective, th e  concept o f hybrid ity  faces tw o m a in  criticism s. O ne is 

its conceptual am biguity  an d  th e  o th er is its lack o f a politica l strategy. T he first 

p o in t is cen tred  on  th e  fact th a t  B habha’s hybrid ity  is b ase d  u p o n  tex tual analysis 

and  th e  ap p a ren t lack  o f sensitiv ity  o f th e  m ateria l to  lived experience. T he sec­



ond  is th a t  th e  concep t o ften  ignores political im plica tions includ ing  th e  unequal 

pow er re la tio n sh ip s o f globalisation . T hus, bearin g  in  m in d  th ese  tw o lim itations 

o f hybridity , th e  m a in  issue  fo r th is  th esis  rem ain s  how  to  use  th e  n o tio n  of hy­

brid ity  critically as a  con tex tua lised  term .

(2.5.1) B ey o n d  co ncep tua l a m b ig u ity

The criticism  n o ted  above th a t  hybrid ity  is am biguous m akes it  d ifficult to  confine 

applications of th e  concep t since it has ‘ex trem e o p en n ess a n d  allows fo r u n p re ­

dictable a rb itra ry  a n d  exclusionary  closure’ (G om ez-Pena, 1996: 12). Because of 

its elasticity  an d  o p en -en d ed  n a tu re , th e  hybrid  concep t can  b e  ap p ro p ria ted  by  

anyone to  m ean  p ractically  anything. M cRobbie (2 0 0 5 ) also  p o in ts  o u t th a t  ‘one 

of th e  recu rring  difficulties w ith  B habha’s w ork  is th a t  h is  ac tua l engagem ent w ith  

th e  realm  o f th e  in ter-sub jective  o r indeed  w ith  colonial p ractice, is fleeting an d  

observational, even in stin c tu a l ra th e r  th a n  analytical a n d  su s ta in ed ’ (98). This 

prob lem  o f concep tual am biguity  m ay arguably  re su lt from  th e  fact th a t  B habha’s 

w orks m ain ly  deal w ith  lite ra ry  criticism  a n d  tex tua l analysis. Indeed , relatively 

few em pirical case s tu d ies  in  w hich th e  hybrid ity  is sc ru tin ised  have been  p ro ­

duced. B habha h im self h as  n o t p roduced  h is ow n accoun ts o f som e verifiable so­

cial reality  (M cRobbie, 2005 : 99). In  o th er w ords, B habha’s w ork  h as  b een  fo­

cused on th e  d estab ilisa tio n  o f tex tual m ean ing  ra th e r  th a n  o n  ac tua l agency in  

practice. T hus, it can  b e  arg u ed  th a t th e  no tion  o f hybrid ity  is a  re trogressive  d is­

course th a t ce lebrates th e  experience o f privileged in tellectuals. T his view, echoed 

by H utnyk, van  d e r V eer an d  Yuval-Davis, claim s th a t  th e  n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  

seem s to  b e  ‘m erely  celebrating  by th e  new  d iasporic  in te llec tuals  an d  n o t all m i­

nority  voices from  th e  m arg ins a re  progressive’ (W erbner, 2 0 0 0 :1 5 ).

D espite th e ir  critic ism  o f its  conceptual am biguity , th e  c ritiq u es necessarily  em ­

phasise ‘th e  im p o rtan ce  o f g round ing  hybrid ity  con tex tually  a n d  theoretically , 

u tilising it tactica lly  in  ind iv idual pro jects a n d  strateg ically’ in  postco lon ial fem i­

n ist th eo ry  a t large  (K araidy, 2002a: 323). T hus, th e  con tex tua lised  n o tio n  o f hy­

b rid ity  can  be  evoked in  th e  tran scu ltu ra l dynam ic p ractices o f w om en an d  can be  

helpful to  provide th e  concep tual too l to  exam ine a  v as t a rray  o f com plexity  o f 

w om en’s id en titie s  fo rm a tio n  in  South  K orean context. E m phasis  o n  th e  h istori- 

cised con tex t can  co n trib u te  to  view ing transfo rm ative  w o m en ’s id en titie s  as hy­

brid ity , as involved in  tran scu ltu ra l dynam ic practices, w hich  allow s fo r a  g rea ter



degree  o f u n d e rs ta n d in g  com plexity  an d  tem pora lity  an d  in  a m o re  g ro u n d ed  way 

th a n  th e  analysis o f p la in  tex ts  allows.

In  th is  contex t, “p rac tice” m eans ‘how  s tru c tu re  is actively rep ro d u ced ’ (Hall, 

1985: 130). T he  em p h asis  o n  practice m ay b e  closely re la ted  to  w h a t critics po in t 

o u t th e  ‘m oving agency from  th e  subject as in su rg en t ac to r to  tex tua l perfo rm ­

an ce’ in  B hab h a’s concep t o f hybrid ity  (Parry , 1994:15). In  th is  sense , th e  tex tual 

confla tion  o f o p p osition  be tw een  th e  co loniser an d  th e  co lon isers leads agency to  

be conceived as rem o te  from  real contextual ind iv idual a n d  collective experiences. 

In  o th e r w ords, th e  obscurity  o f th e  hybrid ity  in  B habha’s th eo ry  could  n o t cap­

tu re  th e  dynam ic an d  heterogeneous charac ters  o f w o m en ’s id en tity  fo rm ation  as 

social iden tity . D raw ing a tten tio n  to  w om en’s id en titie s  in  a  specific context 

sh o u ld  be seen  as in te rac tio n s  w ith  various cu ltu ra l flows, n o t w ith  u n ifo rm ed  co­

h e re n t cu ltu ra l influence. As A ppadurai claim s, it is ’n o t only local in  itse lf b u t, 

even m ore  im p o rtan t, fo r its e lf  (1996:181). T he em pirical research  on  th e  South  

K orean  con tex t can  b e  located  in  th is  vein: by  con tex tua lising  th e  n o tio n  o f hy­

brid ity , it m ay  hopefully  b e  possib le to  illu stra te  w om en’s ac tua l cu ltu ra l p ractices 

in  a  w ay w hich  ex tends th e  concept beyond  tex tual analysis to  th e  process of 

w o m en ’s ac tua l cu ltu ra l p ractice in  Sou th  K orean context.

(2 .5 .2) W o m en ’s  tra n s fo rm a tiv e  iden tities

T his th e n  ra ises a sign ificant question  as to  how  th e  concep t can  b e  used  as an  

analy tic  too l fo r th e  pu rp o se  o f illu stra ting  th e  dynam ic a n d  he terogeneous n a tu re  

o f id en tity  fo rm a tio n s  w hilst keeping  in tac t th e  im plica tions o f hybrid ity , p articu ­

larly  in  reg ard  to  its  co n trib u tio n  to  expansion  beyond  th e  b in ary  schem e. H ere, 

th is  h igh ligh ts th e  n eed  fo r a  new  term . H ence, fo r th e  p u rp o ses  o f th is  thesis , th e  

te rm  “tran sfo rm ativ e  id en titie s” is u sed  to  ind icate  w o m en ’s ac tual practice. This 

seem s an  ap p ro p ria te  te rm  since tran sfo rm atio n  itself in d ica tes ‘a m ovem ent, a 

sh ifting  o f th is  from  h ere  to  th e re - w he ther th e re  is im ag ined  to  be  before o r b e ­

yond  o r to  in h e re  in  ce rta in  e lem ents w ith in  th e  p re sen t’ (R obinson , 2 0 0 0 : 286). 

In  th e  course o f cu ltu ra l flows in  th e  tran sn a tio n a l settings, possib ilities for tra n s ­

fo rm ation  are  p ro d u ced  by  instab ilities w ith in  th e  p re sen t social o rd e r including 

iden tities , as B u tler p o in ts  ou t (1990: 30  in  R obinson, 2 0 0 0 : 286). As d iscussed, 

in te rac tions b e tw een  th e  co loniser an d  th e  colonised a re  alw ays accom panied  by 

am bivalence o f th e  subject. T he tran sfo rm atio n , th a t  is m ovem ents an d  changes,
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refers to  th e  s ta tes  o f dynam ic cu ltu ra l practices. W om en’s id en tity  is ‘constan tly  

fram ed  betw een  th e  sim u ltan eo u s vectors o f sim ilarity , co n tin u ity  an d  difference’ 

(F rankenberg  & M ani, 1993: 293). In  p articu lar, T eresa  de  L auretis w rites abou t 

th e  so-called th ird  w orld  w om en’s iden tity  in  th is  way:

W hat is em erging in  fem inist writings is [...] the concept o f m ultip le, shifting, 
and often self-contradictory identity [...] an identity m ade up o f heterogene­
ous and heteronom ous representations o f gender, race, and class, and often  
indeed  across languages and cultures; an identity that one decides to  reclaim  
from  a history o f m ultip le assim ilations, and that one in sists on  as a strategy

De L auretis (1986: 8)

W ith  th e  articu la tion  o f th e  concept iden titie s  an d  s tru c tu re s  a re  dynam ically 

linked, such  th a t cu ltu ra l p ractices, m ean ings an d  id en titie s  a re  opera tin g  w ith in  

th e  lim its o f th e ir  co n d itio n  an d  th e  h isto rical contex t. T he  n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  

serves to  explain th e  dynam ics, com plexity an d  tem p o ra lity  o f th e  practice o f 

iden tity  fo rm ation  ra th e r  provid ing  a  clear causal exp lana tion  o f co h eren t p h e ­

nom enon. Jen n ife r S lack p o in ts  o u t th a t  ‘th e  con tex t is n o t so m eth in g  ou t there , 

w ith in  w hich practices occur o f w hich influence th e  developm en t o f practice. 

R ather, iden tities, p ractice  an d  effects generally  co n stitu te  th e  very contex t w ith  

which they  are  practice, id en titie s  or effects’ (1996:115 in  K araidy, 2 0 02 : 333).

The p rob lem  o f am biguity  o f hybrid ity  stem s from  B habha’s w hole p ro jec t of de­

constructing  trad itio n a l categorisation . H is position  is an  an tith esis  to  fixity an d  

to  th e  rig id ities o f no rm ativ e  categorisations. In  th is  sense , m easu rin g  B habha’s 

w ork by using  th e  rig id  no rm ative  categories, m igh t b e  im possib le. F or instance, 

for those  w ho believe in  rig id  categories, iden tities  could  b e  defined  in  te rm s of 

few causal elem ents. H ow ever, if  one exam ines w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ation  using 

th e  te rm  hybridity , th e n  one finds th a t iden tity  is sim u ltaneously  defined  in  te rm s 

of non-fu lfilm ent a n d  d isru p tio n , th a t  is, it is constan tly  tran sfo rm ed . This thesis  

can be  seen  as th e  tes tin g  g ro u n d  fo r how  th is  p rob lem  o f am bigu ity  can  be u n ­

ravelled in  real social se ttings, to  illu stra te  th e  dynam ic a n d  h e terogeneous n a tu re  

of iden tity  fo rm ations in  th e  South  K orean context.

(2.5.3) The en d  o f  po litics, o r  a  n ew  po litics?

However, applying h y brid ity  to  th e  analysis o f “tran sfo rm ativ e  g en d er id en titie s” 

is n o t w ithou t o th e r p rob lem s, particu larly  th o se  assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  de­



politic isa tion  o f w om en  n o ted  earlier in  th is  chap ter. A n im p o rta n t c ritique o f hy­

b rid ity  is th a t  it is a  political d ead  en d  o r reac tio n ary  politics. K araidy suggests 

th a t  ‘h y b rid ity  is a  risky notion . I t  com es w ithou t g u a ran tees’ (2 0 0 5 :1 ) an d  th e re ­

fo re  it  is qu estio n ab le  as to  w h e th e r o r n o t hybrid ity  is po litical enough  fo r an  ex­

am in a tio n  o f gender. O ne o f th e  m ain  g roundbreak ing  e lem en ts in  B habha’s th e ­

ory  is th a t  h y brid ity  is a  concept fo r subversion  o f po litical cu ltu ra l d om ination  

(B habha, 1994). H ow ever, hybrid ity  has also b een  critic ised  w ith  reg ard  to  its po­

litical im p lica tions, because  ‘it  allegedly lends legitim acy to  a  co rp o ra te  rhe to ric  

th a t  fram es cu ltu ra l m ix tu res as a  m ark e t to  b e  tak en  by  cap ita l a n d  a t th e  sam e 

tim e  elides accusation  o f econom ic d om ination  a n d  a sso rted  fo rm s o f im peria l­

ism ’ (K araidy, 2 0 0 2 : 316). T he n o tio n  o f hybrid ity  h as  b een  th o u g h t to  be  unclear 

ab o u t pow er re la tio n sh ip s , w hich h as been  accused  o f ignoring  inequality  o f glob­

a lisa tio n  in  te rm s  o f class, g ender an d  race an d  gives too  m u ch  cred it to  consum er 

pow er. P ie te rse  ra ises several questions abou t th e  critic ism  o f political im plica­

tio n  such  as ‘w h a t is th e  political im portance o f th e  ce leb ra tio n  o f hybrid ity? Is it 

m erely  an o th e r sign o f perp lex ity  tu rn e d  in to  v irtue  b y  th o se  g rouped  on  th e  con­

su m er e n d  o f social change?’ (P ieterse, 1994: 171). A dditionally , S hohat (1992) 

critically  a rgue  th a t, ‘a  ce lebration  o f syncretism  an d  h ybrid ity  p e r  se, if  n o t a r­

ticu la ted  in  con junction  w ith  question  o f hegem ony a n d  neo-co lon ial pow er re la­

tions, ru n s  th e  risk  o f appearing  to  sanctify  th e  fa it accom pli o f colonial v iolence’ 

(109).

To som e ex ten t, it is in  ag reem en t w ith  th ese  criticism s, a n d  a t  th e  sam e tim e, it 

could  b e  n o ted  to  co n sid er w h e th e r th e  n o tio n  o f h ybrid ity  does n o t really  explain 

its  po litica l im p lica tions. H ow ever, it  is n o ted  by  critics th a t  a  key q uestion  to  an a ­

lyse is ‘w h a t th e  political consequences a re  o f m oving from  vertical an d  b ipo lar 

concep tion  o f socio-political re la tions to  one th a t is d ecen tred  an d  m u ltid e ter­

m in e d ’ (G arcia-C anclin i, 2 0 0 6 : 4 40). D ebates a ro u n d  neo-co lon ialism  an d  late  

cap ita lism  te n d  to  re tu rn  to  th e  fram ew ork  o f cu ltu ra l im peria lism , w hich p ro ­

vides a  re la tively  sim ple an d  obvious exp lanation  fo r p ow er re la tionsh ips, in  

te rm s  o f g lobal/local, d o m in an t/d o m in a ted , ra th e r  th a n  explaining th e  m u lti­

layered  pow er re la tio n sh ip s  o f globalisation. This tra d itio n  o f critical political 

econom y, ‘th e  crad le  o f th e  cu ltura l im perialism  d ebates, h as  h istorically  view ed 

th e  co n cen tra tio n  o f m ed ia  pow er as lead ing  to  cu ltu ra l u n ifo rm ity  by  w ay of 

e lim in a tin g  d iversity  in  its research  fo r th e  m ass au d ien ce’ (K araidy, 2 0 02 : 637).



Som e w ould  claim  th a t hybrid ity  is m erely  an o th e r n am e  fo r th e  political indiffer­

ence th a t  is o ften  u sed  for criticising p o stm o d ern  th eo rie s  (N orris, 1990; 

C alinicos, 1999; H un tnyk , 1997; W ebner, 2 0 0 0 ). N evertheless, th e  usefu lness of 

h y brid ity  in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  pow er re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  th e  global an d  local, 

th e  d o m in an t a n d  th e  d om inated , ind icates a  b lu rring , d estab ilisa tio n  o r subver­

sion  o f th a t  cascading  re la tionsh ip . As P ie terse po in ts  o u t (1994), ‘hegem ony is 

n o t m ere ly  rep ro d u ced  b u t refigured  in  th e  process o f h y b rid isa tio n ’ (173). The 

po litica l im p lica tion  o f hybrid ity  m ay be  ‘subversive o f essen tia lism  an d  hom oge­

neity , d isru p tiv e  o f s ta tic  spatia l an d  political categories o f  cen tre  a n d  periphery , 

h igh  a n d  low, class a n d  e th n o s an d  in  recognising m u ltip le  iden titie s  w iden  th e  

space fo r critica l engagem en t’ (P ieterse, 1994:174). Pow er w ould  n o t function  if it 

w ere exercised  only on  th e  basis o f th e  b in ary  assu m p tio n s. I t  is because, as 

B habha orig inally  claim s w ith  reg ard  to  th e  concept o f hybrid ity , everything is 

re la ted  a n d  in terw oven. E ach com ponen t like th e  W est a n d  global m ed ia  cannot 

p lay  its  p a r t  ind ep en d en tly . T hen , how  can we see th is  com plex  a n d  in terw oven  

re la tio n sh ip ?  T he answ er could  b e  found  in  S tu a rt H a ll’s th eo ry  o f articu la tion , 

w hich  is a  co m b in atio n  o f d istinc t determ ina tions. T he co m b in atio n  is n o t fixed, 

s tab le  o r  e te rn a lly  m a in ta in ed  b u t always changed  an d  tran sfo rm ed . A ccording to  

H all (1986), ‘a  th eo ry  o f articu la tio n  is b o th  a  w ay o f u n d e rs ta n d in g  how  ideologi­

cal e lem en ts com e, u n d e r ce rta in  conditions, to  cohere to g e th e r in  a d iscourse, 

an d  w ay o f ask ing  how  th ey  do o r do n o t becom e articu la ted , a t  specific conjunc­

tu res  to  ce rta in  political subject* (53 in  K araidy, 2 0 02 : 333). In  th is  respect, H all’s 

articu la tio n  w ould  give sa lien t insigh t to  developm ents o f th e  n o tio n  o f hybridity.

T hus, th is  th es is  tu rn s  to  th e  political im plications in  a  g lobal con tex t for th e  p u r­

pose  o f illu stra tin g  th e  lim its  o f H om i B habha’s n o tio n  o f th e  “h y b rid ” by  m oving 

beyond  ce leb ra to ry  an d  sta tic  n o tions o f d ifferen t cu ltu ra l experiences. As m en ­

tio n ed  above, B hab h a’s th eo ry  is b ased  on h is d iscursive a n d  tex tu a l analyses, an d  

th e  m a jo r concep ts such  as hybrid ity  a re  conceived to  o p e ra te  only a t th e  d iscu r­

sive level. I f  th is  is tru e , th en , as C arton  po in ts  out, ‘critiques o f th e  hybrid ity  con­

cep t can  rem a in  ah is to rica l’ (C arton, 2 0 0 7 :1 4 6 ). In  th is  vein , th e  a rg u m en t upon  

w hich  th is  th esis  is b ased  is th a t  th e  no tion  o f hybrid ity  sh o u ld  b e  h isto ric ised  an d  

con tex tualised : th e  q u estio n  o f w om en’s iden tities  sh o u ld  b e  p laced, a n d  exam ­

ined , w ith in  s itu a tio n a l contex ts th a t  n o t only reclaim  cu ltu ra l specificity b u t also 

illum inate  th e  d iffering  construc tions o f w om en’s id en titie s  across d ifferen t 

classes a n d  ages. T hus, tran sfo rm ativ e  w om en’s id en titie s  can  be  defined  as th e



s itu a ted  w om en’s cu ltu ra l practices o f a specific con tex t an d  w om en’s lived ex­

perience o f history.

The a tten tio n  in  th is  th es is  n eeds to  be  red irec ted  from  d eb a tin g  th e  political an d  

theore tical usefu lness o f hybrid ity  to  analyse how  “sca tte red  hegem ony” (Grewal 

& K aplan, 1994) o p era tes  a n d  construc ts  th e  fo rm atio n  o f w om en’s iden tities  in  

th e  South  K orean context. T he hybrid ity  in  th e  South  K orean  con tex t provides an  

in itia l conceptual p la tfo rm  for u n d ers tan d in g  th e  com plexity  o f w om en’s iden tity  

fo rm ation  in  global-local dynam ics. O ne o f im p o rtan t e lem en ts o f transfo rm ative  

iden tities w ould  be  tra n s la tio n  o f global m ed ia  from  w o m en ’s p o in t o f view. 

T ransfo rm ative id en tity  could also b e  considered  as tran s la tio n a l identities. 

B habha (1990: 211) m akes a  link  betw een  tran s la tio n  a n d  hybrid ity  w hilst focus­

ing on  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f d iscourse a n d  m eanings. I t  th u s  becom es ap p a ren t th a t  

reflexivity w as involved in  th is  nego tia tion  process o f positions as w om en nego ti­

a ted  cu ltu ra l differences an d  politics. Reflexivity is necessarily  linked  to  tra n s la ­

tio n  because  o f th e  critical aw areness o f self an d  o th ers  in  w hich  w om en  engage in 

th e  fo rm ation  o f iden tifications using  th ese  d iffe ren t d iscourses. ‘H ybridity  

em erged  in  th e  iden tity  reposition ing , so tran s la tio n  as reflexivity  is p roductive of 

a  hybrid ity  o f th e  everyday’ (Tate, 2005: 128). T ran sla tio n  is w om en’s cu ltu ra l 

p ractice th ro u g h o u t g lobal m ed ia  in  w hich th ey  are  co n stru c tin g  subjectiv ities of 

audience sim ultaneously . T ransla tion  has ‘a  ro le  to  play in  th e  processes o f cross- 

cultura l hyb rid isa tion  th a t  p roduce new  a n d  d ifferen t ty p es o f id en tity ’ (N elson, 

2007: 361). M y q u estio n  is, therefo re , how  th ese  new , hy b rid  fo rm s o f cultura l 

in teractions “tra n s la te ” an d  dom esticate  p articu la r w o m en ’s id en titie s  fo rm ation  

in  South  Korea. W h at is involved in  w om en’s practice  o f tran s la tio n , especially 

global m edia  tran s la tio n ?

In  th is  endeavour o f tran sfo rm ativ e  w om en’s iden tities, I will apply  th e  concept of 

hybrid ity  in  a critical w ay b u t being  cau tious ab o u t th e  g en era lisa tio n  o f g rand  

narra tive  theory . I t  will b e  helpfu l to  th eo rise  hybrid ity  as an  ‘u n dec idab le’ w hich 

can be  defined  as ‘th a t  w hich no  longer allows itse lf to  b e  u n d ers to o d  w ith  (b i­

nary) opposition , b u t w h ich ...inhab its it, w ithou t ever leaving room  fo r a so lu tion ’ 

(D errida, 1972: 58, in  K araidy, 2002 : 332). In  th is  th esis , hybrid ity  is such an  

open  concept because it  is a ‘sim ultaneously  undecidab le  a n d  concep tual inevita­

bility’ (K araidy, 2 0 0 2 : 332). T hus it leaves th e  o penness a n d  elasticity  th a t  a re  

needed  to  critically th eo rise  th e  South  K orean context. T hus, th e  concept o f hy-



brid ity  as dynam ic cu ltu ra l p ractice can  be  u sed  to  em phasise  con tex tua lisa tion  of 

S outh  K orea a n d  th is  th esis  is an  expression o f a  co m m itm en t to  th e  critical en ­

gagem ent o f hy b rid ity  in  articu la tion  w ith  em pirical analysis.

2.6. Conclusion

This ch ap te r h as  a ttem p ted  to  search  fo r a  theo re tica l fram ew ork  for analysing 

th e  com plexity  o f th e  fo rm atio n  o f w om en’s iden tities. G iven w idesp read  global­

isation, w hich  seem s to  accom pany th e  grow ing influence o f global m ass m edia, 

th e  field o f global m ed ia  stud ies focuses on  th is  p h en o m en o n , an d  a ttem p ts  to  

analyse it in  te rm s  o f cu ltu ra l im perialism  an d  neo liberal w om en’s subjects. In  

sp ite  o f th e  p ersuasive  pow er o f th e  fram ew orks o f cu ltu ra l im peria lism  an d  neo ­

liberalism , th is  ch ap te r fo u n d  th a t  th e  con tex tualised  view  could  cap tu re  th e  de­

tailed , com plex, a n d  dynam ic, local p ic tu re  o f th e  g lobalised  w orld.

The ch ap te r d raw s o u t postco lonial conceptual th rea d s  an d  d iscon tinu ity  looking 

a t th e  w orks o f  Spivak a n d  B habha to  locate possib le concep tual too ls  fo r u n d e r­

s tand ing  th e  S ou th  K orean context. By deconstructing  d o m in an t w este rn  rep re ­

sen ta tio n  o f th e  su b a lte rn , th e  ch ap te r begins w ith  th e  question , “why can ’t  th e  

su b alte rn  sp eak ?” in  o rd e r to  recover th e  w om an’s voice in  S ou th  Korea. A lthough 

Spivak righ tly  p o in ts  o u t “ep istem ic violence” o f w hite  fem inists, she  generally  

insists on  th e  im possib ility  o f recovering th e  su b a lte rn  voice, op p ressed  b y  th e  

repressive pow er o f colonialism . In  doing so, she  herse lf risk s  oversim plifying 

w om en as su b a lte rn s  -  in  fact w om en are  a com plex category in  th e  T h ird  W orld. 

H er a rg u m en t cou ld  b e  p rob lem atic  if re ad  on  th e  basis  o f co n stru c tin g  a m o n o ­

lithic collective o f w om en, an d  con tem porary  fem ale su b a lte rn s  a re  equally  inca­

pable of m ak ing  th e ir  voice heard , o r o f se lf-rep resen ta tion . In s tea d  o f a m ono­

lith ic category o f w om en, transfo rm ative , h e terogeneous a n d  con tingen t 

charac ters n eed  to  b e  analysed  in  th e  South  K orean context. T hus, concepts such 

as “hybrid ity”, “am bivalence” an d  “m im icry” m ay  b e  helpfu l to  u n d ers tan d in g  

w om en’s id en tity  fo rm a tio n  in  South  Korea.

The ch ap te r h igh ligh ts  th a t  hybrid ity  offers a  useful concep t fo r u n d ers tan d in g  

th e  com plexities o f w o m en ’s id en tity  fo rm ation : hybrid ity  b rin g s  u n d ers tan d in g  

o f tran scu ltu ra l re la tio n s as com plex, processual an d  dynam ic space w here in ter- 

cu ltural p ractices a re  con tinuously  nego tia ted  in  th e ir  practice. I t  shou ld  be  n o ted  

th a t a lthough  th e  obscurity  a n d  political ind ifference o f hybrid ity  have b een  th e



m ain  sub ject o f criticism s, th e  only w ay of show ing its  c larity  a n d  th e  political 

characteristics of hybrid ity  is by  narrow ing  dow n its specificity  in  th e  local con­

tex t w here  th e  actual com plex an d  transfo rm ative  ac tions a re  p racticed . This th e ­

sis suggests th a t  d eb a tes  shou ld  be  sh ifted  from  tex tu a l analysis to  real ac tors in  

th e  con tex tua lisation  o f hybrid ity . In  th is  sense, it is im p o rta n t to  pay  a tten tio n  to  

th e  recen t expansion  o f d iscussion abou t hybrid ity  in  th e  field  o f global m edia 

studies. C onnecting th e  postcolonial w ith  th e  global can  p rov ide a  significant in ­

sigh t in to  th e  constan tly  renew ing  sense  of space an d  tem p o ra lity  o f South  Ko­

re an  w om en’s experience, in  w hich a  decen tred , c ro ss-b o rd er rew riting  o f earlier 

cu ltu ra l im perial n a rra tiv es  call for a  re th ink ing  o f th e  global.

The dynam ics an d  co m p lex ity  o f South  K orean w om en’s id en tity  fo rm atio n  needs 

to  b e  exam ined  fu rth e r, th ro u g h  th e  concept o f hybrid ity . U p u n til now , hybrid ity  

has sim ply provided  a n  in itia l conceptual p la tfo rm  fo r a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  

com plexity o f w om en’s iden tity  form ation , in  b o th  its global an d  local m edia  con­

text. The thesis  needs to  contex tualise  hybrid ity  w ith  re ference to  ac tua l w om en’s 

practice. H ybridity  can  explain  certa in  aspects, such  as dynam ics, com plexity an d  

tem porality . I t  does n o t y e t provide a clear exp lanation  o f th e  co h e ren t p h en o m ­

ena th a t a re  th e  sub jects o f m y em pirical research . T herefore, th e se  issues a re  ex­

am ined  in  th e  th ree  analy tica l chapters.



C H A P T E R  3

METHODOLOGY: A POSITIONING 

PROJECT

3.1. Introduction

T his ch ap te r describes th e  m ethodology em ployed for th is  th esis  an d  th e  m ethods 

u sed  to  collected  em pirical d a ta  in  South  K orea betw een  1999 an d  2 0 0 0 , includ­

ing th e  ra tio n a le  fo r th ese  m ethods an d  som e of th e  issues w hich  arose. D uring 

m y fieldw ork, I in terv iew ed  101 w om en in  21 g roup  in terv iew s a n d  indiv idual in ­

terview s. I also collected  d a ta  in  o th er fo rm ats a n d  contex ts, includ ing  observa­

tio n  w hilst socialising inform ally  w ith  in fo rm ants. T his c h a p te r ou tlines th e  p ro ­

g ression  o f decision-m aking  fo r th e  m ethods, an d  su b seq u en tly  th e  group  

in terv iew  process from  designing  interview s to  p ilo t s tu d ies  to  m ain  group  in te r­

views. I t  also  h igh ligh ts som e prob lem atic  issues assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  re la tionsh ip  

betw een  th e  re sea rch e r an d  th e  in fo rm an ts in  th e  g roup  in terv iew  situ a tio n  an d  

how  to  re p re sen t an d  in te rp re t th e  in fo rm an ts’ “ta lk ”.

T he aim  o f g roup  in terv iew s w as to  app rox im ate  as fa r as  possib le  w om en’s eve­

ryday co nversations ab o u t global m edia  a n d  to  analyse how  w om en constitu te  

th e ir  id en titie s  th ro u g h  th e ir  talk . F u rth erm o re , th is  ch ap te r w ill focus on  posi­

tion ing  th e  p ro ject, a n d  particu larly  how  to  in teg ra te  th e  su b jec t w ith  debates on 

fem in ist em pirica l research  by  d iscussing som e of th e  p ro b lem s associa ted  w ith 

analysing  d a ta  co llected  in  th is  way, an d  th e  process o f in te rp re ta tio n  an d  w riting. 

T hus, th is  ap p ro ach  seeks to  re -exam ine an d  a ttem p t to  recover th e  issue o f m ar­

g inalised  w o m en ’s voices a n d  w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractice, in  th is  p a rticu la r South 

K orean co n tex t a n d  in  re la tio n  to  global m edia.

3.2. Pilot studies: First sketch before fieldwork



I t  is well know n o f cou rse  th a t p ilo t s tud ies a re  ex trem ely  usefu l to  give d irection  

to  re search  an d  th e  basic  design o f fieldw ork research , w hich  in  th is  case is 

m ain ly  b a se d  o n  conducting  qualitative interview s. A fter com pleting  a  detailed  

ou tline  o f  m y  research  pro ject, I v isited  South  K orea to  p re p a re  for fieldw ork b e ­

tw een  Ju ly  a n d  S ep tem ber 1999. M y m ain  aim s in  v isiting  th e  cou n try  of m y b irth  

fo r th a t  su m m er w ere twofold: first, to  collect secondary  m ate ria ls  including  re ­

search  p ap e rs  an d  artic les in  w om en’s m agazines an d  n ew spapers w hich sketch 

how  young  w om en have been  influenced  by  th e  cu ltu ra l flows o f globalisation. 

Secondly, th e  v isit p rov ided  a  very good o p p o rtu n ity  to  co n d u c t som e pre lim inary  

in terv iew s to  get a firs t g lim pse of w ha t young Sou th  K orean w om en th o u g h t 

ab o u t them selves before th e  actual interview s th a t  I w ould  use  as th e  source o f 

d a ta  fo r th is  thesis. I also w an ted  to  te s t ou t an d  m ake final decisions abou t th e  

m eth o d s I w ould  em ploy for collecting th is  data , specifically in  decid ing  betw een 

indiv idual a n d  g roup  in terview s.

(3.2.1) D ecid ing  b e tw een  in d iv id u a l a n d  g ro u p  in terv iew s

I h ad  a  very  good, a n d  n a tu ra l, o p p ortun ity  to  te s t o u t th e  v iab ility  o f g roup  in te r­

views. As a re su lt o f m y prev ious study  an d  teach ing  experiences in  th e  university , 

I h ad  th e  chance to  teach  a course in  th e  Sociology D ep artm en t in  Sogang U niver­

sity  in  Seoul d u rin g  th e  m o n th  o f Septem ber. T he m ain  sub jec t o f th e  class was 

cu ltu ra l s tu d ies  u n d e r  th e  title  o f “A n In tro d u c tio n  to  C ultu ral S tud ies”, an d  th e  

class g roup  consisted  o f 45 u n d erg rad u a te  s tu d en ts  aged b e tw een  19 an d  24 years 

old. As a p a r t  o f cu rricu lar activities, th e  class w as reo rg an ised  in to  sm all groups 

o f s tu d en ts  to  have sem in ars  in  w hich they  d iscussed  a  series o f specific topics 

th a t w ere m ain ly  re la ted  to  cu ltura l an d  m edia  issues. I dec ided  to  conduct th e  

groundw ork  fo r m y  research  an d  use th is  p la tfo rm  to  in fo rm  m y fieldw ork. T hus, 

th e  p ilo t s tu d ies  w ere  conducted  in  class an d  in  casual conversations w ith  groups 

afte r class. T he s tu d en ts  expressed  g rea t in te re st in  m y experiences abroad . They 

sough t in fo rm atio n  o n  travelling  an d  studying, an d  we d iscussed  th is  in  inform al 

m eetings in  cafes o r th e  cam pus can teens. M y aim  w as to  explore percep tions of 

cu ltu ra l id en titie s  a n d  differences in  th e  S outh  K orean con tex t th ro u g h  a  varie ty  

o f m eans. Som etim es, I show ed Hollyw ood film s to  th em  an d  w e d iscussed  clips
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d u rin g  th e  class. I d rew  th e  first sketch  o f w hat th e  s tu d en ts  th o u g h t ab o u t w est­

e rn  m ass m ed ia26 from  th is  cu ltu ra l s tud ies class. D uring  d iscussion  inside an d  

o u tside  o f class, s tu d en ts  expressed  w hat th ey  felt a n d  th o u g h t ab o u t w estern  

m edia. T he s tu d en ts  w ere fully in fo rm ed  abou t m y re search  p ro jec t an d  indeed  

w ere very  in te re s te d  an d , afte r re tu rn in g  to  m y stu d ies in  L ondon, o u r re la tio n ­

sh ip  con tinued . T hey  co n tin u ed  to  u p d a te  m y know ledge ab o u t th e ir  everyday 

lives includ ing  favourite  p o p u la r film s, m usic an d  fash ion  tre n d s  am ong th e ir 

peers by  e-m ail exchanges.

In  th e  few  ind iv idual in terview s I also conducted  du rin g  th is  tim e, I th o u g h t th a t  

in  a  o ne-to -one  se ttin g  it  w ould b e  m uch  easier fo r m e to  con tro l th e  questions 

an d  to  get th e  expected  rep lies from  th e  in fo rm ants. I m an ag ed  to  have one-to- 

one in terv iew s w ith  only a  few  people. Very often, a fte r m ak ing  an  ap p o in tm en t 

for an  in terview , th e  in terview ees asked if th ey  could  b rin g  th e ir  friends to  th e  

m eeting  place. Significantly, in  one-to -one interview s, th ey  seem ed  to  pay  m ore 

a tten tio n  to  w h a t I th o u g h t of th e ir  answ er ra th e r  th a n  ta lk ing  com fortably  an d  

freely. In trigu ingly , d u rin g  casual m eetings afte r th e  class (in  re s ta u ran ts  an d  ca­

fes), I rea lised  th a t  m y in fo rm an ts  seem ed to  b e  m uch  m o re  com fortab le  to  d is­

cuss issues w ith  th e ir  p ee r group, ra th e r  th a n  in  o ne-to -one  in terview s w ith  me. 

T he g roup  d iscussions p rov ided  a m uch  m ore vivid p ic tu re  o f how  in fo rm an ts 

conflicted  an d  n eg o tia ted  th e ir  th o u g h ts  w ith  o thers. M oreover, form al an d  in ­

form al g roup  d iscussions revealed  spon taneous reactions to  th e  questions ajid  

top ics I ra ised , a n d  offered a flourish  o f unexpected  resp o n ses  a n d  resources for 

m y research .

O n th e  b asis  o f th e  experiences in  th is  first series o f m eetings, including  group 

an d  ind iv idual en co u n te rs , m y aim  w as n o t m erely  to  dec ide u p o n  th e  u ltim ate  

m ethods to  b e  u sed  in  fieldw ork b u t also to  g a th e r m ore  p re lim in ary  know ledge 

abou t th e  k in d s o f issues w hich w ould eventually  sh ap e  m y th es is  a n d  actual d a ta  

collection. I dec ided  to  conduct th e  re s t o f th e  p ilo t in terview s o n  th e  basis  of th e  

group d iscussions, a lthough  I an tic ip a ted  it w ould  be  h a rd e r to  con tro l th e  d irec­

tio n  th e  d iscussion  took . I h ad  d iscovered th a t  th e  s tu d en ts  p re fe rred  to  resp o n d

26 At that time, there was not any distinction between American, western and global mass media in 
the knowledge that research known. The researcher assumes that global media would be dominated 
by American media.



to  m e  as p a r t  o f a  group, partly  because they  m ay have b een  w ary  ab o u t th e  k ind  

o f qu estio n s I p lan n ed  to  ask, no tab ly  those  ab o u t th e ir  sexuality  an d  th e  p leasure  

th ey  experience in  consum ing  m ass m edia. I t  m ay b e  th a t  th e  m o re  public n a tu re  

o f g ro u p  d iscussions w as assum ed  to  provide a  safe an d  com fortab le  space, w here 

I m ig h t h es ita te  to  ask  in trusive an d  personal questions. In  th e  contex t o f the  

g roup  d iscussion , th ey  also deba ted  issues on  th e ir  ow n te rm s  a n d  d em o n stra ted  

th e ir  ow n ag reem en ts  a n d  d isagreem ents w ith in  th e  group.

In  g roup  d iscussions, th e  in fo rm an ts seem ed  to  express th e ir  feelings an d  

th o u g h ts  on  various top ics qu ite  freely, including th o se  dealing  w ith  w este rn  m ass 

m ed ia  a n d  K orean culture . In teresting ly , in  th e  course o f each  d iscussion , th e  in ­

fo rm an ts  g radually  sh ap ed  th e ir  own th o u g h ts  th ro u g h  conflicts w ith  each o th er 

an d  by  prov id ing  conclusions, w hich w ere b ased  on  th e ir  consensus, w ithou t th e  

in terv iew er’s in te rv en tio n  o r in ten tion . F rom  th is  in trigu ing  experience, I decided 

to  reduce th e  p lan n ed  con tro lled  questions a n d  m in im ise  m y ro le  as a  guide in  th e  

group interview . T he m ain  aim  of th e  p ilo t in terview s w as sh ifted  from  getting  

im m ed ia te  answ ers to  m y carefully contro lled  questions - includ ing  a ttitu d es  to ­

w ard  w este rn  m ass m edia, consum er goods, film s an d  m ovie s ta rs  - to  observing 

th e  am bigu ities a n d  con trad ic tions in  th e ir  d iscourse ab o u t th e ir  iden tities. F rom  

a m ethodological p o in t o f view, th is  recognition  also m ean t th a t  I needed  to  ac­

know ledge th e  com plexity  o f in fo rm an ts’ perspectives o n  th e  issues in  question . I 

soon realised  th e re  w as no  “single” South  K orean w o m en ’s p o sition  in  re la tion  to  

cu ltu re  a n d  m edia.

(3 .2 .2) The im p o ssib ility  o f  reconciling th eo ry  a n d  p ra c tice

As soon as I s ta r te d  sh arin g  in  young w om en’s lives, I fo u n d  it d ifficult to  recon­

cile th eo ry  a n d  practice. O ne o f th e  in te re sts  o f m y  re search  w as to  assess how  

young w o m en ’s socio-econom ic backgrounds m igh t in fluence th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  to  

th o se  W este rn  rep resen ta tio n s  o f fem inin ity  o m n ip resen t in  th e  S outh  K orean 

m edia. O ne im p o rtan t discovery in  th e  p ilo t stud ies w as th e  ways in  w hich th e  

young w om en n ego tia ted  th e ir  class positions th ro u g h  th e ir  level o f consum ption . 

M ost re s id en ts  o f m idd le  class com m unities h ad  to  w ork  h a rd  to  m ain ta in  a  level 

o f co n su m p tio n  h igh  enough  to  outw ard ly  keep th em  in  th e  ran k s  o f th e  m iddle 

class. H ow ever, w hilst such  m idd le class iden tity  w as often  perceived  as m ost de­

sirable, th e re  ex isted  a  class am biguity. In  o th er w ords, it  w as really  h a rd  to  find



th e  c lear d istin c tio n  betw een  d ifferen t classes w ith  resp ec t to  language, accents, 

m an n ers , an d  even p a tte rn s  a n d  ta s te s  o f consum ption . R a th er, th e  d istinction  

betw een  classes w as obscured. A lthough som e o f th e  in fo rm an ts ’ class back­

g ro u n d s m ay  be  sa id  to  belong  to  th e  “w orking class”, th ey  d id  n o t identify  th em ­

selves w ith  th e  “w orking  class”. T his exam ple show s th a t  th e  class d istinc tion  

from  in fo rm an ts ’ co n stru c tio n  is n o t exactly response  to  th e  concep t o f econom ic 

class bou n d aries.

O verall, there fo re , in  various w ays, from  m ethodological to  con ten t, th e  pilo t 

s tudy  p rov ided  an  ou tline  fo r th e  su b seq u en t fieldw ork to  b e  conducted  as group 

in terview s in  w hich th e  young  w om en who w ere th e  focus w ould  b e  given freer 

re in  th a n  previously  an tic ip a ted  an d  in  w hich assum ptions, su ch  as class categori­

sation , w ould  b e  left to  one side  as fa r as possible.

3.3. Field work: Process and issues

(3 -3 -1)  G roup in te rv iew

Follow ing th e  p ilo t s tu d y  a n d  a  re tu rn  to  London to  refine m y ideas, I conducted  

th e  fieldw ork fo r 9 m o n th s , from  A pril 2 0 0 0  to  D ecem ber 2 0 0 0 . I m anaged  to  

conduct in terv iew s w ith  ju s t  over 101 young w om en o f d iffe ren t ages (21 groups) 

in  th e  cosm opo litan  city o f Seoul an d  its su b u rb an  tow ns in  Kyonggi-Do area. The 

in fo rm an ts  ran g ed  in  age from  16 to  39 years a n d  th e  m ajo rity  o f w om en  w ere 

betw een  18-25 years o f age (see, tab le  1). As d iscussed  above, th e  experience of 

th e  p ilo t s tu d y  h ad  revealed  th a t  th a t  th e  group  in terv iew  w ould  b e  th e  m ost ef­

fective w ay o f observ ing  dynam ics an d  m utual in terac tions am ong  young w om en 

in fo rm an ts, an d  really  gain ing  an  u n d ers tan d in g  o f th e  com plex way, th ey  nego ti­

a ted  th e ir  iden tities.

A ccording to  M ayers an d  M acnaugh ten  (1999), ‘th e  g rea t s tren g th  o f g roup  in te r­

view  as a tech n iq u e  is in  th e  liveliness, com plexity a n d  u n p red ic tab ility  o f th e  

talk , w h ere  p artic ip an ts  can  m ake su d d en  connections th a t  confuse th e  research ­

e rs’ coding  b u t open  up  th e ir  th in k in g ’ (175). As d u rin g  th e  p ilo t study, I also 

found  s im ilar cases d u rin g  th e  fieldw ork w here  th e  in te rac tio n  betw een  in fo r­

m an ts  led  to  top ics th a t I could  n o t have pred ic ted . O ne exam ple o f th e  com plex 

an d  u n p red ic tab le  n a tu re  o f th e  g roup  in terv iew  can  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  unfo ld ing  of
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p ersonal secre ts  in  th e  m idd le o f conversation  in  th e  g roup  in terview . I often  ob­

served  th is  k in d  o f su d d en  an d  unexpected  revealing o f p e rso n a l secrecy in  th e  

group  in terview . As m en tio n ed  above, th e  m ain  reaso n  I dec ided  to  conduct 

g roup  in terv iew s in s tead  o f relatively m ore con tro lled  o n e-to -o n e  in terview s was 

th a t  in terv iew ees seem ed  to  hesita te  to  ta lk  ab o u t p e rso n a l s to ries  in  th e  m ore 

in ten se  en v iro n m en t o f one-to -one interview s. T his m ay be  p artly  because, w ith ­

o u t having  ra p p o rt a n d  close re la tions, it is indeed  h a rd  to  m ake in terview ees ta lk  

ab o u t th e ir  p erso n al s to ries  an d  in tim ate  issues. H ow ever, in  th e  g roup  interview , 

th e  unfo ld ing  p erso n a l an d  in tim ate  sto ries w ere observed  frequently . This w as an  

unexpected  p h en o m en o n  as I h ad  th o u g h t th a t  th e  g roup  in terv iew  w ould  b e  too  

open  a n d  pub lic  a  space to  expose such  personal s to ries. H ow ever, m y assum p­

tio n  tu rn e d  o u t to  be  w rong. For instance , a g roup  o f fo u r m arr ie d  young m o th ers 

w ho belong  to  th e  to d d le rs’ club w ere d iscussing a  film , T he B ridges o f M adison 

C ounty (1995)27. T he in fo rm an ts  in  th e  group  d iscussed  w hy th ey  liked th e  film  

and  q uestions w ere m ain ly  abou t w hat th e  favourite scene w as an d  w hy th e  film  

was so  p o p u la r in  Korea. In  th e  m iddle o f conversation , th e  follow ing in terac tion  

occurred:

I n fo r m a n t  1 : 1 w as so  touched by the film . I watched tw ice. I w ould n ot be 
able to  resist if  I m et m y fatal love...I w ould not have any pow er to resist such  
rom ance.

I n fo r m a n t  2 : 1 don’t know...would it happen to  m e...I doubt it.

I n fo r m a n t  3 : W ell...(hesitating with pause)...actually...once, I had that kind  
o f experience.

(Inform ant 1 and Inform ant 2  express their surprise and turn to excitem ent.
The inform ant 1 im m ediately goes to the door and closes the room  door 
w here w e have the interview).

I n fo r m a n t  1 : W hen did it happen? (Surprise and excited)

I n fo r m a n t  2 : W here? W ho is it? Tell m e (very excited)

I n fo r m a n t  3 : H e w as m y school sweetheart. Last year, h e called m e and we 
begun to  see  each other...but, it was purely platonic.

(Inform ant 1 and Inform ant 2  are giggling and excited)

27 The Bridges of Madison County (1 9 9 5 , dir: Clint Eastwood) is a film about a brief and bittersweet 
love stoiy between a married woman and a photographer. Although it is about a brief extramarital 
affair (based on Robert James Waller’s novel), the film deals with a woman’s life-long unforgettable 
romance. The film was very popular amongst women audiences in South Korea and became a big 
box office film at the time.



(Age between 34-39, Housewives from Parents group)

The o rig inal in ten tio n  o f th e  question  h ad  b een  ab o u t th e ir  re sp o n se  to  th e  genre 

of th e  ro m an tic  H ollyw ood film . However, like m yself, th e  o th e r in fo rm an ts  w ere 

su rp rised  by  th is  su d d en  revelation  o f th e  in fo rm an t 3 ’s p e rso n a l in tim ate  story. I 

d id  n o t expect th is  k in d  o f revelation  of a  secret love s to ry  from  th e  in fo rm an ts. In  

fact, th is  unfo ld ing  o f sto ries in  th e  m idd le  o f in terv iew s caused  confusion in  

som e senses, b u t it o p en ed  u p  th e  th ink ing  for th e  new  d iscussion  w hich followed. 

In  th is  way, it  can  b e  seen  th a t  one o f th e  benefits  o f conducting  th e  group  in te r­

views w as p rov id ing  re latively  free space for th e  in fo rm an ts. In  co n tra s t to  s tru c­

tu red  o n e-to -o n e  in terview , in fo rm an ts can express th e ir  em otions a n d  opinions 

freely w ith o u t th e  in terv iew er’s control.

In  th a t  experience, I felt s tuck  w hen m y orig inal q uestions w ere sh ifted  an d  tra n s ­

fo rm ed  by  in fo rm an ts. How ever, I realised  th a t th e  sh ifting  a n d  tran sfo rm atio n  of 

p rep ared  q uestions could  p rovide m ore a dynam ic revela tion  o f w om en’s lived 

experienced  a n d  uncover th e ir  voices. I t  w as an  u n ex p ected  advan tage o f th e  

group in terv iew  process a n d  w as based  on  a  p re-ex isting  ra p p o rt am ong in fo r­

m an ts. T hus, I a im ed  to  m ak e  th is  pre-ex isting  ra p p o rt a  fe a tu re  o f th e  g roup in ­

terview s. As m en tioned , th e  stu d y  consisted  o f tw en ty -one in terv iew  groups an d  

included  on e  h u n d re d  one young w om en’s in fo rm an ts  o rg an ised  th ro u g h  un iver­

sity classes, churches, com m unity  cen tres, w orkplaces, to d d le r  club, ap a rtm en t 

residences, a n d  o th e r p re-ex isting  g roups in  th e  a rea  in  o rd e r to  m ake discussion 

as n a tu ra l as possib le  w ith in  th e  group. This im p o rtan t cond ition  fo r organising 

group in terview s, on  th e  b asis  of p re-ex isting  groups, gave rise  to  th e  ability  to  

grasp  th e  u n p red ic ted  sh ifting  an d  tran sfo rm atio n , such  as unfo ld ing  personal 

in tim ate  sto ries, in  th e  process o f interview ing. As K itzinger (1994b) no tes, 

‘s tudying  p re-ex isting  g roups help  us explore how  people m ig h t ta lk ...w ith in  th e  

various an d  overlapping  g roup ing  w ith in  w hich th ey  actually  operate . F la tm ates, 

colleagues, fam ily a n d  frien d s - th ese  are  precisely  th e  peop le  w ith  w hom  one 

m ight “n a tu ra lly ” d iscuss such  top ics’ (105).



T he size o f g roups in  m y interview s ranged  from  fo u r to  seven  in fo rm an ts .28 As 

G illham  (2 0 0 5 ) suggests ‘th e  n a tu re s  o f th e  group  in terv iew s a re  essen tially  u n ­

s tru c tu re d  in te rn a lly ’ (61). T herefore, th e  in terv iew  q u estio n s a re  m ain ly  u n s tru c ­

tu re d  a n d  re la tively  open-ended . T he need  to  rem ove th e  in tim id a tin g  an d  in tru ­

sive n a tu re  o f th e  in terv iew  an d  rely  u p o n  seem ingly  u n s tru c tu re d  questions 

m ad e  it  possib le  to  ‘observe th e  g roup process, th e  dynam ics o f a ttitu d e  a n d  opin­

ion  change’ (G askell, 2 0 0 0 : 47).

N evertheless, th e  lack  o f s tru c tu re  in  th e  interview s d id  n o t obviate th e  research  

aim s, a lthough  it  becam e clear th a t  th e  b ro ad  research  a im s w ould  b e  de term ined  

in  g rea te r deta il a n d  d ep th  by  th e  in fo rm an ts them selves. T he orig inal research  

q u estio n  w as how  th e  consum ption  o f global m edia  affects young  w o m en ’s id en ti­

ties  in  S ou th  Korea. N otably, I realised  th e  in fo rm an ts w an ted  to  ta lk  ab o u t m edia 

in  re la tio n  to  th e ir  ow n everyday lives w hen  I asked  th e  p re p a re d  q uestions an d  

th u s  th e  p re p a re d  questions becam e alte red  to  fit w ith  th e  lived experiences an d  

rep resen ta tio n s  o f  th e  w om en them selves. T hese key in itia l q uestions add ressed  

by  th e  re search  w ere as follows:

• H ow  does th e  w atch ing  o f H ollywood m ovies as a le isu re  activity  fit 
in to  th e  social contex t o f South  Korean w om en’s everyday lives?

• To w h a t ex ten t do South  Korean w om en m ake sen se  o f th e ir  own sex­
u al id en tity  in  th e  process o f w atching global m ass  m edia?

• H ow  do w om an  audiences d istingu ish  an d  in te rp re t th e  cu ltu ra l ex­
pec ta tio n s o f w om en in  South  K orea w hen  th ey  w atch  w om en’s im ages 
an d  n arra tiv es  w ith in  global m edia  culture?

• H ow  does th e  concept of th e  W est as a sym bol o f m ateria l success 
sh ap e  au d ien ce’ percep tions o f W estern  ro m an ce  m ovies?

• H ow  do w om en audiences use  global m ed ia  (film , TV d ram a , an d  
m agazine etc) to  negotiate  iden tity  in  w om en’s lifestyle (body m odifi­
ca tion , love a n d  m arriage an d  m otherhood)?

O f course n o t all o f th ese  questions could b e  ad d ressed  in  all in terview s and , as 

no ted , th e  p recise  focus a n d  unfolding o f th e  in terv iew  focus d ep en d ed  u p o n  th e  

in terv iew ees’ in te rac tio n s. Som e group  in terview  m eetings las ted  betw een  tw o

28 This group interview is focusing on pre-existing groups including class mates, friends, colleagues 
in workplace and so on. In this sense, the size of the group is determined by the size of the pre­
existing groups. The size of my group interviews is mainly between four and seven.



h o u rs  a n d  fo u r hours. Som e discussion group m em bers suggested  m eeting  again, 

so I h ad  tw o follow -up g roups to  en su re  a  m axim um  flow  o f re levan t da ta , as in ­

co rp o ra ted  by  in fo rm an ts. O ther groups inv ited  m e fo r d in n e r an d  I can n o t say 

exactly how  m any  h o u rs  th ese  inform al m eetings lasted . M ost g roup interview s 

to o k  m o re  th a n  th re e  h ours a t d inner, un iversity  classroom s, cafe o r re s ta u ran t 

an d  v isiting  th e ir  hom e. As th e  fieldw ork progressed , I a sked  few er an d  few er 

q uestions b u t ju s t  ra ised  issues to  ta lk  about, th e n  in fo rm an ts  freely ta lk ed  abou t 

th e ir  experiences a n d  th o u g h ts  w hich w ere re la ted  to  th e  issues I ra ised . T he in ­

fo rm an ts  re fram ed  th e  orig inal d irection  an d  s tru c tu re  o f m y in terview s an d  re­

co n stru c ted  g roup  d iscussion  in  te rm s o f th e ir  ow n in te re s ts  a n d  “dynam ic”. The 

in fo rm an ts  seem ed  to  b e  w aiting  for som ebody to  lis ten  to  th e ir  s to ries a n d  th e ir 

d iscussions. I follow ed M organ’s (1988) stra tegy  o f se lf-m anaged  groups. In  th is  

v a rian t o f in terv iew  groups, I provide an  in itia l in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  general them es 

an d  g ro u n d  ru les o f th e  discussion; subsequently , th e  p a rtic ip an ts  them selves 

help  to  facilitate th e  g roup  discussion, w hile th e  re search er says very little.

D espite th e  advan tage o f th e  group  interview s, th e re  a re  th e  lim ita tio n s o f group 

interview s: som e in terview s can  be  difficult to  m anage  w hen  th e  p rob lem  of 

speech  a n d  silence occurs. U n stru c tu red  o r sem i-s tru c tu red  g roup  in terview s can 

also cause th e  p rob lem  of unbalanced  partic ip a tio n  in  th e  conversation . Som e­

tim es, one o r tw o in fo rm an ts  in  a group  w ere observed  to  d o m in a te  an d  lead  th e  

whole conversation . To p rev en t th is  k ind  o f u n b alan ced  p artic ip a tio n , I h ad  to  

in tervene in  th e ir  d iscussion  to  rem in d  th em  o f m y re search  ou tline  an d  give re la ­

tively silen t a n d  passive p artic ip an ts  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  ta lk  by  ask ing  th e ir  o p in ­

ions. I reco rd ed  th e  w hole interview s.

(3-3-2) L oca tion

As m en tioned , m o st in terview s w ere conducted  in  Seoul a n d  its  su b u rb an  tow ns. 

The city o f Seoul h as  p layed  an  im p o rtan t an d  m ateria l ro le  in  th e  construc tion  of 

South  K orea’s m o d ern ity  an d  its  im age. Seoul is a  m etro p o litan  city as well as a 

postco lonial space. I t  h ad  a  popu lation  o f m ore  th a n  te n  a n d  a h a lf  m illion  people 

in  th e  early  1990s accord ing  to  official sources. I f  one includes th e  popu lation  of 

th e  g rea te r Seoul m etro p o litan  area , th is  reaches over tw en ty  m illion, w hich is 

m ore th a n  on e  th ird  o f th e  en tire  popu la tion  in  South  K orea (N elson, 2003 : 36). 

G reater Seoul is th e  cen tre  o f rap id  m o d ern isa tio n  an d  th e  fro n tlin e  o f globalisa­
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tion . A space like Seoul m igh t provide an  effective place fo r conducting  em pirical 

re search  to  show  w o m en ’s m obility  an d  im agination  in  g lobalisation . According 

to  A ppadurai, ‘T he city, m obility  an d  unforeseeable re la tio n sh ip  betw een  m ass 

m ed ia ted  events an d  m igrato ry  audiences defines th e  core o f th e  link  betw een 

g lobalisation  an d  th e  m o d e rn ’ (A ppadurai, 2 0 0 0 : 4).

Seoul is a  postco lonial city because it is a cen tre  b o th  o f postco lonial pow er an d  of 

m odern isa tion . T he city has  been  th e  capital fo r 6 0 0  years a n d  it  has w itnessed  all 

th e  e lem en ts o f th e  m o d ern  h isto ry  o f Korea. B etw een 1910 a n d  1945, it  w as de­

m o ted  to  a  reg ional cen tre , u n d e r Jap an ese  colonial ru le. T hen , afte r th e  libera­

tion , Seoul w as ru led  by  an o th e r colonial pow er, th e  US M ilitary, for th ree  years. 

O ne o f th e  trag ic  sets o f events Seoul experienced w as th e  th ree -y ea r K orean W ar 

in  th e  1950s. Since th en , Seoul has been  th e  capital o f a  d iv ided  n a tio n , an d  a cen­

tre  fo r overcom ing th o se  trag ic  experiences. A ccording to  N elson, th e  p resen t 

Seoul m anifests K orean society’s collective d e te rm in a tio n  to  overcom e th e  h is­

to rica l v icissitudes th a t  have plagued th e  m o d ern  h isto ry  o f K oreas (20 0 3 : 10). 

People a re  still m ig rating  in to  th e  city, an d  its  b o u n d ary  is expand ing  beyond  its 

trad itio n a l lim its, consum ing  farm land , flood fields a n d  p ea r o rch ard s  in  

Kyonggi-Do, th e  su rro u n d in g  province. In  th e  early  1990s, th e  K orean govern­

m en t dec ided  to  co n stru c t several new  satellite  cities to  ease  th e  prob lem s of 

overcrow ding in  Seoul.

T here a re  several reaso n s w hy I chose Seoul for m y fieldw ork. F irstly, as m en ­

tioned , Seoul an d  its  su b u rb an  tow ns em body postcoloniality . T he a rea  con tains 

th e  trad itio n a l a n d  th e  m odern ; th e  cosm opolitan  as well as th e  local. Secondly, 

Seoul is one o f th e  m o st dynam ic cities in  th e  w orld. Once it w as one o f th e  poor­

est p laces in  Korea, b u t  w ith in  four decades it h as  becom e o n e  o f th e  m ost cos­

m opolitan  cities in  th e  w orld. R apid  changes an d  dynam ism  p lay  a  significant role 

in  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f iden tities. I t  is a  good p lace to  observe liveliness an d  rap id ly  

changing a ttitu d es. Third ly , th e  city w as b u ilt on  th e  ashes o f th e  d isastro u s Ko­

rean  W ar; th e  trad itio n a l class system  was destroyed  w ith  th e  w ar. W ith  th e  d e­

stru c tio n  o f th e  class system , ‘th e  possibility  o f m obility  w as o p en  to  people from  

o th er places. Since th en , th is  m entality  o f m obility  has b een  w idesp read ’ (Abel- 

m ann , 2 0 04 : 140-145). C onsequently , th e  city is a  dynam ic space o f m obility  of 

class a n d  rap id ly  sp read in g  cu ltu ra l flows a t th e  h ea rt o f g lobalisation . A m ong th e  

reasons an d  aspects n o ted  above, th e  class facto r is less s ign ifican t fo r th e  fo rm a­



tio n  o f w om en’s iden tities , w hilst generation  an d  age g roup  a re  m ore  im p o rtan t 

fo r observing d iffe ren t attitudes.

(3-3-3) A g e  g ro u p

T he m ajo rity  o f th e  g roups (13 o u t o f 21 groups) consisted  o f ind iv iduals aged be­

tw een  18 an d  25. T he o th e r five groups consisted  o f a m ixed  m em b ersh ip  outside 

o f th is  age range. I d iv ided th e  m ajority  18-25 year old g roup  by  geography. I se­

lected  th is  age range, interview ees w ere betw een  th e  ages o f 18 to  25 because I 

ju d g ed  th is  to  b e  th e  tim e  o f early  adulthood . I t  rep resen ts  th e  age a t w hich m any  

young peop le a re  reach ing  th e  en d  o f th e ir  school careers, an d  a re  faced w ith  de­

cisions reg ard in g  th e ir  fu tu re  as adu lts (W alkerdine, 1997). A t th is  age, they  b e ­

gan to  seek  ways o f achieving th e ir  possible d ream s. In  th e  course  o f seeking pos­

sib ilities fo r th e ir  life, arguably, they  begin  to  deploy th e ir  im ag ination  in  th e  

p ractice o f th e ir  everyday lives. W hilst seeking possib ilities, th e  age g roup  seem s 

to  experience a w ide range  o f achievem ents a n d  fru stra tio n s . W ith  reg ard  to  cul­

tu ra l p ractice, th ey  a re  very  actively in teracting  w ith  various cu ltu ra l form s.

As well as th ese  general reasons, I h ad  a  m ore  specific reaso n  fo r choosing th is  

age g roup  as in fo rm an ts  w ho are  particu larly  re levan t to  th is  th esis  an d  its focus 

on th e  fo rm a tio n  o f young w om en’s gender id en titie s  in  th is  specific context. This 

age g roup  em bodies th e  rap id  changes in  Sou th  K orean society  before  getting  

m arried  a t  th e  “average age, 25” (2 0 0 0 , N ational S tatistics Office). H istorically  

they  have experienced  rap id  changes re la ted  to  m o d ern isa tio n  an d  in d u stria lisa­

tion . Also, th ey  a re  ‘struggling w ith  th e ir  co u n te rp arts  in  th e  o lder gen era tio n ’ 

(C ho-H an, 2002:177), th e ir  p a ren ts ’ generation . T his m ean s th a t  th e ir  iden tities 

are  adversaria l a n d  contrad ictory . This m ajo r age group  can  b e  described  as “th e  

d au g h te rs’ g en e ra tio n ” w ho w ere b o m  in  th e  1970s an d  early  1980s a n d  grew  up  

u n d er th e  s tro n g  influence o f th e  global m ass m edia, p articu la rly  th e  v isual m e­

dia. A ccording to  Cho, ‘a  m ajority  o f th ese  girls lived in  th e  u rb a n  se tting  and  

grew  up  in  n u c lea r fam ilies. T heir childhood m em ories a re  n o t o f h u n g er b u t of 

p iano  lessons a n d  m artia l a r ts  classes. They h ad  to  struggle th ro u g h  an  in tense  

un iversity  ex am in a tio n  w ar, m ore com petitive for th e ir  g en era tio n  th a n  in  th e  

past, w hile being  endlessly  exposed to  th e  en ticem en ts o f co n su m er cap ita lism ’



(C ho-H an, 2 0 0 2 :1 7 8 ). T his age group is th e  g eneration  nego tia ting  w ha t a re  cu r­

ren tly  u n d ers to o d  to  b e  th e  collision of trad itio n a l v a lu es29. W ith  postcolonial 

con su m er capita lism , th ey  are  also a generation  cu rren tly  reap in g  th e  benefits  of 

m o d ern isa tio n  a n d  global consum erism  3°.

O ne n o tab le  p o in t concern ing  th is  age group  is th a t  th ey  a re  w ell aw are o f d is­

courses o f in d ep en d en ce  an d  self-realisation based  on  th e  grow ing o p portun ities  

afforded  by, a n d  in , education . T rad itional fem in in ity  co n tin u es to  exert a  nega­

tive influence u p o n  th e  educational asp ira tions o f girls (C ho-H an, K.W. 1990). 

‘W om en o f th e  m o th e r’s g eneration  h ad  fully su p p o rted  th e ir  p ro fessional daugh­

te r ’s se lf-rea lisa tion ’ (C ho-H an, 2002 : 179). H ow ever, w hile m o th e rs  w an ted  to  

see th e ir  d au g h te rs  ed u ca ted  an d  becom e successful ca ree r w om en, a t th e  sam e 

tim e, th ey  also  d ream ed  th e ir  daugh ters  to  b e  su itab le  b rid es  fo r successful fam i­

lies. F o r th e  m ajority  o f th e  o lder generation , m arriag e  is th e  u ltim ate  goal, 

w h e th e r o r n o t d au g h ters  have a professional career. ‘T hese conflicting dem ands 

often  confused  th e ir  d au g h te rs  w hen  they  w ere grow ing up. O nce th e  daugh ters  

h ad  grow n up , th e ir  m o th ers  w ere unw illing to  p rov ide th e  su p p o rt th ey  needed  

to  su sta in  th e ir  ca ree rs’ (C ho-H an, 2 0 02 :179).

T herefore, as no ted , I se lec ted  m y in fo rm an ts p rim arily  b a se d  u p o n  an  age group  

reflecting th ese  in te re stin g  conflicts o f iden tity  w hich particu la rly  re la te  to  h is­

to rica l change an d  th e  influence of global m edia. T here  w ere how ever a  varie ty  of 

charac teristics  o f th ese  in fo rm an ts. T he following tab le  show s th e  w hole list o f 

in fo rm an ts’ age, reg ion  a n d  profession:

Table 1 - Demographic data for group participants31

29 In traditional Confucian familial ethics, women were supposed to do their filial piety as daugh­
ters, promote harmony in the family as daughter in law, be obedient to their husbands as wives and 
educate to their children as mothers. However, Lee argues (2000) that the Confucian tradition has 
been transformed by social change, and dramatically changed especially in the 1990s when global­
isation accelerated.

30 In Chapter 1, I explain that this age group have benefited from modernisation and global con­
sumerism which I note to relate to the importance of period since the 1990s.

31 The ordering of numbers is based on the sequence of in which the interviews were held.



1 Kyung-in Girl’s 
Technical High 
School (5)

16 Incheon Student
(classmate)

Non-married

2 Gwanshin Technical 
High School (4)

17 Kyunggi-
Do

Student
(classmate)

Non-married

3 Karak High School 
(4)

15-
V

Seoul Student 
(film society)

Non-married

4 Hong-ik University 
(4)

20-
21

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Department of 
Arts)

Non-married

5 Ehwa Women’s Uni­
versity 
(4)

20-
21

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Department of 
Music)

Non-married

6 Sook-Myung 
W omen’s University 
(7)

21-
23

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Business Stud­
ies)

Non-married

7 Yonsei University 
(4)

20-
23

Seoul Student Union 
Women’s depart­
ment

Non-married

8 Sogang University 
(4)

22-
24

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Book club mem­
ber)

Non-married

9 Kyunghee University 
(4)

21-
24

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Broadcasting
society)

Non-married

10 Kyunggi University 
(4)

22-
23

Seoul University Stu­
dent
(Korean literature 
departm ent)

Non-married

n Hankyeore Cultural
Centre
(4)

20-
21

Seoul Adult education 
course

Non-married

12 Kyung-in Women’s
College
(7)

20-
21

Incheon University Stu­
dent
(English depart­
ment)

Non-married

13 Ogok Christian
Church
(7)

19-
24

Kyunggi-
do

Church peer 
group32

Non-married

14 Shingu College 
(5)

21-
22

Sungnam
city

College Student 
(Beauty Art De-

Non-married

32 The youth club from the Christian (or Catholic) church cannot be categorised as a strict religious 
group. Rather in the South Korean context, it is widely regarded as a place for socialising and form­
ing peer groups amongst many young adults.
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Kyunggi-
do

partm ent)

15 Seoul Fashion Col­
lege (5)

22- 
, 27

Seoul College Student Non-married

16 Joong-ang Satellite 
TV Broadcast com­
pany (4)

25-
27

Seoul Office m ate Two expect­
ing to get 
married

17 Shinwondang
Apartment
(6)

33-
39

Wondang
Kyunggi-
do

Residence of 
Apartment com­
plex

All married

18 Hansem Apartment 
(4)

27-
33

Seoul Residence of 
Apartment com­
plex

All married

19 Parent group 
(4)

34-
39

Seoul Parent group of 
toddler

All married

20 Dong-A Apartments 
(6)

29-
35

Ilsan,
Kyunggi-
do

Residence of 
Apartment com­
plex

All married

21 Church group 
(5)

29-
39

Seoul Residence of 
Apartment com­
plex

All married

(3 -3 A )  T a lk ing  M e lo d ra m a tic  Stories: Three m a in  them es

In  th e  course o f th e  p ilo t interview s an d  m ain  fieldw ork, I n o ticed  th a t in fo rm an ts 

ten d ed  to  ta lk  ab o u t m ed ia-re la ted  issues to  explain th e ir  ow n everyday lives 

w hen  I asked  th e  p re p a re d  questions. W hen in fo rm an ts  ta lk ed  ab o u t th e ir  lives, it 

w as frequen tly  observed  th a t th ey  ten d  to  ta lk  abou t th e ir  lives m elodram atically  

an d  th e re  w as a close re la tio n  betw een n arra tiv es on  everyday lives an d  th e  m elo­

d ram a tic  n arra tiv es  o f th e  m edia. T his m ay have been  because o f th e  n a tu re  o f th e  

interview s in  be ing  closely re la ted  to  m ed ia-re la ted  issues like film s a n d  TV d ra ­

m as. D espite th e  orig inal questions w hich I p rep ared  fo r th e  in terview s, I found  

th a t  in fo rm an ts  h ad  a tendency  to  ta lk  abou t th e ir  everyday experience by  m obi­

lising m elo d ram atic  narra tive , im ages an d  tex ts  o f th e  film s a n d  television soap 

opera  as  resources. To som e ex ten t, th e  in fo rm an t w ho ta lk ed  abou t h e r life 

p robab ly  w an ted  to  b e  seen  as m ore  m elod ram atic  by h e r  peers  in  th e  group  in ­

terview . As seen  in  th e  above ex tract from  th e  to d d le rs’ club  g roup, w hen  an  in ­

fo rm an t ta lk ed  ab o u t h e r p ersonal rom an tic  en co u n te r w ith  h e r  o ld  school sw eet­

heart, sh e  seem ed  to  w an t to  connect h e r p erso n al experience w ith  th e  

m elod ram atic  film , T he B ridges o f M adison County. T he ten d en cy  to  m elod ram a- 

tise  has also b een  fo u n d  in  o th e r research . F o r instance , N ancy A belm ann’s re ­

search  o n  K orean  w om en’s experiences o f social m obility  observes a s im ilar te n ­



dency  o f w om en’s m elod ram atic  n arra tio n . A ccording to  A belm ann  (2 0 0 3 ), th e re  

is a ‘b ro a d e r sense  o f m elod ram a as a n a rra tiv e  conven tion  an d  sensib ility ’ in  

w om en’s everyday lives (23). This tendency  h as  b een  pervasive in  th e  process of 

in fo rm an ts’ conversations an d  a  ‘m eans for th e ir  in te rp re tin g  a n d  m aking  sense 

o f experiences’ w ith  reg a rd  to  m edia im age a n d  n arra tiv e  (P e te r Books, 1995: 205 

in  A belm an, 2 0 03 : 23).

In  p articu la r, in  th e  p ilo t study, it  could be  observed  th a t  th e re  is a com m on p a t­

te rn  o f in fo rm an ts’ m elod ram atic  an d  o th er revelation  a n d  ta lk  th a t ten d s  to  con­

verge in to  a  series o f th em es like love, m arriage  an d  body  im ages (which, as a re ­

su lt, have becom e th e  foci of th e  em pirical chap te rs  o f th is  thesis). T he th ree  

issues cou ld  b e  seen  to  b e  th e  m ain  general concerns fo r young  w om en in  con­

tem p o ra ry  Sou th  Korea, b u t it seem ed m ore personal a n d  specific as th e  issues 

seem ed  to  w h a t young w om en are  facing as p rob lem s to  solve in  everyday lives. 

As a  m a tte r  o f fact, th e  in terv iew  ra ised  various issues th a t  w om en  face in  th e ir 

everyday lives such  as inequality , value conflicts be tw een  trad itio n a l an d  new  

w om en’s ro les, g en e ra tio n  gap, an d  political an d  econom ic issues. H ow ever, as 

soon as th ey  began  to  ta lk  abou t th o se  issues, I fo u n d  th a t  th ey  w ere closely in ­

te rm in g led  w ith  th e  issues o f love, m arriage an d  body  im age. T hus, th ese  th en  

becom e th e  m ain  top ics to  be d iscussed  in  th e  g roup  in terv iew s since it was 

p robab ly  easy to  ta lk  a n d  m obilise th em  as exam ples for th e  in fo rm an ts  to  explain 

th e ir  lives. F rom  an  in terv iew er’s p o in t o f view, th e  th re e  th em es w ere th e  m ost 

in tere stin g  sub jects to  m ake in fo rm an ts ta lk  in  th e  in terv iew  an d  also played a 

p a r t as s ta rtin g  p o in ts  for o th e r various com plex issues I w a n te d  to  d iscuss in  th e  

interview .

M oreover, w ith  reg a rd  to  cross-cu ltural p ractice, th ese  th re e  th em es  could  be  th e  

key concepts to  explain  w om en’s experience in  everyday life. A  m obilisation  of 

in fo rm an ts’ experiences, as “ta lk ”, could be seen  th ro u g h o u t th e  in fo rm an ts’ in ­

te rp re ta tio n  o f foreign  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  global m edia. In  th is  respect, w om en’s re ­

co nstruc tion  o f th e ir  everyday life in  th e  ta lk  itself h igh ligh ts an  in fo rm an t’s cul­

tu ra l p ractice  o f g lobal m ed ia  (Abu-Lughod, 1995: 9; A ng & S tra ton , 1995: 126: 

D issanayake, 1993: 2; W illiam , 1998: 53, in  A belm m an, 2 0 0 3 : 25). In  a certain  

sense, th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f global m edia precisely  d rives tran sg ressio n s in  

w om en’s lives th ro u g h  th e  them es - body  im age, love a n d  m arriage. In fo rm an ts 

u n d e rs ta n d  an d  in te rp re t global m edia  th ro u g h  th ese  th re e  th em es  in  th e ir  every



day  practices. In  add ition , arguably  th e  th ree  th em es a re  critically  gendered  as 

will b e  d iscussed  in  th e  la te r analytical chapters. T hese ch ap te rs  b ased  on th e  to p ­

ics o f p lastic surgery , love an d  m arriage, new  m o therhood , as  h igh ligh ted  by  the  

in fo rm an ts  in  th e  process o f interview s as th e  m ost com m on a n d  co n tested  realm  

o f w om en’s lives w here  globalisation is experienced. T he  th re e  th em es  p erhaps 

show  w om en’s in te rp re ta tio n  an d  tran s la tio n  o f d iffe ren t cu ltu res; effectively, 

how  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f w o m en ’s iden tities as cu ltu ra l p ractice  conflict an d  negoti­

a te  in  everyday lives th ro u g h o u t global culture .

3.4. Reframing power relationships

T hus, th e  re search  process w as m ore th an  ju s t  estab lish ing  an  approach  to  th e  

in fo rm an ts  o r  collecting data . W hat I experienced in  th e  com plicated  process of 

group in terv iew s w as th a t  in fo rm an ts actually  re fram ed  a n d  red irec ted  th e  w hole 

project, w hich h as  in te re stin g  im plications fo r u n d e rs tan d in g  pow er re la tionsh ips 

in  th e  in terv iew ing  process. As Kondo found, ‘research  p artic ip an ts  can n o t be 

seen  as only subjects, b u t as active subjects, w ho have pow er to  sh ap e  an d  control 

th e  re sea rch e r a n d  th e  research ed  en co u n te r’ (1986: 8 0 ). I am  n o t suggesting th a t 

I w as alw ays pow erless as a  researcher, o r th a t  feeling pow erless co rre la tes w ith 

being  pow erless in  th e  p r o c e s s  33. R ather, I h ighlight th a t  th e  process of research  

was a  m u tu a l in te rch an g e  o f know ledge an d  pow er betw een  re search ers  a n d  in ­

fo rm ants. T he m u tu a l in te rac tio n  betw een in fo rm an ts  a n d  re sea rch e r m ay sug­

gest th a t  re search  is situational, contingent, tran sfo rm atio n a l a n d  a continuously  

un fin ish ed  p ro ject, en tang led  in  a specific tem p o ra lity  o f th e  com plexity  o f th e  

field. In  th e  sec tions below , I ou tline som e o f th e  w ays in  w hich  th is  in terchange 

o f pow er a n d  tran sfo rm atio n a l process could b e  observed in  m y ow n research .

(3.4.1) Ig n o r in g  a n d  correcting  questions by in fo rm a n ts

My m ain  q u estio n  in  th e  first in stance  was w ha t young K orean  w om en th in k  

about, a n d  how  th ey  reac t as an  aud ience to , th e  influx o f global m ass m edia  in to  

th e ir lives. T he netw ork  o f in fo rm an ts was w idened  from  th e  in itia l con tac ts miade

33 With reference to power relations, some scholars suggest that the informants generally do not 
have the institutional power that researchers have (see, Wolf, 1996: 22)



w ith  peop le w ho to o k  p a r t  in  th e  p ilo t s tudy  in  1999 by  ask ing  th em  to  in troduce 

m e to  th e ir  fam ily m em b ers an d  friends. In  th e  in terview s, I exp lained  m y pro ject 

to  th e  new  se t o f in terview ees, a lthough th e  m ed ia to rs h a d  also a lready  done so to  

som e ex ten t w hen  th ey  in tro d u ced  m e to  them . A t th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  interview , 

I asked  th em  to  in tro d u ce  them selves an d  to  provide som e general b iographical 

backgrounds. I s ta r te d  w ith  a general question , such  as w h a t th e ir  favourite  w est­

e rn  film  w as an d  why, to  encourage interview ees to  beg in  to  ta lk  freely. As soon  as 

th e  s itu a tio n  se ttled  dow n, I got in to  th e  m ain  bod ies o f q u estio n s  ab o u t th e ir  a tti­

tu d es  to w ard s th e  im ages o f Hollywood m ovies, a n d  th e ir  cu ltu ra l p references, 

ta s te s  an d  sexuality. I expected  to  have d irec t rep ly  from  m y in fo rm an ts. H ow ­

ever, m y qu estio n s som etim es w ere red irec ted  an d  re fram ed  by  in fo rm an ts. O ne 

clear exam ple o f th is  is as follows:

R e s e a r c h e r :  W hat is your favourite H ollywood m ovie and why?

I n fo r m a n t  A: m y favourite m ovie is  C h ristm as in A u g u s t34. The film  is 
about our everyday life and love. I felt so  touched and I cried a lot. It gave m e 
a happy m em ory after watching.

I n fo r m a n t  B: I had started to see the H ollywood m ovies since m y m iddle 
school for a long tim e and I got bored and I am  not interested  in that any­
m ore in  the certain period because m ost H ollywood stories w ere n ot pleasur­
able and I becam e fed  up w ith the frame o f a story o f H ollywood. It’s so typi­
cal, isn ’t it? From  that point, I started to  see the South Korean m ovies. I 
thought the Korean m ovies are getting better in term s o f  p lot, story and the  
film ing skills.

I n fo r m a n t  C: H ollywood m ovies are not ours. That is  the reason it doesn’t 
rem ain in  m y m em ory. I just laughed at the m ovie. That’s  it. I was not 
touched  by it. I forgot the m ovie as soon as I got out o f  th e cinem a theatre.

(Age between 20 and 21, University students)

As th e  ex trac t illu stra tes, in fo rm an t A ignored  m y orig inal question , w hich was 

asking ab o u t h e r favourite  “H ollyw ood” m ovie, an d  an sw ered  ab o u t h e r favourite 

K orean m ovie. O n th is  a n d  o th er sim ilar occasions, I in itia lly  th o u g h t th a t  m y 

question  h a d  n o t b een  c lear to  m y in fo rm an ts w hen m y q u estion  w as ignored. 

Som etim e, I asked  th e  sam e question  twice. H ow ever, I g radually  no ticed  th a t 

m any  of m y in fo rm an ts  (over h a lf o f group  in terview s) consisten tly  ignored  m y

34 The original title is ‘Palwole Christmas’ (Director: Jinho Huh, Uno Film, 1998) based on roman­
tic love story. I will discuss this film in detail in chapter 5.



q u estio n  a n d  d iscussed  th e ir  favourite Korean m ovies. In  th e  case o f aw areness of 

th e  orig inal q u estio n  (in fo rm an ts B an d  C), m any  in fo rm an ts  s ta r te d  to  criticise 

H ollyw ood m ovies an d  to  red irec t th e  top ic tow ards th e  p o p u la r K orean film s th a t 

th ey  w ere in te re sted  in. In  th e  sam e vein, th e  follow ing ex trac t show s th a t in fo r­

m an ts  ignored  th e  question  intentionally . 35

R e s e a r c h e r :  W ho is  your favourite H ollywood m ovie actress?

I n fo r m a n t:  My favourite m ovie star is Shim  Eun-ha. She looks really pure 
and graceful. I w ant to be like her.

(Age 20, University student)

T his type o f reac tion  w as com m only found  w hen I ra ised  th e  sam e question  in  

m any  in terview s. I t  p rovoked  qu ite  d ifferen t answ ers from  th o se  in ten d ed  by  m y 

question . As will b e  d iscussed  later, th e  m ajority  o f in fo rm an ts  seem ed  to  refram e 

m y question  an d  ra ised  an o th e r issue: th e  K orean ac tresses th ey  w an t to  b e  iden­

tified  w ith. Few er in fo rm an ts  answ ered  th e  question  th a t  th ey  w an t to  identify  

w ith  H ollyw ood ac tress. T his sh ift o f th e  orig inal q u estio n  is p e rh ap s  very in te r­

esting  in  th a t  it reveals a  ce rta in  aspect o f th e  dynam ic re la tio n sh ip s  betw een  lo­

cal aud ience a n d  global m edia. I t  is possib le th a t, to  show  th e  com plex re la tio n ­

sh ip  betw een  th e  local a n d  th e  global, th e  in fo rm an ts  m ig h t have reco n stru c ted  

th e ir  im age o f w este rn  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  th e  localised  m ed iu m  o f th e  K orean ac­

tresses, such  as Shim  E u n -h a  as will be  discussed in  C hap ter 4.

T hus, as th e se  exam ples show , in  th e  course o f conducting  in terview s, I realised  

th a t  m y in fo rm an ts  w ere re fram ing  an d  reconstruc ting  th e  questions. M oreover, 

one o f th e  in fo rm an ts  d irectly  p o in ted  o u t m y tendency  to  t re a t  th e  local w om en 

as passive a n d  v ictim ised  by globalisation. This m ean s th ey  a ttem p ted  to  red irect 

m y research  o rien ta tio n  a n d  em phasise th e  active a n d  co n tin g en t tendenc ies of 

young w om en’s position .

R e s e a r c h e r :  W hat do you think about this strong influx o f the western  
m ass m edia in the process o f globalisation after 1 0 ,2 0  years?

I n fo r m a n t:  Can’t w e have som e influence on them  (western country)? Look 
at Asian countries where our m ovies are huge hits, and the Japanese and the

35 However, the rest of informants (even those who were high school students) responded to this 
question by stating that their favourite films were the classical movies such as The Roman Holiday 
( i953)» East o f  Eden (1956), Casablanca (1942), The Waterloo Bridge (1940).



Chinese are crazy about our m ovie stars and film s. I hope w e can m ake an 
im pact on w estern culture.

(Age 21, College student)

D uring  in terview s, I o ften  experienced th e  reversal o f th e  pow er re la tio n sh ip  b e ­

tw een  re search er an d  in fo rm an ts, b u t m ore particu larly  a  p o in tin g  o u t o f th e  lim ­

its o f  m y ow n assu m p tio n s abou t know ledge a n d  expertise . 36

Know ing well th a t  w ithou t collecting d a ta  from  th ese  “un m an ag eab le  sub jects”, 

th e  research  p ro jec t w ould  n o t w ork  well, I re lu c tan tly  changed  m y p lans an d  

ag reed  to  try  a n d  m eet th e ir  dem ands. I d iscovered th a t  th is  k ind  o f con tingen t 

a n d  sp o n tan eo u s reactions from  th e  in fo rm an ts g en e ra ted  m o re  valuable d ata  

an d  red irec ted  th e  research  in  a  m ore positive way. As M uetzelfeld t m entioned , 

‘th e  u n p lan n ed  an d  unexpected  plays a  m ajo r p a r t in  a lm o st all fieldw ork an d  is 

o ften  im p o rtan t in  shap ing  th e  d irec tion  of th e  research  a n d  th e  analysis’ (M uet­

zelfeldt, 1989: 41). T his s itua tion  o f resistance  from  w om en illu s tra tes  M argery 

W o lf s (1992) cau tio n ary  advice ab o u t th e  reversal o f pow er re la tio n sh ip s betw een  

fieldw orkers a n d  th e ir  in fo rm ants.

Even the m ost arrogant neo-colonialist soon  discovers that one cannot order 
people to  reveal im portant thoughts about their culture... Those w ho carry 
the culture and those who desperately w ant to understand it m ay participate 
in  a m inute o f unspoken negotiations that totally reverses the apparent bal­
ance o f power.

(Wolf, 1992:134)

In  ad d itio n  to  w o m en ’s resistance  to  m y efforts to  sep a ra te  th em  in  ind iv idual in ­

terview s, as m en tio n ed  earlier, th is  d isrup tive practice  suggests th a t  re la tionsh ips 

w ith in  in te rp re tiv e  com m unities o f in fo rm an ts can have su rp ris in g  an d  u n an tic i­

p a ted  im plica tions for research  practice. I sub seq u en tly  avoided  in te rru p tin g  

th e ir  rh y th m  a n d  th e  dynam ic o f th e ir  d iscussion, as illu s tra ted  in  g rea te r dep th  

below.

36 Before interviews, I had a strong ideas that global media is American dominant media, however, 
they corrected me, showing that global media can be the Korean media itself (Korean wave).



(3 -4 -2 )  In fo r m a n ts  o ften  lead  the g ro u p  in terv iew s

In  th e  ea rlie r stages o f th e  research , m y m ain  aim  w as to  gain  a m ore  adequate  

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f young  w om en’s construc tion  o f w este rn  cu ltu re  in  South  Korea, 

as I d iscussed  above. G radually , I realised  all th ese  questions w ere connected , an d  

in fo rm an ts  an sw ered  several questions a t th e  sam e tim e . In fo rm an ts ’ everyday 

lives w ere inex tricab ly  b o u n d  u p  w ith  th e  effects o f m ass  m edia. A lthough q u es­

tio n s w ere  d esigned  to  ad d ress  several areas th a t w ere categorised , in fo rm an ts 

k ep t b lu rrin g  categories by  refra in ing  m y questions. T he in terv iew ees questioned  

m y q u estio n s  as th ey  to ld  th e ir  life stories. I d id  n o t have a  chance to  ask  fu r th e r 

questions; th e  in fo rm an ts  d id  n o t app recia te  th e  rh y th m  o f th e ir  ow n discussion  

being  in te rru p te d . T hey ap p eared  eager to  ta lk , te ll th e ir  s to ries, an d  be  listened  

to . I rea lised  th a t  “un sp eak ab le” lis ten er an d  “invisib le” observer becam e th e  m a­

jo r  ro le  o f th e  re search er in  th e  group discussion. I dec ided  to  le t m y  in fo rm an ts 

lead  th e ir  d iscussion  ab o u t th e  m ed ia  they  consum ed, ra th e r  th a n  analyse th e ir  

re la tio n sh ip  to  a  specific type o f text. In  th is  way, in fo rm an ts  h e lp ed  m e gain 

know ledge o f th e  con tem p o rary  cu ltu ra l contex t o f th e ir  peers, an d  sh a red  every­

day  life. In  o rd e r to  gain  insigh t in to  th e ir  backgrounds, I a te  snacks an d  lunch  a t 

cafes w ith  g roups o f w om en, w as inv ited  fo r d in n e r a t  th e ir  hom es, w en t to  cine­

m as, a n d  accom pan ied  th em  on  shopping  trip s.

H ow ever, be ing  a lis ten e r also m ean t th a t  I h ad  to  co n stan tly  nego tia te  th e  deli­

ca te  b o u n d ary  be tw een  being  a  confidante an d  being  com fortab le  w ith  au thority . 

In  th e  ro le  o f confidan te , I found  m yself listen ing  to  sto ries  ab o u t sec ret rebel­

lions, re sen tm e n t ag a in st th e ir  m o th ers’ generation , d ream s o f ex tra -m arita l af­

fairs a n d  ta les  ab o u t frien d s w ho h ad  ex tram arita l affairs a n d  so on. D espite th e ir  

even tua l w illingness to  sh are  th e ir  fears an d  com plain ts ab o u t g endered  social 

p re ssu res , I still w o n d ered  w h e th e r young w om en w ou ld  have b een  m ore  open  

ab o u t th e ir  sexuality  w ith  a w este rn er (ou tsider) w ho m ig h t b e  seen  as less likely 

to  ju d g e  th em  b ased  on  cu ltu ra l expectations o f w om en’s behav io u r in  Sou th  Ko­

rean  society. T he w ell-know n w ord  “ra p p o rt”, w hich is o ften  u sed  to  signify ac­

cep tance a n d  w arm  re la tio n sh ip  betw een in fo rm an ts a n d  researchers, w as th u s
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so m eth ing  I could  n o t tak e  fo r g ran ted  desp ite  being  an  “in s id e r”: all I  could 

claim  w as an  im perfect rap p o rt. 37

M y in fo rm an ts  freq u en tly  com m ented  to  each o th er, d isag reed  an d  provided  

agreem en t, fo r exam ple, w hen  th ey  d iscussed  th e  “w este rn  look” fo r th e  topics of 

p lastic  su rgery  a n d  sexual re la tionsh ips before m arriage. F o r m any  of th e  topics 

th ey  d iscussed , th ey  co n stru c ted  th e ir  ow n final consensus. In  te rm s  o f th e  group 

in terview s, th e  in fo rm an ts  chose to  d iscuss subjects such  as p lastic  surgery , ro ­

m an tic  love a n d  m arriag e  an d  conflicting views o f m o th erh o o d . W hen  I analysed 

th e  in terv iew  m ateria ls , I could  d iscern  fou r m ain  issues from  th e ir  active con­

stru c tio n  o f d iscussions: ap p earan ce/fa sh io n , p lastic surgery , love an d  m arriage, 

a n d  conflicts concern ing  m otherhood . T hus, m y in fo rm an ts’ in te re sts  decided  th e  

m ain  th em es  fo r m y  analytic chap ters , ra th e r  th a n  by  m y research  in ten tion , 

w hich w as w o m en ’s sp ec ta to rsh ip  o f H ollyw ood m ovies. My in terv iew  questions 

w ere o p en  q u estio n s  a n d  focused on  th e  style o f group  d iscussion  a p d  sp o n tan e ­

ous reac tio n s from  th e  interview ees.

As d iscussed  above, in  m y fieldw ork experiences, I o ften  fo u n d  o u t th a t  in fo r­

m an ts  in  th e  g ro u p  in terview s ra ised  an d  sh ifted  topics, ag reed  a n d  d isagreed  an d  

in te rru p te d  each  o th er. C ertain ly  group  interview s can  d is ru p t re search ers’ origi­

nal assu m p tio n s a n d  encourage research  in fo rm an ts to  explore issues, identify  

com m on p ro b lem s an d  suggest po ten tia l so lu tions th ro u g h  sh arin g  a n d  com par­

ing experiences (Jo h n so n , 1996, K itzinger 8r B arbour, 1999:18). T hese dynam ics 

w ith in  g roup  in terv iew s can  offer a useful ad d itio n  to  developing a new  politics of 

know ledge (in fo rm an ts  as a subject position  in  th e  research ) by  accessing incom ­

p le te  know ledge an d  stim u lating  th e  sociological im ag ination  in  b o th  re searchers 

an d  in fo rm an ts.

(3 -4 -3 )  R ep o sitio n in g

W riting  ab o u t o n e ’s ow n cu ltu re  from  an o th e r cu ltu ra l con tex t, an d  in  a  foreign 

language creates m an y  theo re tical an d  m oral conflicts. W h a t I am  w riting  an d  for 

w hom , m y p o sition  as a  re searcher, a  so-called “n o n -n a tiv e  w o m an ” w om an lo-

37 There are much research on the issue of rapport in conducting interviews. For more information, 
see Oakley (1981), Devault (1990), Phoenix (1994), Luff (1999) and Berger (2001).



ca ted  in  a  su b o rd in a te  position  w ith in  W estern  society. To try  to  define oneself 

in tellectually  an d  politically  as a  n on-w estern  fem in ist is n o t easy. I t  is an  u n se t­

tlin g  position , b u t on e  o ften  feels forced in to  giving an  accoun t o f oneself. T here  is 

n o th in g  in h eren tly  w rong w ith  th e  p ro ject o f giving an  accoun t o f o n e’s specific 

location  as a  sp eak er an d  th in k er; o f th e  com plex experiences an d  percep tions 

a n d  sense  o f life th a t  fuel on e’s concerns; o f th e  reasons, feelings an d  anxieties 

th a t  tex tu re  o n e ’s po sitio n  on an  issue; o f th e  values th a t  in fo rm  on e’s considered  

ju d g em en t o f th ings. I occupy a  suspect location, in  w hich  m y perspectives are  

suspiciously  ta in te d  a n d  p rob lem atic  p ro d u c ts  o f m y  “w este rn isa tio n ”. W hen 

m any  n o n -w este rn  fem in ists criticise th e ir  ow n culture , th ey  o ften  confron t th e  

paradox ical position , w hich th e  criticism s th ey  ra ised  a re  m erely  one m ore  in car­

n a tio n  o f a  co lon ised  consciousness: th e  view  o f a  priv ileged native  w om an  w ith a 

w hite  face seeking values.

O n th e  o th e r h an d , calling m yself a “S outh  K orean fem in is t” is p rob lem atic  only if 

th e  te rm  is u n d e rs to o d  narrow ly, to  re fer exclusively to  a fem in ist living an d  

w orking in  S ou th  K orea, as it is som etim es u n d ers to o d . W hen following 

G orelick’s view, such  an  analysis requ ires th a t  ‘som eone is ab le  to  step  back  an d  

do analysis, o r facilita te  its  em ergence am ong th e  p a rtic ip an ts , ra ising  again  th e  

q uestions o f th e  segregation  o f m ilieus, th e  social b iog rap h y  o f researchers, th e  

re sea rch e r-p a rtic ip an t re la tionsh ip , an d  so o n ’ (Gorelick, 1991: 473).

F em in ist epistem ology, like th ese  o th er en terp rises, m u s t a ttem p t to  balance th e  

asse rtio n  o f th e  value o f a  d ifferen t cu ltu re  o r experience aga inst th e  d anger of 

rom an tic ising  it to  th e  ex ten t th a t  th e  lim ita tio n  an d  o p p ressio n  it confers on  its 

sub ject a re  ignored . T he stu d y  o f varie ty  a n d  inequalities am ong  w om en an d  full 

recogn ition  fo r th e  voices an d  experiences o f non-w hite , n o n - w este rn  w om en 

tran sfo rm s th e  sen se  o f categories such  as “w om en”, “g en d e r” o r “p a tria rch y ” -  

n o t ju s t  b y  tes tin g  th em  in  a global cu ltu ra l setting , b u t b y  re -evalua ting  th em  in  

postco lonial contex ts. A ccording to  de G root, ‘h isto rical an d  con tem porary  ac­

coun ts o f “fem in in ity” a n d  g ender re la tionsh ips need  to  b e  sh ap ed  by an  u n d e r­

s tan d in g  o f th e  in te rac tio n s o f global a n d  colonial pow er, a n d  th e  co nstruc tion  o f 

racial a n d  cu ltu ra l difference a n d  inequality  w ith  gender a n d  class re la tions an d  

cu ltu re  w ith in  W este rn  societies’ (de G root, 1997: 33).

A postco lon ial cond ition  th a t has been  engendered  by  th e  b lu rrin g  an d  sh ifting  o f 

geographical, cu ltu ra l, political an d  econom ic b o u n d arie s  h as  exposed  th e  lim ita­
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tio n s o f o u r social vocabulary. As T h ird  W orld  fem in ists engage socially n o t only 

as w om en  b u t  as non -w h ite  w om en -  positioned  as O th er in  a  p redom inan tly  

E u rocen tric  society  - everyday social tran sac tio n s  involve a m ultip licity  o f in te r­

connected  a n d  so m etim es conflicting subjectivities. T hus, m y w riting  an d  know l­

edge w ould  b e  a  s itu a ted , partia l, selective, a n d  im perfect one. T he aim  of th e  

stu d y  is n o t rep resen ta tiv en ess  to  generalise ab o u t S ou th  K orean w om en, b u t 

ra th e r  a ttem p ts  to  illu s tra te  th e  process w hereby  in fo rm an ts  e lab o ra te  th e ir  iden ­

titie s  in  th e ir  everyday lives in  th e  process o f globalisation .

3.5. Analysis and Questions

Before tran sc rib in g  th e  reco rded  conversations o f in terview s, befo re  recording, I 

took  n o te  o f th e  b ack g ro u n d  characteristics o f in fo rm an ts  such  as age, occupation  

an d  p e rio d  o f m arriag e  if re levant. The dem ograph ic d a ta  fo r g roup  p artic ip an ts  is 

show n in  tab le  1. All in terview s w ere tran sc rib ed . Before in terview s, in fo rm an ts 

agreed  th a t  all ta lk  could  be  tran sc rib ed  a n d  tran sc rip ts  w ould  b e  sen t by  e-m ail 

in  o rd e r to  get th e ir  consen t. A fter transcrib ing , all g roup  in terv iew s w ere sen t by 

e-m ail a n d  got th e  in fo rm an ts’ consen t th a t  th e  tran sc rib ed  m ateria ls  could be 

u sed  a n d  q u o ted  fo r m y  research . T he reco rded  in terv iew s an d  its  tran sc rip ts  p ro ­

vide a  highly  d e ta iled  p ic tu re  o f th e  process o f th e ir  in te rac tio n s  a n d  o f th e  con­

stru c tio n  o f th e ir  ideas a n d  opinions.

(3.5.1) In te rp re tin g  W om en 's  T a lk

If  th e  s tu d y  em p h asised  th e  process o f in fo rm an t co n stru c tio n  o f th e ir  op in ion  

th ro u g h  th e  g roup  in terview s, a  second  set o f questions w ere also ra ised : H ow  I 

can sift a n d  tra n sm it th e  in fo rm an t’s ideas an d  a ttitu d es from  th e  in terv iew  m ate ­

rials, w ith o u t losing th e  rich  a n d  dynam ic conversational context? In  particu lar, 

how  sh o u ld  I re p re sen t m arg ina lised  w om en’s voices w ith o u t th e  re search er’s 

custom ary  p re jud ice  a n d  b ias? T hese questions seem  to  b e  closely re la ted  to  th e  

p rob lem  o f rep resen tin g  th e  in terv iew  m ateria l. A nd th ey  re la te  to  those  d is­

cussed in  th e  p rev ious chap te r: how  to  cap tu re  th e  vivid dynam ic con tex tualised  

cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f w o m en ’s iden tities, w ithou t jeo p ard isin g  an  u n d ers tan d in g  of 

th e  com plexity  o f th e ir  s itua tion . It could  b e  observed  from  th e  in terview s th a t 

ind iv idual ta lk in g  reveals a  d ispersed , n o t cen tred  an d  coheren t, d iscussion. In
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th is  respect, I pay  m u ch  a tten tio n  to  w om en’s ta lk ing  m ethodologically . In fo r­

m a n ts ’ conversation  in  th e  g roup  in terview  is an  in teg ra l e lem en t in  th e  co n stitu ­

tio n  o f social life. In  th e  course o f ta lk ing  in  th e  group  in terv iew , in fo rm an ts  con­

s titu te  th e ir  rea lities  w ith  th e ir  peers. This is a  p rocess o f tem p o ra l co n stitu tio n  o f 

social con tex t (C urrie , 1999). M ore significantly, social contex t, w hich em bodies 

public a n d  ideological com ponen ts, is co n stitu ted  th ro u g h  talk , b u t also im agina­

tio n  is co n s titu ted  th ro u g h  narra tive . As m en tioned , th e  m a in  aim  o f th is  research  

is to  exam ine how  w om en construc t th e ir  iden tities  a n d  co n stitu te  th e ir  lived ex­

p eriences th ro u g h  ta lk ing  an d  storytelling. As such, th e  re search  is less in te re sted  

in  un ravelling  h id d en  underly ing  reality  o r tru th . R ather, th is  app roach  is qu ite  

opposite  to  th e  so-called  rea list approach ; th a t  a im ed  a t  discovering underly ing  

tru th . In  m y research , th e  ‘n arra tiv e  necessarily  engages th e  im agination , th u s 

challenging th e , o r  a prevailing  sense o f th e  “rea l”’ as N ancy  A belm ann  claim s 

(2003:11). T hus, m y analysis o f  th e  in terview  m ateria l is in ten d ed  to  ascen ta in  

w ha t peop le believe an d  how  they  ac t on  th e  basis o f w h a t th ey  say.

In  th is  sense , th e  tran sc rip ts  w hich con ta in  w om en’s ta lk  from  th e  g roup  in te r­

view  can  offer a  p ractical w ay o f eliciting com plexity  in  th e  fo rm atio n  o f iden tities, 

an d  analysing  in fo rm an t’s ta lk  show s th e  s itu a ted -n ess  o f th e ir  conversation , an d  

com plexity  w ith  w hich  people express, explore an d  u se  op in ion . T he tran sc rip ts  

as “ta lk ” can  also illu s tra te  id en tity  fo rm ation , w hich is less fixed, defin ite  an d  co­

h eren t. T he analysis can  follow th e  form  o f ‘developing critiques w ith in  social 

psychology an d  sociology; of approaches th a t reify social a ttitu d es  an d  assum e 

th a t th ey  rem a in  fairly  stab le, th a t  they  d e term in e  op in ion  in  th e  specific case th a t 

th ey  a re  lin k ed  to  o th e r tra its  an d  th ey  can b e  elicited re liab ly ’ (M yer & M acna- 

ghten , 1999:174)

D espite o f all th e  advan tages o f th e  group  interview s, th e re  a re  p rob lem s how ­

ever. H ow  does on e  access in fo rm an ts’ tru e  beliefs an d  op in ions?  H ow  can  one 

believe a n d  tak e  in fo rm an ts  a t  face value in  th e  in terview ? Epistem ologically, is 

th e re  an y  ‘t r u th ’ o u t th e re ?  Social construc tion ists  echo th e se  q uestions a n d  in sist 

th a t  ind iv iduals do  n o t have stab le  underly ing  a ttitu d es  a n d  opin ions. R ather, b e ­

liefs an d  tru th  a re  co n stru c ted  th ro u g h  th e  process o f in te rac tio n  (A lbrecht, J o h n ­

son, & W alther, 1993; Delli C arpini & W illiam s, 1994 in  H o llander, 2 0 04 : 612). In  

o th er w ords, ‘conform ity , g roup th ink , an d  social desirab ility  p ressu res  do n o t ob­

scure th e  d a ta . R ather, th ey  a re  th e  d a ta  because th ey  a re  im p o rtan t e lem ents of
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everyday in te rac tio n ’ (H ollander, 2004 : 612). In  th is  respect, as m en tio n ed  above, 

th e  focus o f m y  re search  is n o t to  find  th e  b e s t possib le w ay o f ex tracting  ‘‘th e  tru e  

s ta tem en t” from  in fo rm an ts’ interview s b u t ra th e r  to  how  to  u n d e rs ta n d  an d  an a ­

lyse th e  m ultip le , com plex in terac tio n  forces th a t  lead  in fo rm an ts  to  constitu te  

th e ir  ow n tru th  a n d  realities  w ith  o thers, an d  m an u fac tu re  new  versions o f reality  

in  a  given contex t. S cott’s s ta tem en t is useful h ere  to  show  th e  m ain  m ethodologi­

cal p rincip le  o f app roach ing  th e  in terview  m ateria ls: ‘W ho could  be  tru e r  th a n  a 

sub jec t’s ow n accoun t o f w ha t she has lived th ro u g h ?’ (Scott, 1999: 82). T he in ­

fo rm an t experience is n o t ‘individuals w ho have experience, b u t subjects w ho are  

co n stitu ted  th ro u g h  experience’ (1999: 83). If  an  u n d ers ta n d in g  o f m y in terview  

m ateria ls  m ean s th ey  becom e a site  for analysing th e  co llaborative construc tion  of 

m ean ing , th e n  concerns ab o u t “th e  tru th ” becom e m u ch  less problem atic . As 

K itzinger (1994b) argues, ‘differences betw een  in terv iew  a n d  g roup  d a ta  canno t 

b e  classified in  te rm s  o f valid ity  vs. invalid ity  o r h o n esty  vs. d ishonesty ’ (173). 

T hus, I a tte m p t to  analyse th e  process o f how  in fo rm an ts  conflict an d  negotiate  

th e ir  conversation  w ith  aw areness o f social context.

T he issue o f rep resen ta tio n  is m an ifest th ro u g h o u t th e  re search  process, from  

conceptualising  th e  research  question , to  d issem inating  th e  findings. T he t ra n ­

scrip ts cover a  hu g e  am o u n t o f pages, an d  th e  top ics seem  d isp ara te , because  th e  

in fo rm an t’s ta lk  sh ifts  a n d  tran sfo rm s, as m en tio n ed  above. T hus m y in te rp re ta ­

tio n  a n d  re p resen ta tio n  o f th e  in terview  m ateria l follows several tracks. F irst, I 

ap p ro ach  th e  in terv iew  m ateria l them atically  -  body m odification , love, a n d  m ar­

riage. Second, u n d e r  th e se  th ree  them es, I focus on  find ing  th e  m o m en ts o f con­

te s t a n d  com m onality  o f in fo rm an ts’ conversation. T h ird , I select p articu la r 

q uo tes from  in fo rm an ts  -  ex tracts th a t  can h ighlight a n d  reveal th e  com plexity  of 

w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ation , how  in fo rm an ts conflict, a n d  how  th ey  negotiate  

w om en’s id en titie s  th ro u g h  global m edia. T his is th e  m o st com plicated , an d  th e  

h a rd es t p a r t, o f th e  research  process. I t  w as difficult for m e, as a  researcher, to  

m ake decisions ab o u t th e  selection o f data . F em insit re search ers  have criticised  

th e  p rocess o f in te rp re ta tio n  as itse lf a  selective p ro d u c tio n  o f tru th  th a t reflects 

th e  p u rp o se  o f th e  research er, ra th e r th a n  th e  in fo rm an ts’ rep resen ta tio n  o f th e ir  

reality  (Stacey, 1991). T his is no  d o ub t th e  case to  a  ce rta in  ex ten t b u t it w ould  be  

difficult to  avoid  un less  th e re  w ere e lem ent o f selection  o r in te rp re ta tio n  w ha tso ­

ever. In  th is  way, it is h o p ed  th a t  th e  d a ta ’s h igh level o f in te rn a l valid ity  has been  

m ain ta in ed . T he self-selecting n a tu re  o f in terv iew  m ate ria ls  can n o t be general­
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ised. M y research  aim  is n o t to  generalise ab o u t South  K orean w om en. I can  only 

claim  th a t  m y s tu d y  m ay show  th e  tem pora lity  a n d  specificity  o f th e  in fo rm an t’s 

conversation , as it o ccu rred  w hen  I conducted  th e  in terview . N evertheless, I am  

aw are o f th e  d iscussion  regard ing  how  I com m itted  m yself to  m anag ing  rep resen ­

ta tio n a l concerns, ‘given th a t w hat we know  is s itua ted , p a rtia l, selective, an d  im ­

perfect, rep resen ta tio n a l issues could n o t b e  com pletely  reso lved’ (H ole, 2007: 

708).

(3 .5 .2) In fo r m a n ts ’ conversa tion , m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  a n d  fe m in is t  v iew s

O ne of im p o rtan t issues w ith  reg ard  to  th e  group  in terv iew  is th a t  in fo rm an ts 

very  o ften  to o k  th e ir  resou rces for th e ir  d iscussion  from  th e  m edia. F or exam ple, 

th e  in fo rm an t’s ‘d ialogues a re  engaging m elod ram atic  tex ts, n a rra tiv e  o r m o­

m en ts ’: th e  d ialogue includes com m ents like ‘‘som eday, I w ould  love to  have a 

ro m an tic  love like a  m ovie” (W elch, 1996: 16, A belm ann, 2 0 03 : 23). In  o rd e r to  

locate each  in fo rm an t’s conversation  in  a specific social contex t, I also collected 

d a ta  on  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  an d  fem in ist views on  th e  issues I am  dealing  w ith: 

w om en’s body  m odification , love an d  m arriage, an d  M issijo k  as a new  fem ininity . 

I recognise th a t  in fo rm an ts ’ iden tities  are  nego tia ted  in  th e  aw areness o f these  

m ed ia  reso u rces  an d  th ey  seem  to  have fully u sed  th e  reso u rces am ong th ese  d is­

courses (in  th e  g roups I look a t how  in fo rm an ts se t up  an d  w ork  o u t roles). In  th is  

vein, w o m en ’s ta lk ing  sh o u ld  b e  in te rp re ted  w ith in  th e  la rg er context. C onversa­

tio n  a n d  sto ry te lling  in  th e  group  interview s vividly show  how  th ey  co n stitu te  

th e ir  ow n id en titie s  in  social context. However, th e ir  conversations are  d ispersed  

an d  d ecen tred  as desc ribed  above. The specific con tex t o f each  in fo rm an t’s con­

v ersa tio n  sh o u ld  b e  displayed.

I collected d a ta  them atically  for each chap ter. T he film s, te lev ision  d ram as, a r ti­

cles from  daily  new spapers, w eekly m agazine a n d  w o m en ’s m agazines w ere col­

lected  befo re  a n d  afte r conducting  m y fieldw ork in  o rd e r to  s itu a te  in fo rm an ts 

ta lk  w ith in  th e  social contex t. M oreover, i t  is im p o rtan t to  p lace th e  fem in ist 

views in  th is  con tex t as well. T he th em atic  subjects a re  closely re la ted  to  w om en’s 

everyday lives, as so m an y  fem in ists have com m ented  on  th ese  sam e issues. 

T herefore, in  p a rticu la r, I collected artic les th a t  fem in ist scho lars  w rote an d  

co m m ented  on  from  daily  new spapers an d  m agazines, n o t from  academ ic jo u r ­

nals o r books. I t  is because  I have observed  th a t m y in fo rm an ts  w ere already  well
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aw are o f fem in is t’s d iscourse on  th e  issues an d  som etim es th ey  m obilise th e  d is­

courses as reso u rces to  b u ild  u p  th e ir  ow n storytelling . As I will show  in  th e  fol­

low ing ch ap te rs , fem in ist com m enta to rs  (som etim e n o t exactly  fem in ist scholars, 

b u t new sp ap er artic les in tro d u ced  som e w riters as fem in ist co m m en ta to r) w ro te 

sh o rt p iece artic les in  th e  ro le  o f expert’s op in ions o f new sp ap ers o r jo u rn a lis ts  

u sually  ask  th e ir  op in ions an d  ideas abou t a specific phenom enon .

T he com b in atio n  o f th e  th re e  d im ensions o f m ateria ls  can m ake th e  research  

m o re  reliable. T his app roach  enables th e  re search er to  explore how  in fo rm an ts 

a re  aw are, a n d  how  th ey  are  using  an d  in terp lay ing  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n . T hus, 

th is  ap p ro ach  will help  th e  research er to  un tan g le  in fo rm an ts’ resp o n ses an d  th e ir 

re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  social contex ts o f p rocess o f id en titie s  fo rm ation . T he com bi­

n a tio n  o f re search  in  m y stu d y  can allow  seeing w om en’s liveliness an d  com plex­

ity  o f id en titie s  fo rm a tio n  as social subjects.

3.6. Conclusion

T he ch ap te r p rov ides a detailed  overview  of th e  p ilo t s tu d y  an d  th e  sem i- 

s tru c tu re d  g roup  in terview s, w hich w ere conducted  in  S ou th  K orea betw een  1999 

an d  2 0 0 0 . T he ch ap te r h as  b een  div ided in to  sections to  d iscuss th e  research  

process a n d  its  re la ted  issues: th e  p ilo t study, th e  m ain  p h ase  o f th e  g roup in te r­

view, re fram in g  pow er re la tionsh ip  a n d  re la ted  issues in  analysis. As discussed, 

th e  p ilo t s tu d y  w as usefu l to  sh ap e  an d  design th e  m ain  p h ase  o f th e  g roup  in te r­

view. In  th e  fieldw ork, I conducted  interview s w ith  101 young  w om en of d ifferen t 

ages (21 g roups) in  th e  cosm opolitan  city Seoul an d  its  su b u rb an  tow ns in  Ky- 

ounggi-do area. T he m ajority  o f in fo rm an ts a re  aged betw een  18 an d  25.

T he sem i-s tru c tu red  g roup  in terv iew  explores th e  liveliness, com plexity  an d  u n ­

pred ic tab ility  o f w om en’s ta lk  in  w hich in fo rm an ts  express th e ir  ow n though ts 

an d  a ttitu d e s  to w ard  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  as well as co n stitu tin g  th e ir  iden tities. 

The p re -ex isting  fam iliarity  an d  ra p p o rt betw een  in fo rm an ts  provides a  m ore  

com fortab le a n d  p ro tec ted  space to  unfo ld  p ersonal in tim ate  stories. T he u n s tru c ­

tu re d  g roup  in terv iew  m akes it possib le to  observe th e  dynam ics o f a ttitu d es, con­

trad ic tio n s a n d  n ego tia tions o f cu ltu ra l p ractice th ro u g h o u t global m edia. W hile 

conducting  g roup  in terview s, one o f th e  im p o rtan t find ings is th a t  in fo rm an ts 

ten d  to  ta lk  ab o u t th e ir  ow n experiences by  m obilising m ed ia -re la ted  issues. Also 

it can be  observed  th a t in fo rm an ts’ experiences a re  expressed  as a  form  o f th e
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m elo d ram atic  n arra tiv e , im age an d  tex t o f th e  film s a n d  soap  opera. T his m elo­

d ram a tic  reco n stru c tio n  o f th e ir  everyday lives show s th e  close re la tio n sh ip  b e ­

tw een  global m ed ia  a n d  experiences. In  th is  sense, th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f global 

m ed ia  show s precisely  how  to  construc t w om en’s id en titie s  th ro u g h o u t th em es - 

body  im age, love a n d  m arriag e  th a t  have b een  h igh ligh ted  by  th e  in fo rm ants. 

T hese th re e  th em es  as im p o rtan t m arks can  show  w o m en ’s in te rp re ta tio n  and  

tran s la tio n  o f o th e r cu ltu res th ro u g h o u t global culture.

In  th e  d iscussion  o f re fram ing  pow er re la tionsh ip , I h igh ligh ted  th e  process of 

research  w as m u tu a l in terchange o f know ledge an d  pow er betw een  research er 

a n d  in fo rm an ts  w ith  exam ples: ignoring a n d  correcting  q u estio n s by  in fo rm an t, 

an d  lead ing  th e  g roup  interview s by in fo rm an ts them selves. T hese dynam ics 

serve as a useful ad d itio n  to  developing a new  politics o f know ledge (in form ants 

as sub ject p o sition  in  th e  research). T he reco rded  in terv iew s a n d  tran sc rip tio n s 

provide a  h ighly  d e ta iled  p ic tu re  o f th e  process o f th e ir  in te rac tio n s a n d  con­

stru c tin g  th e ir  ideas a n d  opinions.

In  te rm s  o f th e  analysis o f  th ese  in terview  m ateria ls , th e  tran sc rip ts  as w om en’s 

“ta lk ” can  b e  seen  as an  in tegra l e lem en t in  th e  co n stitu tio n  o f social life a n d  can 

offer a  p ractica l w ay o f eliciting th e  com plexities o f id en tity  fo rm ation . W om en’s 

conversation  is a  p rocess o f iden tity  fo rm ation  th a t  is less fixed, defin ite  an d  co­

h eren t. D espite  th e  advan tages o f g roup  in terview s, qu estio n s are  ra ised  abou t 

how  to  access in fo rm an t’s tru e  beliefs an d  opin ions a n d  how  to  believe in for­

m a n ts ’ face value in  th e  interview . In  ag reem en t w ith  social construc tion ists , th e  

research  sh ifts focus to  how  to  u n d ers ta n d  an d  analyse th e  m ultip le , com plex an d  

in te rac tio n a l forces, in s tead  o f th is  focus on  discovery o f “t r u th ”. T hus, th e  self- 

selecting n a tu re  o f d a ta  can n o t be  generalised  an d  in  th is  research , th e  issue of 

re p resen ta tio n  is necessarily  partia l, co n stru c ted  an d  situa ted .

In  o rd e r to  locate  in fo rm an ts  ta lk  in  th e  social context, th e  su b seq u en t chap te rs  of 

th is  th esis  will each  describe m edia  rep resen ta tio n  d iscourse  a n d  fem in ist views 

on  th e  th em es  th is  re search  is dealing w ith  - p lastic  surgery , love an d  m arriage 

an d  fem in in ity  a n d  will a ttem p t to  un tan g le  in fo rm an ts’ re sp o n ses  an d  th e ir  re la ­

tio n sh ip  to  th e  social contex ts o f in  w hich th e  process o f id en tity  fo rm ation  oc­

curs.
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CHAPTER4

NEITHER WESTERN NOR KOREAN: 

CONSUMING PLASTIC SURGERY IN 

SOUTH KOREA

4.1. Introduction

D uring  th e  1990s, K orea experienced  a rap id  tran sfo rm atio n  o f its cu ltu ra l id en ti­

ties. T he ra p id  tran sfo rm a tio n  has catalysed th e  reco n stru c tio n  o f n ew  fo rm s o f 

iden titie s  in  th e  process o f  globalisation. W om en’s bod ies a re  th e  site  w here th e  

rap id  tran sfo rm a tio n  o f iden tities  is visibly m anifested . In  th is  sense  th e  cu ltura l 

p ractice o f body  m odification  in  South  K orea has sign ificant im plications. P lastic 

su rgery  h as  in creased  explosively since th e  las t 1990s a n d  th e  p h en o m en o n  is u n ­

preceden ted . T he issue o f plastic surgery  is an  im p o rtan t to p ic  to  b e  explored  b e ­

cause o f its  “relig ious cu lt-like”38 s ta tu s. In  th is  chap te r, I will explore th e  ro le  of 

global m ed ia  in  p ro lifera ting  th is  new  social t re n d  a n d  w om en’s in te rp re ta tio n s  of 

th is  tren d . T he global m ed ia  has gradually  co n stru c ted  a  consensus ab o u t p lastic 

surgery , an d  h as  p erv ad ed  th e  m ain stream  discourse explain ing  w hy w om en w ant 

p lastic  surgery . N early  every m agazine an d  new spaper in  S ou th  K orea h as  p u b ­

lished  a special issue explain ing  an d  analysing th e  phen o m en o n . T hus, th is  chap­

te r  is p ro m p ted  b y  a  n u m b er o f questions ab o u t th e  fo rm a tio n  o f global m edia 

im ages in  d iffe ren t local an d  historical contexts, w hich arise , from  th ese  m ed ia  

d iscourses a n d  th e  top ics th a t arose in  th e  g roup  interview s. T rad itional no rm s of 

K orean cu ltu re , as w ell as th e  globalisation o f cu ltu re , have b een  in fluen tial in

38 According to the Korean Integrated News Database System (Kinds), it can be found that 1,188 
newspaper articles that dealt with the issue of plastic surgery, or at least contained the word, “plas­
tic surgery” in the articles during the 1990s. However, the number of articles which contain the 
word “plastic surgery” has increased by 7,155 since 1 January 2000. (www.kinds.or.kr).
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sh ap in g  th e  conflicting iden tities  o f South  K orean w om en. F o r exam ple, as th is  

ch ap te r will illu s tra te , th e re  is th e  con trad ic tion  betw een  w om en adop ting  a  w est­

e rn  b eau ty  s tan d a rd , w hilst op ting  fo r eyelids su rgery  to  con tex tua lise  th e ir  new  

id en tity  fo rm atio n  as a rep resen ta tio n  o f new  fem in in ities  in  th e  Sou th  Korea.

T he issue o f th e  doub le  su b o rd in a tio n  o f K orean w om en in  re la tio n  to  p lastic  su r­

gery -  w om en  v ictim ised  by  K orean p a tria rch y  an d  w este rn  s tan d a rd s  o f ap p ear­

ance -  h as  b een  decidedly  ab sen t from  th e  w ork  o f w este rn  fem in ists, a n d  in  

global m ed ia  stud ies, as th e  following discussion  d em o n stra te s . How ever, th e  

global p revalence o f p lastic  surgery  has b een  a con troversial sub ject in  w om en’s 

stud ies. W om en’s cu ltu ra l practice for pu re ly  aesthe tic  reaso n s is w idely regarded  

as m ak ing  th em  victim s o f a  p a tria rch a l social system . M any fem in ist scholars 

have b een  critica l o f th e  p ractice  o f p lastic  su rgery  (W olf, N. 1991; Bordo, 1993; 

B alsam o, 1996). A ccording to  th is  criticism , th e  p ractice  is b eau ty  oppression , 

linked  to  p a tria rch a l con tro l a n d  th e  m ale dom in ated  cap ita lis t en terp rise . In  p a r­

ticu lar, K athryn  M organ  claim s th a t  w hilst it  m ay ap p e a r th a t  w om en  cultivate 

an d  con tro l th e ir  bodies, in  fact th e ir  bodies a re  colonised by  m en  (M organ, 1991). 

F u rth erm o re , w h en  a tten tio n  is tu rn e d  to  th e  issue o f so-called  “ethn ic  p lastic 

su rgery” th a t  is p rac tised  in  o rd e r to  reduce o r rem ove a specific e th n ic  o r racial 

m ark e r (e.g. th e  Jew ish  nose  an d  th e  o rien ta l eye-lid) (H aiken , 1997; Kaw, 1993; 

P iper, 1996), th e n  th is  h as som etim es led  to  w om en being  accused  o f denying 

th e ir  racial a n d  e th n ic  heritage an d  th e ir  bod ies being  linked  to  rac is t p ractices of 

su b o rd in a tio n  a n d  exclusion (H aiken, 1997:189).

How ever, recently , som e fem inists changed  th e ir  focus on  p lastic  su rgery  to  con­

sider p lastic  su rg ery  as a cu ltu ra l p ractice  an d  an  in te rv en tio n  in  id en tity  (Davis, 

1995; 2 0 0 3 ; G im lin, 2 0 0 0 ; 2007; F raser, 2 0 0 3 a; Jo n es , 2007). In  particu la r, 

K athy Davis p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  critiques o f e th n ic  cosm etic su rgery  n eed  to  ‘open  

up  possib ilities fo r a  fem in ist analysis o f m ultip le  in tersec ting  id en titie s  an d  su r­

gical reco n stru c tio n  o f th e  body’ (2003 : 81). Id en tities  a re  n eg o tia ted  in  specific 

h istorical a n d  social contex ts in  w hich cu ltu ra l co n stru c tio n  o f race, ethnicity , 

gender, sexuality; age an d  na tionality  sh ap e  how  ind iv iduals perceive th e ir  bod ies 

as well as th e  k inds o f bodily  p ractice th a t a re  considered  desirab le , acceptab le o r 

ap p ro p ria te  fo r a lte rin g  th e  body  (Davis, 2 0 03 : 84). H er a rg u m en t offers a  fresh  

insigh t in to  com plex practices th a t have d ifferen t m ean ings d ep en d in g  o n  th e  cul­

tu ra l a n d  h isto rica l contex t. In  th is  sense, analysing o f th e  m u ltip le  in tersec tio n  o f
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p lastic  su rgery  in  S outh  K orea can  b e  one sta rtin g  p o in t fo r a contex tualised  

analysis o f cosm etic su rgery  as cu ltu ra l phenom enon .

In  th is  ch ap te r I argue th a t, in  th e  contex t o f South  Korea, th e  w idesp read  p rac­

tice o f p lastic  su rgery  can n o t sim ply b e  condem ned  as irred eem ab le  oppression  

n o r ca tegorised  as th e  sim ple em pow erm ent o f w om en’s position . M y arg u m en t is 

n o t even ab o u t th e  doub le su b ord ina tion  by  p a tria rch a l ideology o r an  envy of 

C aucasian  appearance. R ather, it is abou t th e  process o f co n stru c tin g  iden tities 

an d  fa r m ore  com plex processes of cu ltu ra l p roduction . In  som e instances, as 

Davis suggests, w om en are  well aw are o f th e  advantages a n d  d isadvan tages o f the  

resu lts  o f a lte ring  th e ir  appearance. H ow ever, in  m y analysis o f m ed ia  rep resen ta ­

tio n  o f th e  issue an d  th e  d iscussion  o f young w om en in  th e  g roup  interview s, I 

also fo u n d  th a t  w om en absorb  th e  influence o f th e  W estern  s tan d a rd s  o f fem inine 

b eau ty  a n d  tra n s la te  th em  in  th e ir  ow n way. C onsequently , I a ttem p t to  argue in 

th is  ch ap te r th a t  a ttitu d es  to w ard  th e  practice can n o t b e  categorised  according to  

any  p red e te rm in ed  criteria . P lastic su rgery  as a cu ltu ra l p rac tice  p erh ap s has to  

be  u n d ers to o d  a t  th e  level of daily  life o f Sou th  K orean w om en. F u rth erm o re , 

s tudying  S ou th  K orean w om en’s p lastic surgery  in  th is  w ay m ay  increase o u r u n ­

d erstan d in g  o f th e  am bivalence an d  th e  dynam ics o f th e  subjectifica tion  o f young 

S outh  K orean w o m en ’s iden titie s  in  re la tion  to  global m ass m edia.

T hus, u sin g  th is  exam ple o f p lastic surgery, I exam ine tw o questions in  th is  chap­

te r. F irst, w h a t can  postco lonial concepts, such  as “h ybrid ity”, “m im icry”, “in- 

be tw een”, an d  “am bivalence”, offer w hen  try ing  to  co m p reh en d  th e  specificity of 

K orean w o m en ’s experiences in  form ing  national, e thn ic  an d  g en d er identities-in  

a global con tex t? Second, how  does th e  com plexity  of South  K orean  w om en’s cul­

tu ra l p ractice  o f  p lastic  su rgery  reflect th e  possib ility  th a t  global processes, as 

p ro jec ted  th ro u g h  m ed ia  im ages, m ay b e  tran sfo rm ed  in  th e  local context?

In  o rd e r to  ad d ress  th ese  questions, I first show  how  p o p u la r p lastic  surgery  is 

p ro liferating  am ong  young South  K orean w om en, an d  how  th e  d o m in an t d is­

course on  p lastic  su rgery  h as  b een  rep resen ted  in  public com m entary , including  

m ass m edia, a n d  social ac tiv ist/fem in ist views. I explain th e  d o m in an t b in ary  d is­

course o f w e s te rn /o th e r  appearance  in  re la tio n  to  p lastic  su rgery  a n d  show  how  

th e  co n su m p tio n  o f global m edia  th ro u g h  p lastic  su rgery  in  th e  South  Korean 

contex t b lu rs  th e  b o u n d arie s  o f W este rn /K orean , O th er/S e lf an d , cu ltu re /n a tu re . 

This consum ing  p ractice  (o f w om en’s p lastic  surgery) can  b e  exem plified  in  th e
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tran sfo rm a tio n  o f “new  fem in in ity”. C onsidering S outh  K orea as a  postcolonial 

contex t, th e  ongoing cu ltu ra l h isto ry  o f p lastic su rgery  is a  h isto ry  o f th e  p o st­

colonial p erio d  w ith  all its  con trad ictions an d  com plexities. In  th is  endeavour, I 

am  a ttem p tin g  to  u se  postco lonial th eo ry  to  analyse th e  cu ltu ra l consum ption  of 

w este rn  im ages in  global a n d  local contexts th a t  challenge th e ir  s ta tu s  as sim ply 

“d o m in an t”. W hile I do  n o t u n d erestim a te  th e  d o m in an t pow er o f global culture, 

its m ean ing  only becom es real o r m ateria l a t th e  p o in t th a t  global cu ltu re  is ac ti­

v ated  in , an d  am ong, subjects. T herefore, in  th is  chap ter, I am algam ate  postcolo­

n ia l th eo ry  w ith  th eo ries o f th e  cu ltu ra l practice o f p lastic  surgery , in  th e  South 

K orean contex t. T he ea rlie r sections o f th is  ch ap te r will d em o n stra te  how  th is  d is­

course is co n stru c ted  th ro u g h  th e  m ass m edia, w hilst m y em pirical d a ta  will be 

u sed  in  su b seq u en t sec tions to  analyse th ese  ta lk s from  p erso n a l perspectives.

4.2. Plastic surgery in South Korea and its dominant discourse

(4.2.1) The p h en o m en o n  o f  g ro w th  o f  p la s tic  su rg ery  in  K orea

Plastic su rgery  is increasing ly  p o p u lar in  con tem porary  S ou th  K orean society. It 

has developed  in to  som eth ing  o f a phenom enon , w ith  th e  m ed ia  playing an  essen­

tia l ro le  in  m aking  it acceptab le for an  ever-grow ing popu lation . Since th e  late 

1990s, it h as  increased  particu larly  explosively. Even th e  cu rren t p re s id en t con­

fessed to  having  an  in jection  o f Botox®39 to  reduce th e  w rinkles o n  h is forehead  

(Chung, J -R , C hosun Daily, 10 J u n e  2002). Som e people co m p are  th is  ex trao rd i­

nary  social p h en o m en o n  w ith  a  new  religious cult. Recently, th e  m ass m edia  has 

increasing  p a id  a tten tio n  to  th is  tren d . According to  a  daily new spaper*0, ‘th e  ra te  

o f th e  general public  going u n d e r th e  knife is cu rren tly  a t  ab o u t 13 p ercen t in  Ko­

rea, w hile th a t  in  th e  U n ited  S ta tes is less th a n  3 percen t. M oreover, 60  percen t of

39 Botox® is one of the newer plastic surgery techniques involves injecting a small amount of the 
nerve poison that causes botulism into the forehead between the brows. This temporarily paralyses 
the corrugator muscle, the one that knits the brow together. After the botox treatment, the vertical 
lines between the brows disappear, no matter how vexed or perplexed a person is (Etcoff, 1999:
114).

40 The validity of these findings should be regarded with caution given that this was not research 
published in a peer-reviewed journal but nevertheless can be taken to indicate prominent dis­
courses.
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re sp o n d en ts  in  th is  survey  approved  o f p lastic surgery  to  im prove th e ir  life p ro s­

pects. In  particu la r, over 70 p ercen t of young fem ale re sp o n d en ts  said  they  

w an ted  to  have p lastic  surgery. K oreans believe th a t if y o u r face is beau tifu l, your 

h e a rt also becom es b eau tifu l’ (Song, C-S, Daily H ankyoreh , 14 S ep tem ber 2002).

D oo-Byung Yang, a  p lastic  surgeon an d  au th o r o f a  series o f books, including 

‘W here a n d  h o w  y o u  can  have  p la stic  su rg e ry ’ (1998), surveyed  a ttitu d es  to ­

w ards p lastic  su rgery  in  1998. H e collected d a ta  from  in terv iew s w ith  one th o u ­

san d  u n m arrie d  w om en in  South  Korea. According to  th e  survey, 67 p ercen t of 

re sp o n d en ts  show ed an  in te re st in  having p lastic  su rgery  and25 .5  p ercen t o f re ­

sp o n d en ts  w ho have u n d erg o n e  p lastic surgery  are  in  th e ir  early  20s. In te re s t­

ingly, 12.5 p ercen t o f re sp o n d en ts  h ad  surgery  w hen th ey  w ere younger th a n  15 

years old. F u rth erm o re , m ost o f th o se  resp o n d en ts  h a d  eyelid su rgery  (79.5%), 

follow ed by  rh in o p lasty  (25%) an d  lip  surgery  (8% ).41 T his show s th a t  th e  eyelid 

operation , w hich  involves th e  creation  o f a fold on  th e  eyelid, is th e  m o st popu lar 

p roced u re  p erfo rm ed  in  South  Korea.

The g row th  in  p lastic  su rgery  in  Korea has been  d ram atic  enough  to  a ttra c t th e  

a tten tio n  o f w este rn  m ass m edia. W estern  m edia te n d  to  sen sa tio n alise  th is  p a r­

ticu lar top ic. In  th e  A sian  ed ition  o f Tim e  M agazine, th e  su rgery  tre n d  is in tro ­

duced  in  th e  following way:

Around Asia, women are nipping and tucking, sucking and suturing, injecting 
and implanting, all in the quest for better looks. In the past, Asia had lagged 
behind the West in catching the plastic surgery wave, held back by cultural 
hang-ups, arrested medical skills and a poorer consumer base. But cosmetic 
surgery is now booming throughout Asia like never before [...] In Korea, sur­
geons estimate that at least one in 10 adults have received some form of sur­
gical upgrade and even tots have their eyelids done

(Cullen, Time Asia, 4 August 2002)

My ow n research  -  b ased  on  group interview s -  confirm s th e  po p u larity  o f p lastic 

surgery. T he m ajo rity  o f m y in fo rm an ts  s ta te  th a t  th ey  w a n t to  have p lastic  su r­

41 This survey was conducted by a survey company, Tele-research in 1998 (www.youth.co.kr). Fur­
thermore, the author, Dr Doo-Myung Yang is a plastic surgeon and regular columnist for one of the 
National Daily Newspaper, Daily Kynghyang Newspaper. Interestingly, he regularly wrote a series 
of columns on the subject of practicing plastic surgery between 1997 and 2005, which had three 
different column titles from Yang Doo-Byung’s Making Beauty’ (May 1997-March 1998) to Yang 
Doo-Byung’s Aesthetic Columns’ (March 2003-November 2003) to Yang Doo-Byung’s Let’s Live 
Fearlessly’. The changes of column title may reflect what people think about the practice.
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gery. M ost of m y inform ants, and th e  surveys discussed above, indicate th a t the 

m ost preferred  plastic surgery  is eyelid surgery. In  South Korea today it is taken 

for g ran ted  th a t every girl d ream  of having bigger eyes. Eyelid surgery  is a sim ple 

operation  in w hich a sm all incision o r su tu re  is m ade above th e  eye to  create an 

artificial double lid. This surgery was initially designed to  correct drooping upper 

eyelids an d  puffy bags below  th e  eyes by rem oving excess fat, skin an d  muscle. 

However, in  Korea th is surgical m ethod is m ainly used  in o rder to  change the  

shape of the  eye itself.

F igu re  l. T he eye lid  su rg e ry  p ro cess

This p ic tu re  illustra tes how  the eyelids operation  is conducted (left); A fter  
conducting eyelid  p la s tic  su rgery , a w ou nd still rem ain s (righ t).

F igure  2. E x am p les o f  eye lid  su rg e ry

before (left) an d  a fter  (righ t) surgery; another exam ple, before (above) and  
a fter  (below ).
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(4-2.2) D o m in a n t d iscourses on  p la s tic  su rg ery  in  the K orean  m a ss  m ed ia

As n o ted  in  th e  in tro d u ctio n  above, m agazines a n d  n ew sp ap ers  in  South  Korea 

have co n stru c ted  a m ain stream  discourse re la ted  to  p lastic  surgery . In terestingly , 

th e  m ain stream  d iscourse d riven  by th e  m ass m edia  show s several typical p a t­

te rn s . In  th is  section , I d iscuss fou r such  approaches th a t  w ere  found  in  m ain ­

stream  d iscourse o f th e  m ass m edia. T hese include th e  com petitive job  m arke t as 

m otiva tion  fo r p lastic  surgery , “ap p earan ce-cen trism ”, th e  p u rsu it o f w estern  

b eau ty  s tan d a rd s , a n d  th e  b lu rrin g  o f b o u n d arie s  as reflecting  young w om en’s 

conflicting iden tities.

T ough jo b  co m p etitio n  p ro m o te s  p la s tic  su rg ery

O ne of th e  m ain  reaso n s given in  th e  m ed ia  d iscussion  o f th e  n ew  boom  in  plastic 

su rgery  is an  econom ic one. Som e experts a sse rt th a t  m an y  w om en have plastic 

su rgery  as p a r t  o f a  survival stra tegy  in  a  com petitive cap ita lis t society. E astern  

A sian coun tries  have a  rep u ta tio n  for to ugh  com petition  in  th e  process o f eco­

nom ic developm ent. T he jo b  m ark e t in  South  K orea w o rsen ed  a fte r th e  financial 

crisis o f 1997. A t th e  sam e tim e, in  th e  la te  1990s, th e  d iscou rse  o f p lastic surgery  

w as becom ing  a  h o t top ic in  th e  popu lar m edia. C apitalism  prov ides th e  context 

for u n d e rs ta n d in g  w hy m ore  w om en have so u g h t p lastic surgery . O ne p lastic  su r­

geon, D r O h-kyu Choi argues th a t, ‘it  is because  [w om en] a re  p lacing  m ore  im por­

tan ce  on  th e ir  appearance, especially a fte r th e  A sian financial crisis, w hen  it b e ­

cam e h a rd e r to  fin d  a jo b ’ (Gluck, BBC News, 12 Ju ly  2001).

The basic  idea is th a t  to ugh  econom ic cond itions m ake peop le  pay  a tten tio n  to  

th e ir  looks, because  th ey  th in k  it will help  th em  to  get a  b e tte r  jo b . This theo ry  is 

also confirm ed  b y  op in ion  polls. A recen t survey show s th a t  8 0  p e rcen t o f w ork­

ing w om en a n d  fem ale un iversity  s tu d en ts  believe th a t  a  good  appearance  can 

im prove th e ir  ca ree r (Ku, B-K, Daily H ankyoreh , 10 F eb ru a ry  2 0 0 3 ). ‘Even if a 

fem ale s tu d en t a t a  vocational school has g rad u a ted  a t th e  to p  o f h e r class, if she 

is considered  u n a ttrac tiv e , th e  chances o f h e r find ing  a  good  jo b  are  slim ’ (H uh, 

E-D, Daily Joongang , 3 0  M arch 2003). Top actresses an d  fem ale singers p u t th e ir 

artificially  im proved  looks on  display on  TV, an d  influence m an y  w om en, sending 

o u t th e  m essage th a t  they , too , can have such  success a n d  ad m ira tio n  (see figures 

3 an d  4).
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This fierce econom ic com petition th a t leads people to  undergo plastic surgery 

m ay also explain th e  growing n u m b er o f teenagers having plastic surgery. Clinics 

are  busiest during th e  w in ter holiday, when high school seniors are  preparing  

them selves for college o r for en tering  th e  workplace. As m entioned above, teen ­

agers as young as 14 are having plastic surgery. A report in th e  Asian edition of 

Tim e  m agazine claim s, ‘South Korea is even m ore com petitive th an  it is conserva­

tive. And with so m any young people having them selves rem ade, paren ts  are 

afraid th e ir children will fall behind , not ju s t academ ically b u t aesthetically’ (Cul­

len, Tim e  Asia, 4 August 2 002). A w om an’s attractive appearance is a resource for 

her to  exploit in th e  com petition  to  get a job .

Figure 3. A popular Korean singer who has had plastic surgery
Before (left) an d  a fter  (righ t) su rgery . Jiyoung Baek is a  fa m o u s sin ger w ho  
w a s fo rce d  to  re tire  f ro m  pu b lic  life due to  a  scan da l fo llow in g  the re lease o f  a  
v ideo tape o f  a  p r iv a te  affa ir

Figure 4. The scandal of Miss Korea Beauty Contest
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Min-Kyung Kim, who won the Miss Korea beauty Contest, 2001, has been re­
vealed that she was said to have had various plastic surgery including eyelid, 
nose and so forth. This became a huge scandal in Korea, as it was seen as 
cheating at that time.

A p p ea ra n ce-cen tr ism : g o o d  appearance is a w ea p o n  f o r  a  g o o d  fu tu r e  life

In  th e  S ou th  K orean contex t, good appearance*2 is believed to  re p resen t good fo r­

tu n e  in  life. C onsequently , appearance becom es an  e lem en t o f d iscrim ination . In  

th is  sense , th e  concept o f lookism  explains th e  w idesp read  belief th a t  good ap ­

p earan ce  d e term in es a  b e tte r  fu tu re  in  Korea. L o o kism  m eans, accord ing  to  th e  

O xford D ictionary, ‘p re jud ice o r d iscrim ination  on  th e  g ro u n d s o f app earan ce’ 

(O xford E nglish  D ictionary, 1994), T he im p o rtan ce  o f g o od-appearance has been  

re in fo rced  by  th e  m ass m edia, an d  has in  tu rn  becom e an  ideology. T his ideologi­

cal b elief is re flected  in  th is  exam ple: an  advertising  b illb o a rd  fo r a p lastic  p roduct 

c laim ed ‘She invests in  h e r  sk in  because a  w om an’s b eau ty  is a pow er for com peti­

tio n ’; th is  ad v ertisem en t w as w ithdraw n afte r n u m ero u s com plain ts  (Shin-Yun, 

D-W. Daily H ankyoreh , 6 M ay 2002).

H ere, I suggest calling th is  tendency  “ap p earan ce-cen trism ”. “A ppearance- 

cen trism ” could  be  considered  to  be  a driv ing force b eh in d  hav ing  p lastic  surgery. 

A lthough m any  people have realised  th a t  such an  ap pearance-obsessed  tendency  

is d iscrim inato ry  lookism , th ey  also accept th a t  good ap p earan ce  is a  good re ­

source fo r en su rin g  a  b e tte r  fu tu re .43 F or instance, I fo u n d  an  in te re stin g  opinion 

in  an  on line  d iscussion  group, in  w hich m any  re la ted  issues a re  d iscussed , a n d  the  

issue o f th e  ten d en cy  to  b e  obsessed  w ith  one’s ap p earan ce  w as on e  o f them . In  

th e  d iscussion  g roup , som e people take  for g ran ted  ap p earan ce-b ased  d iscrim ina­

tion . O ne claim s th a t  ‘ap pearance is ability. V arious ta le n ts  a re  gifts, so d iscrim i­

n a tio n  b ased  on  ab ility  shou ld  be  tak en  fo r gran ted . As ap p earan ce  is ability, it 

shou ld  be  also  tak en  fo r g ran ted .’44

42 A good appearance does not indicate a beautiful figure. The word “H ogam ” is used which means 
familiar, kind, sincere, trustworthy, and favourable-looking.

43 If the lookism is a discriminated result from appearances, “appearance-centrism” can perhaps be 
seen as a resource that can result in different possible outcomes from appearances, which is the 
reason why I distinguish between the terms “appearance-centrism” and “lookism”.

44 This extract from an online discussion group was reported in Hankyoreh Daily Newspaper (Ku, 
B-K, 10 February 2003).
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In  th is  sense, p lastic  su rgery  is also believed to  b e  a good p a th  to  an  im proved  life. 

A ccording to  a  survey given p rom inence in a  n a tio n al new spaper, m ore  th a n  70 

p ercen t o f h igh  school girls an d  34 p ercen t o f h igh school boys w an t p lastic  su r­

gery to  im prove th e ir  appearance. This survey also show s th a t  th e  m ajority  of 

w om en w ho have u n d erg o n e  plastic surgery  are  in  th e ir  tw en ties an d  th e  n u m b er 

o f cosm etics u sed  p er p e rso n  is th e  largest in  th e  w orld, p rov ing  th e  social tre n d  

o f a ttach ing  g rea te r im p o rtan ce  to  appearances. N early  70  p ercen t o f South  Ko­

rean  w om en betw een  13-43 have a  firm  belief th a t  success o r fa ilu re  greatly  de­

pen d s on  th e ir  appearance, an d  m ake-up  is in d ispensab le  to  th e ir  lives (Yeom, T- 

J ,  Jo o n g an g  Daily, 7 F eb ru ary  2002): m any  peop le a re  eager to  have b e tte r  looks 

th ro u g h  physical fitness, sk in  care, p lastic su rgery  o r d ieting .

This d o m in an t d iscourse is also found  in  th e  rep ly  o f on e  o f m y  in fo rm an t’s: a  27 

year old office w orker o f th e  cable T.V Com pany, said , ‘I have b een  s tressed  by m y 

flat nose. People tre a t  ugly w om en like crim inals an d  i t ’s very  h a rd  to  live w ithou t 

a  good appearance . So, I can n o t re s is t th e  tem p ta tio n  o f p lastic  su rgery  as looks 

could con tro l m y success o r fa ilu re in  life in  society’ (Age 27, Office w orker)

In  p u r s u it  o f  w es te rn  b ea u ty  s ta n d a rd s

O ne of th e  m ost p rev a len t a rgum en ts for p lastic  su rgery  in  Korea is th e  desire  for 

w estern isa tion , i.e. people w an ting  to  b e  m ore C aucasian  looking. M any believe 

th a t it is a  re su lt o f th e  effects o f w este rn  m ed ia  th a t K orean w om en have becom e 

hom ogenised  in  following th e  w estern  beau ty  stan d ard s . T he w hole in te rp re ta tio n  

o f th e  grow th  o f p lastic  su rgery  is still b ased  on  th is  assu m p tio n : K orean w om en 

basically  w an t to  b e  w este rn  looking, so it drives th em  to  u n d erg o  p lastic  surgery.

This k ind  o f d iscourse  a ro u n d  pu rsu in g  a w estern ised  look  is clearly  found  in  de­

scrip tive com parisons o f N o rth  K orean w om en by  som e jo u rn a lis ts . I t  shou ld  be 

no ted  th a t, K orea h as  b een  d ivided in to  tw o coun tries fo r 50  years a fte r th e  Ko­

rean  W ar in  1950. Since th en , th e  tw o governm ents have ra re ly  com m unicated . 

However, th e  N o rth  K orean  governm ent decided  to  sen d  a  large  g roup  o f people 

to  jo in  th e  A sian G am es he ld  in  South  K orea in  2 0 0 2 . A t th e  tim e, am ongst th e  

v isitors, th e re  w ere m any  cheerleaders, an d  South  K orean  m ed ia  p a id  a tten tio n  to  

those  girls. T he m ed ia  coverage described  th e  n o rth e rn  w om en as possessing  “n a ­

tive” beau ty , w hereas th e  so u th ern  w om en w ere described  as show ing “w este rn ­
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ised  artific ial b eau ty ” (Ahn, Y-B, D onga Daily N ew spaper, 12 O ctober 2 002). This 

type o f a rg u m en t is all pervasive in  m ainstream  discourse.

In  an  in terv iew  artic le , one of th e  lead ing  fem in ist scho lars in  Korea, O akla Cho, 

claim s ‘th e  ten d en cy  [tow ards having p lastic surgery] can  b e  in te rp re ted  in  th e  

contex t o f g lobalisation  w hich provides a value o f th e  aesth e tic  su p erio rity  o f b e ­

ing  C aucasian  looking. G lobalisation is so pervasive, so c rite ria  o f b eau ty  could be 

seen  as hom ogenising  in to  th e  w estern  beau ty  s ta n d a rd ’ (H w ang, S-H, W eekly 

C hosun, 23 D ecem ber 1999a). T he a rg u m en t th a t  g lobalisation  encourages 

w om en to  c rea te  C aucasian  looks can also b e  found  in  an  artic le  o f th e  W all S tree t  

Journa l:

As the w inds o f globalisation sweep through this prosperous Asian nation, 
Korean w om en have increasingly lifted their noses, shaved their jaw s and  
w idened their eyes in a relentless drive to attain the w estern im age o f beauty. 
M ore recently, young w om en have begun targeting their thick calves, a com ­
m on attribute that m any Koreans find m asculine and ugly, in  the hope o f at­
taining legs sported by the w orld 's su p e rm o d e ls” But leg  job s are kicking up 
controversy even in  cosm etic-surgery -  cra zed  South K o rea  -  the only coun­
try, local doctors say, where these extrem e operations are regularly per­
form ed.

(Glain, The Wall Street Journal, 23 Novemberi993)

T his re p o rt show s how  eager K orean w om en are  to  ad o p t th e  C aucasian  look as a 

b eau ty  s tan d a rd , u n d e r  global m edia influence. T his artic le  rep o rted  th a t  a 

“crazed” S ou th  K orea uses a “un iq u e” technology for leg surgery . H ow ever, m y 

interview s show  how  th e  cu ltu ra l practice o f p lastic su rgery  (described  in  la tte r 

sections o f th is  ch ap te r) ra th e r  th a n  being  in  one d irec tio n  in  te rm s  of adop ting  

th e  C aucasian  look, is in  fact com plicated  an d  com plex. As m en tio n ed  above, th e  

com plex p ractice  o f p lastic  surgery  has d ifferen t m ean ings depen d in g  on  th e  cul­

tu ra l a n d  h isto rica l contex t, b u t th a t  evokes d iffe ren t em otional an d  m oral re ­

sponses (Davis, 2 0 0 3 :1 0 0 ) . T hus, m y interview s exam ine th is  cu ltu ra l practice in 

th e  specific con tex t o f S ou th  Korea. This k in d  o f view  on  e th n ic  p lastic  su rgery  is 

also fo u n d  in  th e  artic le  o f T im e  Asia.

The culturally loaded issue today is the num ber o f Asians looking to rem ake 
them selves to  look  m ore Caucasian. It’s a charge m any deny, although few  
w ould argue that under that relentless bom bardm ent o f  H ollywood, satellite 
TV, and M adison Avenue, Asia’s aesthetic ideal has changed drastically [...] 
A sians are increasingly asking their surgeons for w ider eyes, longer n oses and  
fuller breasts -  features not typical o f the race.
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(Ko, C-S. Time Asia, 5 August 2002)

This show s th a t th e  dom inan t view about th e  prevalence of plastic surgery in 

South Korea is based on a E urocentric view. In addition, th e  dom inan t discourse 

of p lastic surgery is considered as th e  m ain instrum en t in victim ising th ird  w orld 

wom en -  regarded as passive, inactive, silent, and m ute. The quotation  above 

from  th e  Tim e A sia  m agazine  is a typical represen ta tion  o f social affairs in non­

w estern countries. This m eans th a t w estern m edia representa tions th a t talk  about 

South Korean wom en and  plastic surgery do so  in ways th a t preserve a dichotom y 

between W est/E ast, active/passive, vo iced /m ute and  so on. It is useful to  observe 

how the  m ain discourses on plastic surgery reinforce th e  inferiority o f o therness 

by em phasising th e  superiority  of Caucasian looks. M oreover, these dichotom y- 

based discourses (C aucasian /O ther including Korean women) objectify th e  

“o ther” and becom e “herm etically sealed” (Wicke, 1994: 770) in con trast to 

wom en’s com plicated desires and  experiences in the  postcolonial South Korean 

context.

My consultation lasted five minutes.”

Figure 5. A picture published in an American Magazine, Jane.

in which one o f  Korean p o p u la r soap  s ta rs  w as in troduced as a  typ ica l exam ­
p le  o f  w estern  orien ted  tendency o f  doing p la stic  su rgery  in Korea. 45

45 ‘A Woman’s ugliness cannot be forgiven’ Jane Magazine (August, 2002)
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(4-2.3) M o d ern is ts  m e e t fe m in is ts :  em p o w erin g  in n er  b ea u ty

The las t an d  m o st in tere stin g  p o in t h ere  is th a t  th e  m a in  d iscourse  o f p lastic  su r­

gery is b ased  u p o n  m o d ern is t d ichotom ies - au th en tic /w e s te rn  beauty , 

m in d /b o d y  a n d  se lf/o th er. In  add ition , th e  ju d g em en ts  o f som e com m enta to rs -  

including fem in ists  -  on  th is  social pheno m en o n  seem  q u ite  norm ative . D espite 

differen t w ays o f d iagnosing  th e  issue of p lastic surgery , m o st conclusions suggest 

th a t  w om en sh o u ld  cultivate th e ir  “in n er b eau ty ” ra th e r  th a n  th e ir  “physical ap ­

p ea ran ce”. O ne lead ing  su rgeon  w arns th a t  p lastic su rgery  h as recen tly  been  

abused , a n d  em phasises th a t real beau ty  is n o t ex ternal ap p earan ce , b u t in n er 

w isdom . In  th e  sam e artic le , he  goes on to  say, ‘w hile every aspect o f you th  and  

physical b eau ty  will decline, th e  real beau ty  o f h u m an ism  will rem a in  unfaded . In  

th e  new  m illenn ium , th e  real b eau ty  o f hu m an ism  a n d  a  h ea lth y  body  will be 

m ore  w elcom ed’ (Shim , H-B. W eekly C hosun, 23 D ecem ber 1999).

M any ed ito ria ls a n d  artic les.com e to  sim ilar conclusions, em phasising  th e  im por­

tan ce  o f m in d  over body. T he following artic le  show s how  th is  a rg u m en t is based  

on such  a  dualis tic  view:

W e know  w ell from  experiences and lesson s o f our ancestors that internal 
beauty is m ore im portant than external appearance in the long run, and the 
form er lasts longer than the latter. External beauty is tem porary, as proved  
by ageing. I agree that good looks are significant. But I also think a good  
m ind and ability are eventually better. In a society o f equals, looks do not 
m atter. The current lookism  in our society seriously threatens th is forem ost 
principle.

(Park, M-J, The Korean Times, 21 November 2002)

The com m on a rg u m en t in  assertions such  as these  is th a t  in n e r  b eau ty  is m ore 

significant th a n  physical appearance. T hus, w om en sh o u ld  b e  m ore  concerned  

w ith, a n d  a tte m p t to  cultivate, th e ir  in n er beauty . O ne fam ous fem in ist poet, J u n -  

g ran  Kim, p u b lish ed  a  long opin ion  artic le in  w hich she claim s th a t  m o d ern  soci­

ety  needs rigorous self-reflection an d  th a t  in  a  perp lexed  m o d e m  society, our 

body will tak e  over o u r sp irit un less we no u rish  it (Kim, J -R . H ankyoreh  Daily, 7 

Ju n e  2001). T his type o f norm ative  argum en t is u b iq u ito u s  in  th e  m ain stream  

d iscourse o n  p lastic  surgery . As w e have seen, m ost in te rp re ta tio n  is b ased  on a 

m oral ju d g em en t, a n d  its  p rescrip tion  is qu ite  ab strac t fo r th o se  w om en w ho ac­

tually  und erg o  p lastic  surgery.
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In teresting ly , th is  type  o f norm ative suggestion resem bles som e fem in ist a rg u ­

m en ts, a lthough  th e re  is little  o r no  particu la r em pirica l re search  an d  analysis of 

th is  explosive g row th  o f p lastic  surgery  in  th e  South  K orean contex t, even from  on 

fem in ist perspective .46 T his m ay be partly  because m o st com m ents o n  p lastic  su r­

gery a re  b ased  on  a  m o d ern is t fem inist d iscourse, w hich  is p rem ised  on  a dualis- 

tic  sep a ra tio n  o f m in d  an d  body. M ost com m entato rs ap p e a r to  th in k  th a t  over­

em phasising  physical app earan ce  resu lts in  a neglect o f in n e r b eau ty  th ro u g h  

w om en’s vanity . Ironically , ju s t  as th e  m ain stream  accepts th e  reality  o f a grow th 

in  p lastic  surgery , m ain stream  opinion in  society enhances th o se  fem in ist argu­

m ents. I t  is c laim ed th a t th e  explosive grow th o f p lastic  su rg ery  is th e  fru it o f th e  

fem in ist m ovem ent. M ost K orean fem inists w ho discuss th e  issue in  ab strac t or 

theo re tical te rm s  ra th e r  th a n  relying up o n  em pirical evidence seem  to  tak e  th e  

sam e position  o n  p lastic  su rgery  as som e w estern  fem in ists, such  as K athryn 

M organ. They argue th a t  th e  p u rsu it o f you th  an d  b eau ty  th ro u g h  surgical in te r­

ven tion  can n o t qualify  as a  freely adop ted  lifestyle. M organ  claim s th a t p lastic 

su rgery  is th e  pub lic  d isp lay  o f th e  m ale-identified  w om an  to  a  hypo thetical m ale 

viewer. M oreover, surg ical in terven tion  is claim ed to  re in fo rce  co lon isation  o f th e  

body by  th e  m ale d o m in an t system  (M organ, 1991). T h is  claim  im plies th a t  plastic 

su rgery  is a  p rocess o f double v ictim isation  o f th e  fem ale body. A  fam ous fem inist 

th e rap ist, Susie O rbach , in s isted  th a t  th e  p lastic  su rgery  o f F ijian  w om en is th e  

very ep itom e o f doub le v ictim isation  by  th e  w estern  m ed ia  a n d  by  th e  d o m in an t 

m ale beau ty  system  (O rbach, 2003).

C ontrary  to  m y a rg u m en t la te r in  th is  chap ter, it  is very  in te re stin g  to  observe 

how  th is  k ind  o f w este rn  fem in ist claim  is en h an ced  by  th e  m ain stream  discourse 

on  p lastic  surgery ; it re in forces such  in ferio rity  o f o th ern ess  th ro u g h  th e  su p erio r­

ity  o f looking C aucasian. At th is  m eeting  po in t, a m o d ern is t d iscourse m eets 

fem in ist a rg u m en ts  a n d  gets along very well w ith  it. F rom  b o th  view points, th e  

p u ta tive  answ er to  th e  q uestion  o f how  to  deal w ith  th e  g row th  o f p lastic  su rgery  

is clear: in s tead  o f focusing on  physical beau ty  driven  by  w este rn  c rite ria , concen­

tra te  on  cultivating  your in n e r beau ty  an d  streng ths.

461 assume that Korean feminist research has focused more on the issue of women’s equality in 
terms of economic and political issues than on women’s subjectivity.
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If  we investigate  th ese  d iscourses in  detail, a resem blance betw een  th e  tw o m od­

ern is t a rg u m en ts  can  easily be  found. F or instance , in  a  pub lic  lec tu re , one o f th e  

lead ing  leftis t social activists, Kiwan Baek, criticised  K orean  w om en  w ho p u t ef­

fo rt in to  m ake-up . H e claim ed  th a t K orean w om en lin g er over th e ir  appearance 

ra th e r th a n  seeking  a beau tifu l m ind. In  p articu lar, h e  p o in ts  ou t th a t  K orean 

w om en m im ic w este rn  w om en, especially A m erican w om en. They w aste  tim e  an d  

m oney o h  a  beau tifu l body  an d  face, an d  th is  p h en o m en o n  is w rong (H uh, E-D. 

Daily Joongang , 3 0  M arch 2 003). H is basic  a rg u m en t is typ ical o f m an y  o thers in  

asse rting  th a t  w om en’s p u rsu it o f physical beau ty  is n o t ap p ro p ria te  because its 

s tan d a rd  is b ased  on  w este rn  criteria. O ne m ore  exam ple is th a t  o f th e  w riter, 

K yungran Cho, w ho pub lished  an  essay ab o u t facial beau ty  in  w hich she described 

h e r experience o f p lastic  su rgery  due to  an  accident. She concluded  h e r essay as 

follows:

N ow  I can find an authentic character o f m ine out o f the m ale dom inant uni­
versal beauty standard, which was too  fam iliar for m e to  realise. Everybody 
feels their face is like an “apple”47, and I hope they can find their unknown  
inner beauty as well as being satisfied with their own face.

(Cho, K-R. 2 0 0 3 :345)

Reflecting th e  d iscussion  above, she also suggests cu ltivating  in n e r b eau ty  an d  

finding som e k in d  o f in n a te  in n e r abilities. T his m o d ern is t n o rm ative  arg u m en t 

can also b e  fo u n d  in  th e  com m ents o f lead ing  fem inists. In  h e r  book, a  fem inist 

scho lar Sul-A H an S u h  claim s th a t th e  re cen t p h en o m en o n  o f im prov ing  on e’s ap ­

pearance by  m ean s th a t  include p lastic su rgery  an d  d ie t can  b e  exp lained  in  te rm s 

of a  fem ale passio n  to  be  acknow ledged as a w om an a n d  to  b e  successful in  a  ca­

reer. H ow ever, it  re su lts  in  creating  an o th e r victim  of th e  body  in d u stry  an d  ro u ­

tinely  rigo rous self-censorsh ip  (H anSuh, 2 0 0 0 ). H er so lu tio n  is ra th e r  sim ple; in  

h e r in terview , sh e  suggests th a t  w om en them selves shou ld  escape from  th e  obses­

sion  o f ap p earan ce , a n d  find  th e ir  self-respect an d  identity . M any com m entato rs 

suggest th a t  one w ay o f do ing  th is  w ould be  to  p ro m o te  a  p lu ralis tic  education  

system  a n d  a  cu ltu re  o f app recia tion  o f d iffe ren t types o f b eau ty  (Kim, A-R. Daily 

H ankyoreh , 11 A ugust 2 002). A  fu rth e r exam ple in  th e  sam e vein  is th a t  of one of 

th e  m ost fam ous fem in ist scholars, H yejoang C ho-H an, w ho rem ark ed  th a t

47 “Apple” means a metaphoric expression of pretty faces.
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w om en sh o u ld  s tren g th en  th e ir  pow er, in stead  o f ad ap tin g  to  social s itua tions by 

m odifying th e ir  ap p earan ce  (Special R eport Team , Daily Jo o n g an g , 10 Septem ber 

2002).

T he overall a rg u m en t o f South  K orean fem inists reg ard in g  p lastic  su rgery  th u s  

rem ains th a t  o f no rm ativ e  analysis. T he so lu tions th a t a re  offered by  th ese  fem i­

n ists  a re  u sually  pu re ly  ab s trac t an d  do n o t often  offer a  concrete  analysis, since 

they  rem a in  a t th e  level o f com m entary  ra th e r  th a n  em ploying em pirical evi­

dence. C om m only, th ey  stress th e  em pow erm ent o f w o m en ’s in n e r ability. O ther 

th a n  som e vague suggestions abou t th e  educational system , th e  q u estion  rem ains 

as to  how  w om en can  actually  em pow er th e ir  in n e r b eau ty  in  th e  com plicated  

postco lonial context. O thers question  w h e th e r th is  type  o f m o d ern is t fem inist 

criticism  can  b e  m ean ingfu l any  longer: it im plies fem in ist s tu d y  n eeds to  pay  a t­

ten tio n  to  engage act o f speaking  subject as th e ir  subject.

O ne possib le  reaso n  w hy th e  fem inists, critics an d  su rgeons still ad h e re  to  th e  

m o d ern is t-n o rm a tiv e  a rgum en t, em phasising  in n e r s tren g th  ra th e r  th a n  a ttem p t­

ing to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  appearance-cen tric  phenom enon , is because  th ey  seem  to  

be  position ing  them selves to  m ake th e ir  position  politically  d istinctive an d  d is­

tan ced  from  th e  u n lim ited  desire  o f consum ers. H ow ever, as I will a ttem p t to  

d em o n stra te  h ere  an d  a t la te r po in ts  in  th is  thesis, m y in fo rm an ts  seem ed  to  take 

th e  opposite  s tan ce  -  aga inst fem in ist com m entato rs a n d  su rgeons -  an d  ap ­

peared  well aw are o f th e  no rm ative  argum ents, as th ey  w ere  fam iliar w ith  a range 

of th ese  com m entaries. C onsequently , young w om en are  ap p a ren tly  already  de­

veloping th e ir  ow n ju stifica tion  o r “tactics o f self-position ing .”48 H ow ever, th is  

does n o t m ean  th a t  th e  tw o positions (com m enta to rs a n d  consum ers) occupy 

diam etrically  opposite  positions. R ather, th e  re sp o n d en ts  a re  b lu rrin g  th e  

b o u n d arie s  w hilst p e rh ap s  im plying th a t  th e re  a re  still la rge  gaps betw een  com ­

m en ta to rs  a n d  consum ers. M odern ist-norm ative  co m m en ta to rs  m igh t fail to  

grasp  th e ir  in itia tio n  to  lead  th e  com m oners’ opinions.

In  o rd e r to  investigate  th is  th em e in  m ore d ep th  in  re la tio n  to  th e  em pirical data , 

th e  nex t sec tion  will d iscuss how  th is  “ru p tu re ” betw een  th e  d o m in an t d iscourse

48 The issue of the complicated tactics of self-positioning is suggested by Dr Clare Hemming.
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an d  w om en’s experience o f p lastic surgery  is revealed  on  th e  basis  o f analysis of 

m y ow n in terv iew  m ateria ls .

4.3. Blurring boundaries: Korean women’s conflict and ambivalent 
identities

As w e have seen  in  th e  prev ious section, th e  d o m in an t d iscourse  opera tes n o t only 

a t th e  g ran d  level o f a  m o d ern is t discourse b ased  on d icho tom y (i.e. b o d y /m in d , 

n a tiv e / w estern , n a tu re /a rtific ia l, n o rm al/pa tho log ica l etc.), b u t also  a t th e  level 

of fem in ist c ritic ism ’s d iscussion  o f in n er confidence. C onsequently , these  d is­

courses can n o t explain  th e  highly com plicated  process o f w o m en ’s desire  an d  ex­

perience o f p lastic  surgery . In  particu lar, in  th e  con tex t o f postco lonial Korea, 

claim ing “self-confidence” th ro u g h  plastic su rgery  show s a  c lea rer p ic tu re  o f how  

South  K orean w om en  nego tiate  w ith  them selves on  th e  issues o f p lastic  surgery. I 

will focus on  K orean w om en’s conflict an d  am bivalen t id en titie s  regard ing  plastic 

surgery , a n d  how  th e ir  iden tities  have been  tran sfo rm ed  w ith  reg ard  to  con tem ­

porary  concep tualisa tions o f body  an d  iden tity  u n d e r th e  influence o f w este rn  

m edia.

(4.3.1) W h y  w o m en  w a n t  to h a ve  p la stic  su rg ery: confidence a s  sense o f  s e l f

O ne o f th e  m ost com m on assertions m ade by  in terview ees w as th a t  a lm ost all in ­

fo rm an ts w an t to  have p lastic surgery. The m o st com m on reaso n  fo r th e ir  desire 

is th e ir  belief th a t  th ey  will gain confidence th ro u g h  p lastic  surgery , a lthough  th e  

responses from  in fo rm an ts  d id  vary. Som e d id  n o t w an t p lastic  surgery , due to  a 

fear o f failu re, a n d  a  desire  to  keep th o se  facial fea tu res in h e rited  from  th e ir  p a r­

ents. H ow ever, th e  overw helm ing m ajority  o f in terview ees d id  w an t to  change 

th e ir  appearance . T he in terview s also confirm ed th a t th e  m o st p o p u la r su rgery  is 

eyelid surgery . Im p o rtan tly , all in fo rm an ts w ho w ant to  have su rgery  strongly  ex­

p ressed  th e  idea  th a t  p lastic  su rgery  is n o t for m en  b u t fo r them selves. In  explain­

ing th e ir  choice to  have p lastic surgery: ‘as a  m a tte r  o f p e rso n a l confidence if  you 

look b e tte r , you  feel b e tte r  abou t y o u rse lf . By concep tualising  cosm etic surgery, 

G im lin in sists  th a t  ‘having  th e  pow er to  provide self-esteem  effectively legitim ises 

an  o therw ise illeg itim ate activity’ (G im lin, 2 0 0 0 : 85). T he  following in fo rm an t’s 

“self-confidence” is rep resen ted  in  te rm s o f h e r ow n sen se  o f self, ra th e r  th a n  b e ­

ing u n d ers to o d  as an  accom plishm ent w orthy  o f effort, in  th a t  it m akes w om en
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b e tte r  w orkers, spouses, p a r tn e rs  an d  m ore  positively v iew ed by  o th e r people. As 

m y in fo rm an ts  responded :

I w ant to have plastic surgery right now! I have b een  losing  m y confidence 
because o f m y inferiority com plex. If I can get m y confidence back w ith the  
surgery, I w ill definitely do it. Of course, everybody is  saying confidence is 
not from  your appearance, but I think  it is from  appearance. I desperately  
w ant it... I can do anything after gaining m y confidence.

(Age 25, Secretary)

Ironically, th e  d o m in an t d iscourse claim s, as seen  in  th e  p rev ious section, th a t  

self-confidence is derived  from  th e  m ind , n o t from  ap p earan ce . How ever, accord­

ing to  m y in fo rm an ts , ap pearance underlines in n e r confidence. T he in fo rm an t's  

ta lk  described  above claim s th a t a surgically  a lte red  body  is a  fo rm  of deception; 

an  in au th en tic  re p resen ta tio n  o f th e  self. In teresting ly , how ever, such  a  n o rm a­

tive a rg u m en t con fron ts  a d ifferen t idea here: th a t  self-confidence is n o t only de­

rived  from  th e  in n e r m ind , b u t from  ap pearance as well. T his seem s to  d is ru p t th e  

rigorous d istin c tio n  betw een  m in d  an d  body  and , in  th is  way, th e  m ajo rity  o f in ­

fo rm an ts ap p ea r to  su p p o rt th e  claim  th a t  paying a tten tio n  to  body  ap pearance as 

a m ean s o f ad d ressin g  self-confidence d isru p ts  th e  m in d /b o d y  split.

As briefly  n o ted  above, below  is an o th er in te re stin g  exam ple th a t  show s th a t  pay­

ing a tten tio n  to  ap p earan ce  is n o t u n d ers to o d  by  re sp o n d en ts  as being  only for 

o thers. O ne o f m y in terview ees believed th a t h e r ro u tin e  h ab it o f decorating  h e r 

body, th ro u g h  m ak e-u p  a n d  p lastic surgery, w as n o t a im ed  a t a ttrac tin g  m en , b u t 

done for h e r  ow n se lf satisfaction:

I do not think  I am  decorating m y appearance for m en. It’s for m y satisfac­
tion. I w ant m ake up, even when I am at hom e alone. I feel good w hich is very  
im portant for m e. H onestly, I had it done. W ell, eyelid surgery.

(Age 38, Housewife)

T hus, it seem s th a t  th is  cu ltu ra l p ractice becom es n o rm alised  as a  p a r t o f every­

day life. T his re sp o n d en t asse rts  th a t  she is doing h e r m ak e-u p  for h e r ow n satis­

faction, a n d  it th u s  becom es a  rou tine . This process can  b e  evidence o f th e  in te r­

nalisa tion  o f n o rm s o f self-policing th a t  accom panies a  sh ift from  sovereignty  to  

b io-pow er, a F oucau ld ian  te rm  (Foucault, 1972; 1979; R abinow , 1996; Rose, 

2001). F u rth erm o re , th e  o th er in fo rm an t quo ted  above in d ica tes th a t  she  decided  

to  have th e  su rgery  w ith  th e  sole m otive o f resto ring  h e r self-confidence. T his self­
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confidence can n o t ju s t  b e  u n d ersto o d  in  its own rig h t b u t  only in  conjunction  

w ith th ese  ro u tin e  practices. Thus, b o th  becom e p a r t  o f in te rn a lisa tio n  o f self­

policing. T he issue o f w h e th e r o r n o t p lastic su rgery  m ay  b e  reg ard ed  as fo r th e  

benefit o f o th ers  (principally  m en) is com plicated  by  an o th e r in fo rm an t’s criti­

cism  m en ’s double s tan d a rd  tow ards plastic surgery:

In m y case...in  m ost cases o f plastic surgery, I think  m en like beautiful 
w om en having plastic surgery, but they don’t like their ow n girlfriend having  
plastic surgery. I don’t like m en’s way o f thinking. It is such  a typical double 
standard. I am  not against plastic surgery. However, I cannot support the  
idea that w om en have surgery if  their goal is to flatter m en. If w om en want to  
overcom e their inferiority com plex by surgical process to  b e satisfied  with  
their appearance, then  no problem . I reject the idea o f w anting to b e looked  
at.

(Age 21, College student)

Both in fo rm an ts  ind ica te  th a t p lastic  su rgery  is n o t ab o u t m en  b u t th e ir  ow n sa t­

isfaction a n d  self-confidence. Clearly, th e  frequency  w ith  w hich  I h ea rd  such  as­

sertions p o in ts  to  th e  considerable im portance w om en a tta c h  to  having “freely” 

chosen p lastic  surgery: n o t to  have been  som ehow  coerced in to  th e  p rocedure  by 

th e ir lovers; o r  undergo  it m erely  in  o rd e r to  p lease m en . T he revealing o f self- 

confidence can  b e  u n d ers to o d  as som eth ing  th a t  exists bey o n d  b e ing  a ttrac tive  to  

the  opposite  sex a n d  in  re la tio n  to  th e  in te rn a lised  n o rm s I n o te  above. F u rth e r­

m ore, th ese  asse rtio n s  m ake sense  in  light o f th e  w om en’s ow n accoun ts o f th e ir  

surgery. T he q u estio n  is w h e th e r p lastic surgery  is an  o p p o rtu n ity  fo r South  Ko­

rean  w om en  to  nego tia te  th e  typical ten sio n  o f th e  d icho tom ised  discourses on 

fem inine em b o d im en t o r w he ther its effects a re  d isem pow ering . T he concept o f 

p lastic su rgery  is clearly  inconsisten t w ith  an  im age o f ac ts  forced  u p o n  th em  by 

o thers  -  particu la rly  o th ers  w ho m ight ac tually  benefit m ore  from  th e  p rocedures 

th an  do th e  w om en  them selves. T he d iscourse o f th is  in fo rm an t show s “resistance 

to  th e  m ale gaze” w hereby  she  re jects th e  idea o f ‘w an ting  to  b e  looked  a t’. T hus, 

in  th is  w ay ap p earan ce  is cen tra l to  self-confidence -  n o t to  th e  oppression  o f 

m ale gaze49.

The cen tra l p o in t h e re  is th a t  th is  v isual sensib ility  d rives b o th  w om en an d  m en  

to  u n d e rs ta n d  ap p earan ce  (including w hat to  w ear) as cen tra l to  self-confidence

49 Recently, male plastic surgery has also been increasing dramatically.
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b u t n o t necessarily  in  re la tio n  to  being  a ttractive  to  th e  opposite  sex. I t  is w orth  

no ting  th a t  th e  “v isual sensib ility” o f  appearance plays a  ro le  as a  m echan ism  of 

d istinction .s° T his specific m echan ism  o f d istinc tion  cou ld  p ro d u ce  th e  cu ltura l 

capital necessary  to  d istingu ish  one from  th e  o ther. So it is n o t only a  resistance 

to  th e  m ale gaze, b u t it can  also  b e  read  as a  re inven tion  o f th e  se lf fo r th e  p u r­

poses o f social m obility.

A ccording to  th e  in fo rm an ts, th ey  claim  to  be  reflectively aw are o f p lastic  surgery  

as a  cu ltu ra l practice. In  th e ir  d iscourse , th ey  reveal th e se  confidences:

In m y case, w hether I can get the plastic surgery or not, I w onder for w hom  is 
the p lastic surgery? If p lastic surgery is  really good for m e, I w ill do it. H ow­
ever, if  it is  to b e looked  at, favourable for marriage etc, I don’t w ant to get 
plastic surgery at all for th ose reasons.

(Age 17, High school student)

A ccounts such  as th e  one above n o t only ju stify  cosm etic surgery , b u t also a ttem p t 

to  convert it in to  an  expression  o f p u ta tive  identity , as G im lin (2 0 0 0 ) p o in ts  out. 

‘P lastic su rgery  becom es fo r [w om en] n o t an  act o f decep tion  b u t an  effort to  align 

body w ith  s e lf  (89). T he in fo rm an ts  I in terview ed claim ed th e  goal o f p lastic  su r­

gery is n e ith e r to  becom e beau tifu l n o r to  b e  beau tifu l fo r th e ir  h u sb an d s, boy­

friends n o r to  b e  looked  a t  b y  m en . Indeed , th ese  w om en  in sisted  th a t th ey  al­

te re d  th e ir  body  fo r th e ir  ow n satisfaction , in  effect u tilis ing  such  p rocedures to  

create  w h a t th ey  concep tualise  as a  “n o rm al ap p earan ce” - an  ap p earan ce  th a t 

reflects a n o rm al self. In  th is  n o rm alisa tio n  of appearance, w h a t needs to  be  ex­

p lored , as M ercer (1994) argues, is w hat h appens in  th e  space betw een  tex tual 

b eau ty  im ages a n d  rep resen ta tio n s , an d  th e  re ad e r’s ow n subjectiv ities. ‘This 

space is a p h an tasm a tic  space  itse lf c reated  th ro u g h  th e  m ultip le  h isto rical ex­

periences th a t  m ake up  th e  social space in  w hich we exist as su b jec ts’ (B lackm an 

& W alkerd ine, 2001 :167).

W ith  reg a rd  to  th e  n o rm al self, th e  concept o f no rm ality  is changeable an d  re- 

definable. A ttitu d es  to w ard s p lastic  su rgery  show  how  concep ts o f th e  n o rm al an d  

th e  pathological change by  th e  m om en t. In  fact, deco rating  a n d  a lte rin g  ap p ear­

50 In using the term ‘distinction’, this does not in any way imply an attempt to echo Pierre 
Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984). My perspective lies in veiy different social and cultural contexts, as 
well as diverse theoretical approaches.



ance is becom ing  m ore  a n d  m ore  of an  acceptable n o rm  in  K orean society. In  th is 

sense, an  u n d eco ra ted  an d  u n a lte red  appearance m ay beco m e reg ard ed  as p a th o ­

logical o r m arg ina l, ra th e r  th an  n o rm al o r n a tu ra l. Som e re sp o n d en ts  claim  th a t 

th ey  feel uncom fortab le  w hen  th ey  go o u t w ithou t m ake-up .

I feel terrible w ithout m ake up in public. I cannot have a good day w ithout 
m ake up. I hate m yself when I do not wear m ake up. In th e  m orning, I put on  
m ake up and then  I can start the day very w ell and I feel better and clean. 
(Yes, I agree, I feel confident) W ithout m ake-up, w hen  I m eet som ebody for 
the first tim e...I feel regret for going out w ithout it...

(Age 20-21, University students)

M ake-up is n o t fo r special occasions b u t for everyday life in  South  Korea. This 

practice show s th e  sh ifting  m om en tum  by w hich th e  n o rm a l becom es patho log i­

cal, w hile pathological p ractice becom es norm al.

M: If I do not m ake-up, I look very strange...

J: My friend asked m e, “are you ill?” when I did not m a k e-u p  m y face.

M : peop le told  m e that w om en are irresponsible about their faces if  they do 
not m ake-up w hen they are getting old. M ake-up is part o f  one’s responsibil­
ity for living in  society. It has becom e very im portant in  our society

H : Yes, I agree, people think an unm ade-up w om an is  lazy and doesn’t have a 
self-m anagem ent m ind.

(Age 28-30, Housewives, Hansam apartment)

In  th is  sense , th e  n a tu ra l body  is n o t a  norm al, b u t a  n o rm alised  cu ltu ra l body. 

This cu ltu ra l p ractice  (m ake-up) m odifies o u r com m on-sense  u n d ers tan d in g  o f 

how  bod ies w ork  (F ea th ersto n e , 2 0 0 0 : 2). T his im agery  changes th e  horizons of 

w hat a body  can  be. I t  also po in ts  to  a fascination  w ith  th e  artific ial, w here  exist­

ing scientific an d  m edical technologies seek  o r claim  to  clarify  o u r percep tion  of 

th e  “n o rm al” body.s1 O ften in  public, u n m ad e-u p  w om en (w ho usually  u se  m ake­

up) a re  seen  as ill. W ithou t m ake-up  on, in fo rm an ts  w ere  asked  “a re  you ill to ­

day?” W ithou t m ake-up , w om en are  n o t no rm al, -  a t  le a s t n o t hea lthy  -  w hich 

m eans th ey  a re  seen  as unaccom plished , unm anaged , lazy a n d  irresponsib le .

T his p h en o m en o n  o f th e  “un h ea lth y ” n a tu re  o f an  u n m ad e-u p  ap pearance plays 

in to  th e  “m akeovers” a n d  “shape-overs”, (d ieting , exercise, cosm etic a n d  fash ion

511 will explain normal in relation to “natural body” in the next section.
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regim es) w hich a re  ce leb rated  in  th e  m edia an d  w hich a re  th e  rh e to ric  o f personal 

tran sfo rm atio n . A ccording to  Susan  Bordo (1990), th e  bo d y  is now  u n d ers to o d  as 

having  a  p o ten tia l fo r lim itless change, "u n d eterm in ed  b y  h istory , social location  

o r even ind iv idual b iog raphy” (1990: 657). P lastic su rgery  also plays a p a r t in  th is  

rh e to ric  o f tran sfo rm atio n . W hile ‘th e  w om en ad am an tly  in sisted  th a t  th ey  al­

te re d  th e ir  bod ies fo r th e ir  ow n satisfaction , in  effect u tilis ing  such  p rocedures to  

create  w h a t th ey  conceptualise  as a  no rm  ap pearance- an  ap p earan ce  th a t  reflects 

a n o rm al s e lf  (G im lin, 2 0 0 0 : 89). O ne o f m y re sp o n d en ts  in fo rm ed  th e  group 

th a t:

Recently, plastic surgery has becom e so  popular am ongst girls. The reason  
w hy m ore people get m ore plastic surgery is because so m any people are 
beautiful after the plastic surgery. It’s a kind o f com petition. People are very 
insecure about their looks com pared to people w ho have had plastic surgery.
A  few  years ago, people kept their plastic surgery secret. But now  people talk  
in  public about w hat they have got done and how  m uch they paid for it. Actu­
ally they exchange inform ation about surgeons and prices. Plastic surgery is  
so  popular nowadays and eyelid surgery has becom e a basic item  for girls.

(Age 24, College student)

The above in fo rm an t ind icates th a t  th e  b ro ad er tre n d  o f p lastic  su rgery  is becom ­

ing a m ass  p h en o m en o n . Young w om en feel u n d e r  com petitive p re ssu re  from  th is  

social p h en o m en o n . P lastic surgery  is located  in  an  o pen  pub lic  d iscourse. T hus, 

in  th e  Sou th  K orean  contex t, p lastic surgery  h as em erged  as an  acceptab le m eans 

for a ltering  o r im proving  th e  ap pearance of th e  body. W ith  th is  p henom enon , th e  

concept o f u n a lte red  an d  u n d eco ra ted  ap pearance is d isp laced  by  th e  grow ing 

idea o f body  m odification . T his m eans a  once n o rm al concep t becom es m arginal 

an d  possib ly  pathological an d  personal tran sfo rm atio n  becom es norm alised .

A q u estio n  can  b e  po sed  a t th is  po in t: can  w om en’s p u rsu it o f th e ir  ow n self- 

confidence ever really  qualify  as a  freely chosen lifestyle? Is  sh e  in  fact n o t m aking 

h e r ow n choice, b u t  being  forced to  ad ap t h erse lf to  m ale -d o m in a ted  no rm s? In  

fact, th is  is a con troversia l issue. Is a ltering  th e  body  re in fo rc ing  th e  d o m in an t 

no rm s, o r is it en tire ly  m o tiva ted  by w om en’s self-confidence w hich is concep tual­

ised  in  ind iv idual te rm s  ra th e r  th a n  re la tiona l to  m ale approval a n d  a ttrac tion?  

K athy Davis claim s an d  defends th e  la tte r  view. A ccording to  Davis (1995), ‘cos­

m etic  su rgery  is n o t sim ply  im posed; it is fervently  d es ired  by its  recip ien ts. 

W om en having  cosm etic  su rgery  a re  know ledgeable a n d  responsib le  agents, no 

m ore d u p ed  by  th e  fem in ine beauty-system  th a n  w om en w ho do  n o t see cosm etic
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surgery  as a  rem edy  to  th e ir  p roblem s w ith  th e ir  ap p earan ce’ (Davis, 1995: 164). 

T his m ean s th a t  w om en are  n o t ignoran t cu ltu ra l dopes, b u t  ra th e r  know ledge­

able an d  ad ep t cu ltu ra l ac to rs. This po in t seem s valid  since it  is c lear th a t  w om en 

are  o ften  aw are o f th e  con trad ic tion  betw een  th e  oppressive n a tu re  o f th e  beau ty  

system , w hile a t  th e  sam e tim e  try ing  to  o perate  w ith  th a t system  to  gain  som e 

advan tage fo r them selves. F o r exam ple, du rin g  in terview s, th e  in fo rm an ts  a re  

well aw are o f all th e  d iscourse on p lastic surgery  including  S ou th  K orean fem inist 

criticism s a n d  reflexively in te rp lay  in  th is  conflicting d iscourse . T hey create  a re ­

nas w ith  p lastic  su rgery  for ‘experim enting  w ith  th e  p ro jec t o f th e  s e lf  as T hom p­

son  asse rted  (T hom pson, 1995: 233). T his offers new  possib ilities fo r self­

fo rm ation  -  ex tend ing  space, full o f experim ental ways o f being , acting  an d  play­

ing.

T he above is exem plified  in  th e  observation  th a t re sp o n d en ts  can  redefine  an d  

tran s la te  th e  d eco ra ted  a n d  a lte red  body. O ne o f m y in fo rm an ts  equates th e  cul­

tu ra l p ractice  o f h a ircu ts  w ith  th a t o f p lastic surgery. W om en’s accounts o f th e ir  

plastic su rgery  w ere  strik ing  by  th e  fact th a t all o f th em  claim ed  - q u ite  adam an tly  

in fact - to  b en e fit from  th e ir  partic ipa tion  in  an  activity  th a t  h as g arn ered  w ide­

sp read  a n d  hostile  critic ism  from  fem inists an d  n on-fem in ists  alike. Key to  th is  

ta lk  w as th e  co n ten tio n  b y  w om en  th a t  th e  circum stances, to  w hich p lastic  su r­

gery w as a  response , w ere d istressing  an d  th a t  th ey  could  only  b e  rem ed ied  by  

p lastic surgery . W ith o u t th e  su rgery  they  fe lt them selves to  b e  socially u naccep t­

able, w hilst as a  re su lt o f th e  p rocedures, w om en perceive them selves to  b e  m ore 

socially acceptab le , m o re  n o rm al an d  in  several cases, m o re  outgoing:

Q: W hy did  you get it?

YU : I had fin ished  the exam  for entering university. After th e surgery, I was 
so  satisfied  w ith  m yself. I would not like to have m any m ore changes by p las­
tic surgery, and it’s a strange thing to do. I think it’s all right to  get plastic 
surgery for a few  changes for your own confidence. I really w ant to recom ­
m end it if  som ebody has any anxiety about appearance. It’s v e iy  recom - 
m endable to say ju st get the surgery and be confident. M ost people say, if  you  
get it, you are cheating on your m en w ith  your appearance. I do not agree 
w ith th e m ajority o f peop le’s com m ents: for exam ple, som ebody has a square 
shape o f  face and they w ant to get their hair cut in order to  overcom e their 
shape o f face. On th is point, people think everybody gets a haircut and it’s 
O K  In the case o f p lastic surgery, the m atter o f using a surgical knife is a dif­
ferent form  o f hair cut. W hy don’t we get surgery w hen  w e feel d issatisfied  
w ith our appearance? I think it’s better to  have it done.

(Age 21, University student)
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I t  is n o t easy to  decide how  m y in fo rm an ts’ rem ark s sh o u ld  be  in te rp re ted . In ­

fo rm an ts  m ay well say  o r th in k  they  m ake th e ir  ow n choices fo r th e ir  confidence, 

w hereas in  fact th ey  are  only doing w hat th e  sexist, v isualised  b eau ty  system  re ­

qu ires th em  to  do. T he n o tion  o f th e  above in fo rm an t expressing  h e r ow n choice 

in  b o u n d ed  c ircum stances is n o t very satisfactory  because  choices are  always 

m ade w ith  less th a n  com plete  in fo rm ation , u n d e r cond itions n o t wholly o f th e  

ag en t’s ow n m aking. O ne way o r ano ther, th en , w om en m u st b e  b lam eab le to  

som e ex ten t. H ow  could  anyone choose to  p artak e  in  a b lam eab le  practice, w ith ­

ou t h e rse lf in cu rrin g  any  b lam e? However, th e  in fo rm an t u n d e rs ta n d s  th a t th e  

choice o f p lastic  su rgery  is a  ‘perform ative en ac tm en t o f self, evoking th e  category 

of selfhood o r th e  p o ten tia l o f ind iv idual selfhood, in  tem p o ra lity  o f in te rp re ta tio n  

an d  agen tic  choice (o r search ing  for self-know ledge)’ (C ronin , 200 0 :2 7 9 ). In  th is  

case, ac ts can  be  considered  to  flow from  som e com bination  o f know ledge, values, 

beliefs an d  desires. B ut o f course one can always p u sh  th e  in q u iry  on e  step  fu rth e r 

back, an d  ask  w here  th ese  beliefs an d  desires com e from . U ltim ately, they  will be 

caused  by  som eth ing  o f w hich  th e  person  is n o t in  contro l. I f  being  th e  u ltim ate  

cause o f on e’s ac tions w ere a  necessary  cond ition  for agency, nobody  w ould  ever 

be an  agent. Sim ilarly, as W ijsbek suggests, ‘agency is com patib le  w ith  people b e ­

ing sub ject to  all th e  law s th a t  govern th e  re s t o f n a tu re ’ (W ijsbek, 2 0 0 0 : 457). 

O ur freedom  w ould  n o t b e  d im in ished  if we w ere always com pelled  to  have tru e  

beliefs. A ccording to  W olf (1990), we w an t ‘a freedom  w ith in  th e  w orld, n o t a 

freedom  f r o m  i t’ (93). M y in fo rm an ts do indeed  seem  to  have all th e  charac te ris­

tics o f know ledgeable an d  responsib le  agents. But w ho can  tell w ha t is th e  p ro p e r  

am o u n t o f a tten tio n  to  yo u r appearance th a t shou ld  be  p aid?  To tak e  u p  a  specific 

lifestyle is to  forsake o th e r lifestyles th a t  a re  equally w o rth y  o f being  chosen. Ac­

cord ing  to  Davis (1995), w om en w ho have p lastic su rgery  do so in  o rd e r n o t to  be 

constan tly  looked  a t, o r m ade  th e  object of offensive rem ark s, w h e th e r well m ean t 

o r no t: an d  th ey  w an t to  feel a t ease in  th e ir  ow n bodies. Both th e  o rd in ary  an d  

th e  beau tifu l a re  respectab le , an d  it is hard ly  b lam ew orthy  to  strive fo r e ither 

value -  it is h a rd  w ork. W hy th e n  shou ld  w e have to  accep t o u r app earan ce  as 

given? Paradoxically , th e  in fo rm an ts  can b e  ad d ressed  th ro u g h  p lastic  su rgery  

discourses, w hich  p ro m o te  th e  ideal th a t  w om en can engage in  a process o f self­

tran sfo rm a tio n  th ro u g h  u n d o in g  p lastic  surgery.



4 * 4 * Neither western nor Korean

T hus, as d iscussed  above, in fo rm an ts seem  to  see th e ir  in te rp lay  w ith  p lastic  su r­

gery as a choice fo r th e ir  own survival strategy. W ith in  th is  survival strategy , they  

also ap p ea r to  in terp lay  w ith  th e  com plexities an d  co n trad ic tio n s  o f p lastic su r­

gery betw een  th e  W est an d  gender. This involves co n tin u o u s m ovem en t across 

b o u n d arie s  an d  th e  th resh o ld  betw een  th e  real a n d  im agined . In fo rm an ts  w ith 

th e ir  ow n h isto rica l iden tities  negotiate  th e ir  ow n w a n te d /u n w an ted  in te rv en ­

tions th ro u g h  p lastic  surgery . T hese explanations re flect th e  d o m in an t d iscourse, 

as I d iscussed  in  th e  early  section, w hich explains th a t  K orean w om en undergo  

plastic su rgery  in  p u rsu it o f a  w estern  C aucasian look  th ey  tak e  as a  s ta n d a rd  -  

hence reducing  th e  physical m arkers o f K orean au th en tic  e thn ic ity  an d  th a t m any 

K orean fem in ists reg a rd  th e  p resen t phenom enon  o f p lastic  su rgery  as an  oppres­

sive an d  un n ecessa ry  p ressu re  o n  w om en.

How ever, m y re search  show s how  in fo rm an ts explore th e ir  conflicts regarding, 

a n d  nego tia tions of, p lastic  surgery  w hile claim ing “self-confidence” as m otivation  

th ro u g h o u t. Sim ilarly, th ro u g h o u t th e  interview s, u n lik e  th e  cu rren t d o m in an t 

d iscourse, th e  in fo rm an ts  asse rt th a t  they  w an t to  look  n e ith e r  ‘ju s t  w este rn ’ no r 

‘ju s t  K orean’. A nd  som e consider th o se  w ho have u n d erg o n e  p lastic  su rgery  as 

having a  n a tu ra l beau ty , w hich is also regarded  as very  K orean looking, in  th e  

sam e w ay as som eone w ho w as b o rn  beau tifu l in  a  n a tu ra l K orean way. M y in te r­

viewees a re  aw are  o f th e  d o m in an t d iscourse an d  o f th e  conflict betw een  th e ir 

ow n desires a n d  beliefs a n d  th is  d iscourse. They b o th  tran sfo rm  them selves as 

well as th e  d iscourse  th ro u g h  plastic surgery. T he in fo rm an ts  show ed  th e ir  desire 

for p lastic  su rgery  b y  identify ing n e ith e r a K orean na tiv e  look, n o r a  thoroughly, 

w este rn  one w hilst d em o n stra tin g  th is  aw areness o f th e  d o m in an t d iscourse re ­

la ted  to  accusations o f pu rsu in g  a  w estern  appearance.

E: W ell, w hen w e w ere growing up, w e thought w esternisation m eans m od­
ernisation... well, w e w ant to  em phasise that our traditional thing is  good but 
I th ink  our tradition is always falling behind other countries. I don’t know  
w hy...I feel like I w ant to resem ble people in the First world. So, the standard  
appearance is  w esternised looking. W e think a beautiful person is  one w ho  
has b ig eyes, b ig nose, and an egg-shaped face. But, I th ink  beauty standards 
have b een  changed in  certain periods. For instance, if  it is  a trend that fat 
people are beautiful, w e w ould think that fat is beautiful.

JU: Nowadays, w estern w om en are m ore beautiful, so then  that is our stan­
dard idea.



H: Maybe, it is...th is is the reason why people w ant to  get p lastic surgery. 
Think about a high nose. That is a western n ose, n ot Korean one. Yeah! W e 
are follow ing w estern looks. However, I think w e create th e  Koreanised for­
eigner look.

Q: For exam ple?

H: I really do m ind  the absolute w esternised look. I d on ’t  like it. It is not 
suitable for Koreans. Oh! No! N ot too m any sharp n oses.

H E: I am  afraid o f too  m uch w hite skin as well. It looks weird.

HY: For instance, w e like to have big eyes, but people don ’t like eyes that are 
too b ig eyes. I think  sh e looks like she has a very bad destiny.s2

(Age 20-21, University students)

T rad itionally  in  Korea, physiognom y u n d erp in n ed  ju d g em en ts  o f a p e rso n ’s d es­

tin y  th ro u g h  read in g  a  face. T his ex tract show s how  S ou th  K orean w om en’s id en ­

tities  conflict: as an  am bivalen t position , betw een  looking w este rn  a n d  being  a 

native K orean, w hile denying  b o th  ideal types. Both d en ia ls  a re  p a r t o f th e  p roc­

ess o f nego tia tion  to  crea te  new  form s o f identity , w hich can  b e  u n d ers to o d  by th e  

te rm  “hybrid ity” (B habha, 1994), new  iden tities  th a t  m ay  have a  m ore  tra n s ­

na tional a n d  tran s la tio n a l ch arac te r -  tran s-n a tio n a l b ecau se  o f its  orig inality  an d  

au then ticity , w hich  becom es u n su sta in ab le  an d  divergent.

(4.4.1) N a tiv e  looking  is n o t fa sh io n a b le

In  re la tio n  to  th is  p rocess o f nego tiation , exploring th e  d iffe ren t fo rm s o f hybrid  

body p ro d u ced  th ro u g h  differences in  resources an d  pow er th u s  tu rn s  o u r a tte n ­

tio n  to  a d iffe ren t d is tin c tio n  stra tegy  -  in  o th e r w ords a  s tra teg y  designed  to  d is­

tingu ish  o n ese lf from  an o th er. O ne o f th e  in terview ees show s th a t h e r u n d e r­

s tan d in g  o f a native  ap p earan ce  m akes it seem  unfash ionab le , w ith  connotations 

o f th e  coun tryside  an d  being  old fashioned.

I do n ot like a countryside look. The sm all eyes, often w ithout eyelids, have a 
countryside look. Even if  they have eyelids, I do not like b in ty  (old fashioned) 
looking. However, I do not like looking artificial either.

(Age 23, College student)

52 They desire bigger eyes but do not want to attain the “hollowed out eyelid look”, which is natural 
to famous western movie stars such as Greta Garbo and Gina Davis.
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In  h e r  conversation , th is  in fo rm an t fu rth e r described  h e r  avoidance o f a  coun try ­

side  look, w hich  is n o t a  m odern ised  look an d  how  she w an ts  to  achieve th e  m od­

e rn  fash ionab le  look th ro u g h  eyelid surgery. Obviously th e  in fo rm an t a ttem p ts  to  

d istingu ish  th e  u n d esirab le  look, so-called “countryside look” from  th e ir  desirab le 

ideal. In  th is  sense , th e  coun tryside look, w hich could b e  re ad  as th e  ru ra l/ru s tic  

w ork ing  class o r p ea san t look, is a  co u n te rp art to  th e  m o d e m  ideal. H ow ever, like 

th e  m o d ern  ideal, th e  coun tryside look rem ain s u n d efin ed  w h en  in fo rm an ts  re fer 

to  it. In  o th e r w ords, it does n o t rely u p o n  any  specific ca tegory  like class o r re ­

gional o r p ro fessional background. T he look th a t  rep resen ts  “o ld -fash ioned  Ko- 

re an -n ess” can  th e n  p erh ap s  be  seen to  b e  im aginary. T he “coun tryside look” can 

be described  as s lan ted  eyes, sp lend id  nose an d  d ark er sk in  b u t  it is m ore  u n d e r­

stood  in  th e  sense  o f b e ing  an  obscured  co u n te rp a rt im age to  a  m o d ern  ideal look. 

M ore im portan tly , it  shou ld  be  n o ted  th a t  u n d esirab le  fea tu res  o f appearance 

can n o t necessarily  b e  defined, b u t seem ingly can  only b e  figured  o u t w hen  actors 

in  everyday lives describe d ifferen t im ages. T his m ay  b e  because  th e  b o u n d ary  

betw een  m o d e m  a n d  ru ra l looking is con tinuously  tran sfo rm ed  by  th e  p ractice o f 

in fo rm ants. In  th is  sense , th e  nex t ex trac t dem o n stra te s  w h a t th e  ideal m o d em  

‘look’ is for th is  p a rticu la r in fo rm an t a t th e  tim e o f th e  interview :

Q: W hat kind o f im age do you want to have when you w ear m ake-up?

K: B boshashaW .33 I w ant to  m ake m y skin m ilky and natural looking. If skin  
is dark, the look  is like a countryside bitch (Oh N o!) (Laughing). Anyway, I 
w ant to show  that m y skin is radiant and m ilky to people.

(Age 21, University student)

A fea tu re  such  as m ilky, b rig h te r sk in  is seen  by th is  in fo rm an t to  be  u rb a n  an d  

fash ionable an d  sym bolises h e r “p u re” a n d  “un d efin ed ” o r in n o cen t charac ter. 

However, above a n d  beyond  describ ing  specific featu res, it  is n o t only referring  to  

a  specific con d itio n  o f skin , b u t also re ferring  to  a  ch arac te ristic  o f th e  p erso n  th a t 

is n o t read ily  a p p a ren t in  th e  physical appearance. As th e  in fo rm an t exclaim ed as 

an  im m ed ia te  response , th e  m im esis o f appearance, “b b o sh a sh a”, shou ld  b e  d is­

cussed in  g rea te r dep th . T his is n o t ju s t  a  class ju d g em en t o r fash ion  s ta tem en t 

b u t is en m esh ed  w ith  a ju d g em en t on  ch arac te r (hence th e  te rm  “b itch ” in  re la ­

tion  to  “cou n try sid e” in  th e  ab strac t above). T he p re fe rred  fea tu res  described

53 Bboshasha is a mimesis of appearance. The skin complexion is vital, radiant and white.
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above re fer to  a  fresh , p u re  an d  innocen t character, n o t ju s t  th e  appearance. In ­

teresting ly , in  th e ir  interview s, w hat m any  in fo rm an ts  w an t to  achieve is n o t ju s t 

a  change in  th e ir  ex ternal appearance, b u t a tran sfo rm ed  w hole character, 

th ro u g h  p lastic  surgery . T hus, th is  conversation  show s th a t  th ey  believe th e ir  ap ­

pearan ce  can  express th e ir  charac ter, an d  even th e ir  fa te  o r  destiny , as n o ted  ea r­

lier. C onsequently , th e  in fo rm an t w an ts to  have an  im ag ined  desirab le  look, such 

as “te n d e r  looking” o r an  undefined  look th a t gives a  good “im p ressio n ”. H ere it is 

n o t body  m odification  fo r th e  p u rpose  o f co rrec ting  o r  rem oving a  specific 

m arker. T he m odification  is ra th e r conducted  an d  d esired  to  achieve a  h idden  

an d  im ag ined  ideal fem in ine charac te r th a t  is k in d er an d  gentle:

I w ant to  have eyelid  surgery. W ithout the eyelid  surgery, I don’t  look  very  
gentle. A s w ell as the shape o f m y eyes, I prefer an A sian graceful figure.

(Age 21, University student)

The re la tio n sh ip  betw een  appearance, ch arac te r an d  desirab ility  is also ex­

pressed . In  th is  sense , “d esirab le  looking” is undefined  a n d  does n o t re fer solely 

to  sexual desirab ility  to  m en , b u t also desirab ility  in  m an y  senses (e.g. charac te r 

an d  th e ir  fa te  o r destiny). H ence, it is an  obscure im age th a t  is n o t ju s t  derived 

from  a  specific look. Som e in fo rm an ts re fer to  how  sm all eyes w ith o u t eyelids, for 

instance, can  sym bolise an  undesirab le  body, as well as s tu b b o rn  charac teristic  

features.

O: I w ant to  get eyelid and higher nose surgery. I have slanted  eyes. And p eo­
p le have told  m e that their first im pression o f m e is n ot friendly. So m any  
people have said  to  m e that w as their im pression o f  m e on first sight. I hated  
it. I hated it.

(Age 17, High school student)

A nother re sp o n d en t also said  she  w an ted  to  get a te n d e r  a n d  soft ch a rac te r w ith 

eyelid surgery . H ow ever, desp ite  feeling th e  desire  to  have eyelid  surgery , she  is 

satisfied  to  stay  w ith  h e r o rien ta l look since keeping  th is  look  is believed to  signify 

grace a n d  calm .

U N : I read som e advice about beautiful faces from  m agazines. I think the  
round pointed  nose is  not m odem , fashionable looking. So I w ant to do 
som ething for the tip  o f m y nose. And I w ant to clear up m y several eyelids 
and I w ant to have redefined eyelids.

(Age 21, University student)
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A long s im ilar lines, several in fo rm an ts believe th a t  th e ir  ap p earan ce  expresses 

th e ir  w hole charac ter:

I have high cheekbones, so I want to have surgery to  low er m y cheekbone.
H igh cheekbones give a bad im pression at first sight. In  addition, I w ant to
have a sm aller, round face and m ore round eyes.

(Age 38, Housewife at Sinwondang)

In  th e  above ex tract, th e  in fo rm an t reveals h er belief th a t  K orean looks such as 

s lan ted  eyes a re  reg ard ed  as d em o n stra tin g  an  o u td a ted  a n d  u n d esirab le  ap p ear­

ance. F u rth erm o re , it  becom es clear th ro u g h  th ese  ex tracts  th a t  th e  in fo rm an t’s 

in te rp re ta tio n  o f th e  body  is always as body  an d  m in d  com bined  together. In  

o th e r w ords, a  n a tu ra l body  becom es cu ltu ra l in  th e ir  category: th ey  believe in 

achieving a  physical app earan ce  th a t  reflects th e ir  in n e r charac te r; th e  re la tio n ­

sh ip  betw een  th e  n a tu ra l an d  th e  cu ltu ra l is always m ed ia ted  th ro u g h  a  stereo ­

typical re la tio n sh ip  betw een  physical body  an d  p ersonal charac te rs . T he reading  

o f th is  tra n sn a tio n a l/tra n s la tio n a l eyelid, b rig h te r skin a n d  h igher nose  is a char­

ac teristic  o f th e  co n stru c tio n  o f a new  fem inin ity  w hich  reflects n o t only th e  su ­

perficial ap p earan ce , b u t w hich links in n e r charac te ris tic s  to  o u te r appearance. 

T he above in fo rm an ts  express th a t w hat they  w an t to  achieve th ro u g h  p lastic su r­

gery is n o t ju s t  a  change in  th e  ex ternal appearance, b u t a  tran sfo rm ed  personal 

ch arac ter. T hus, th e  in fo rm an ts  refuse th e  d icho tom ised  id ea  betw een  m in d /b o d y  

an d  in n e r/e x te rn a l beauty .

(4 .4 .2 ) N o t  sexy  looking: the w estern  look is sexy  a n d  v u lg a r

D espite th e  in te rre la tio n sh ip  o f in n er an d  ou ter, a n d  d iffe ren t s ta tes  o f desirab il­

ity  as n o ted  above, it is in te restin g  to  no te  th a t  in terv iew ees d istingu ish  betw een 

beau ty , fem inin ity , an d  sexiness in  th e ir  opinions. In  w este rn  society, Gill (2007a) 

ind icates th a t  ‘th e  cen tra l fem inin ity  in  today ’s m ed ia  is possession  o f a “sexy 

body” th a t  is p re sen ted  as w om en’s key source o f id en tity ’ (255). H ow ever, while 

W olf (1991) co n ten d s th a t  b eau ty  is always accom panied  b y  “sex iness”, m y in fo r­

m an ts  claim  th a t  th ey  seek  to  avoid a sexy im pression . C om m only, m y  in fo rm an ts 

claim ed th a t  th e  w este rn ised  look is n o t beautifu l, b u t sexy. M ore im portan tly , 

th ey  th in k  th a t it is n o t a  fem in ine look; although  th e  “w e ste rn ” look itse lf is an  

im aginary  one. T he co nstruc tion  o f th e  w estern  look can  b e  view ed as p a r t o f th e
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process o f an  im ag ined  o th e r54. In  o th er w ords, th e  “W este rn  m ed ia  o f th e  recep­

tio n  are  n o t tak en  d irectly  from  any existing w estern  look b u t  a  co n stru c t o f p re ­

sen t, d esp ite  its  ab s trac t n a tu re ”(G oldstein-G idoni, 2001:33). H ere  is a  series of 

rem ark s from  m y in fo rm an ts:

H: I don’t  like western movie stars. I know we are westernised. However, I 
don’t  like the westernised look such as thick eyelids, big and sharp nose. I 
don’t  think the westernised look is beautiful. It may be sexy, however, it’s not 
beautiful. It’s not a feminine look either.

W : I don’t like a sexy look. If somebody looks very sexy, it means they have 
no brain. I do not think men like the sexy look. I want to be calm and femi­
nine.

(Age 21-23, College students)

HEA: I don’t  like everything about Hollywood movies, because they expose 
too much sexual freedom. I think western countries are open to sexual free­
dom... there is so much ‘Donguh’ (living together) in the movies without any 
self-awareness. I feel we are different... such as Confucianism, isn’t  it? ... We 
don’t  condone sexual relationships before marriage. They are different from 
our country. They have more sexual freedom compared to us.

YE: I don’t  think it’s a good thing to follow. It’s their weakness.

(Age 19-20, University students)

Q: Have you tried to imitate western fashion styles or hairstyles?

54 The real meaning of “western society” should be noted in this context. As mentioned in Chapter 2, 
generally speaking, the concept of “western” is an imagined one. It could be referring to American 
society, or general western societies including European countries, although South Korea has been 
hugely influenced by American culture since the liberation from the Japanese colonial rule. The 
concept of western is a vague one that is derived from an imagination which is mainly influenced by 
the global flows of symbolic materials including the Hollywood film. However, it cannot be said that 
“western” is only referring to American culture. Rather, it is a multi-layered concept. The European 
culture is firmly embodied in the Korean mentality as one of the components of the Western con­
cept. For instance, the French Cultural Centre in Seoul was one of the most popular places, seen as 
representing high art and elegance. This impression is also derived from films during the 1980s and 
1990s, which denote the typical imagination of European culture. Also, European films have been 
some of the most favourite films for Koreans, although Hollywood films have a wider distribution 
network. In 1989, the number of the imported Hollywood films was 105, whereas 61 European films 
were imported. In 1995, 73 films were imported from European countries (202 Hollywood films) 
(Cha, D-O, 1997: 77). From the statistics, although the influence of the Hollywood film has been 
enormous, it is clear that, in fact, they have failed to establish a monopoly. Still, there are strong 
demands for European films in South Korea. This is symptomatic of the images of the Western in 
the South Korean context. In this vein, I argue that the concept of Western is based on imagination 
rather than referring to a specific culture. Thus, it is a discursive device for distinction between the 
native culture and other cultures (Narayan, 1997).
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A: The fashion style itself is very different from ours. Real itself... Korea is 
slow to catch up with fashion trends. I feel we have a different style... they 
expose their body in public. They expose their breasts too much. I don’t  like 
it.

(Age 21, College student)

W hy do  in fo rm an ts  th in k  sexy-looking is vulgar? A nd w h a t is th e  genealogy o f 

th is  belief given th a t  ‘fem ale sexuality  is no longer d o m in a ted  by  C onfucian con­

cep ts o f fidelity  a n d  chastity  in  con tem porary  K orea’ (H ow ard , 1995; Shin  & Cho, 

1996)? T his idea  m ay be construc ted  by w este rn  m ed ia  im ages, such  as Holly­

w ood m ovies an d  soap  operas. However, generally, in fo rm an ts ’ in te rp re ta tio n  o f 

hero ines is th a t  th ey  a re  too  sexually exposed an d  dissipated, ss In fo rm an ts  claim  

th a t  sex iness can n o t b e  categorised  u n d er th e  concept o f  beau ty . T hus, th e ir  ca te­

gory o f fem in in ity  is n o t in terrogating  sexiness: sex ap p ea l is e lim ina ted  from  

th e ir  idea o f fem ininity . In  th is  sense, they  w an t to  b e  seen  as very  fem inine, n o t 

sexy. They have a  fem in in ity  th a t society p refers an d  th a t  is how  w om en vo lu n ta r­

ily choose to  be. T hus, in  effect, th e  above ex tracts show  how  in fo rm an ts  nego tiate  

an d  create  new  fem ininity .

T his m ay also explain  w hy b reas t en largem en t su rgery  is n o t so p o p u lar am ong 

K orean w om en. T he concept o f fem ininity  is u tilised  as a  m easu rem en t o f th e  

p ro p e r size o f b reasts , even though  som e in fo rm an ts  w an ted  to  have b reas t 

en larg em en t surgery . O ne o f th e  in terview ees resp o n d ed  th a t  sh e  w an ted  to  have 

su rgery  to  m ake h e r  b reas ts  sm aller. She felt h e r b re a s ts  w ere  too  big a n d  th is  

looks deform ed  in  th e  eyes of K orean society:

Q: Would you like to have plastic surgery?

YEO: I want to, but I cannot tell you.

Q: Why? Is it secret?

YEO: Yes (she was really hesitating to answer)... this is my physical secret. I 
want to have plastic surgery to reduce my breast size. I feel I have too big 
breasts.

Q: Don’t  you like it?

YEO: I feel very uncomfortable with my breasts in our society. When I walk 
on the street, I feel tense not to be brushed amongst by other people. I don't 
like exposing my physical parts.

551 already discussed informants’ preference for Grace Kelly over Marilyn Monroe.
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(Age 21, University student)

C ertainly, th e  in fo rm an t above is aw are o f th e  ex ten t o f  a ttrac tiv en ess  w hich soci­

ety  could  accept. Sim ilarly, an o th e r in fo rm an t ind icates h e r  expected  an d  p roper 

size as th e  size ap p ro p ria te  for a sleeveless dress.

J : Basically I like a body with sex appeal (laughing).

Q: W hat kind of body are you talking about? Can you explain in detail?

J :  Well, nothing like women’s bodies in Playboy magazine, I do not think that 
kind of body is very attractive. However, I have a very th in  upper part of my 
body. So I have too small breasts. I would love to wear a sleeveless one-piece 
dress. I don’t  feel very pretty wearing it now without breast volume. I feel I 
can have a better look with more volume on my chest.

(Age 22, Office worker)

T he q u o te  above is exem plary  o f those  expressed  by  m an y  in fo rm an ts , w ho seem  

to  have a  basic  view  of w ha t is a  sexy look: seem ingly  o n e  w hich  is ra th e r  “un in te l­

lectua l” a n d  unfem in ine . T his k ind  o f belief reflects th e  com m on-sense  u n d e r­

s tan d in g  o f th e  “b e a u ty /b ra in s” split, aga inst w hich w om en  are  evaluated . In  b e ­

ing assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  b eau ty  side o f th is  dichotom y, th is  in fo rm an t felt th a t  they  

a re  constan tly  b a ttlin g  to  prove th e ir  in tellectual an d  p ro fessional capabilities.

(4 .4 .3) B lu rred  b o u n d a ry  o f  the n a tu ra l a n d  the a rtific ia l

Paradoxically  m an y  re sp o n d en ts  w an t to  have a n a tu ra l look  b y  m ean s o f artificial 

in terven tion . A t th is  m om en t, th e  bou n d aries be tw een  th e  n a tu ra l an d  th e  artifi­

cial a re  b lu rre d  by  th e  in fo rm an ts’ in te rp re ta tio n  o f achieving a  n a tu ra l body 

th ro u g h  p lastic  su rgery  -  an  artificial m ethod. T hose in fo rm an ts  do n o t realise 

th a t th e ir  rem ark s ap p ear paradoxical. However, it can  p e rh a p s  b e  asse rted  th a t 

th e  situ a tio n  is n o t tru ly  paradoxical. As F ea th ers to n e  (2001: 2) claim s, th e  cele­

b ra tio n  o f th e  m ake-overs an d  shape-overs resu lts  in  th e  developm en t o f a  fu rth e r 

inner-cyborgs6 s itua tion , w hich helps to  m odify o u r everyday  com m on-sense  u n ­

d ers tan d in g  o f how  bodies w ork. Cyborg im agery m odifies th e  horizons o f w hat a

56 This “visibility” of body suggests that the lines between nature and culture are inherently blurred 
and this helps us to appreciate Judith Butler’s (1990: 7) observation that nature turned out to be 
culture all along.
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body  can be, a n d  p o in ts  to  a  fascination w ith  artific ial a n d  techno-scien tific 

claim s, w hich  m ay  clarify o u r percep tion  of th e  “n a tu ra l” body.

R etu rn ing  to  m y in fo rm an ts, th is  m odified  im agery o f th e  “n a tu ra l” body is 

clearly  show n in  conversation . In  fact, th e ir  u ltim a te  desire  to  get p lastic  su rgery  

is to  achieve th e  “n a tu ra l look”. O ne of th e  in fo rm an ts  says:

Z: I w ant to  be a naturally beautiful person. I w ould love to  have a natural 
hairstyle. H onestly, I don’t think w e can look sim ilar to  the w estern m ovie 
stars. I don’t  w ant to  resem ble any w estern m ovie stars. Their look  is so dif­
ferent from  us. I don’t w ant to look like any icon m ovie star o f  H ollywood.

(Age 21, University student)

As can  b e  seen , am ong  young South  K orean w om en, eyelid su rgery  m ay  be  san c­

tio n ed  as an  ap p ro p ria te  p rep ara tio n  fo r m oving o n  to  th e  n ex t stage  o f on e’s life, 

w ith in  a  cu ltu re  w hose highly codified m arkers o f ap p earan ce  co rresp o n d  to  a 

specific age an d  gen d er s ta tu s. As n o ted  earlier, it  is com m on  practice  am ong 

S outh  K orean  ado lescen ts to  take  advantage o f th e  custo m ary  ex tended  school 

w in ter vacation  to  undergo  surgical trea tm en t. T he d esired  effect is to  ap p ear 

“n a tu ra l lo o k in g ”, a n d  n o t to m im ic  a  “W estern  lo o k”:

A: I think appearance is very im portant for m yself. H onestly, I have had plas­
tic surgery...Eyelid.

BO : It looks really natural. I did n ot know  you have had it done.

(Everybody confessed  not to notice her eyelids, and com m ented  on her eye­
lids that they looked  very natural and beautiful in  the m iddle o f the inter­
view)

SU : I think  the thick eyelids like western people are very vulgar. If I have a 
chance to  have it, I w ill have very natural ones.

(Age 23-24, University students)

To have “n a tu ra l looking” eyes is clearly n o t synonym ous w ith  “w este rn  looking” 

eyes, a n d  th e re  seem s to  be  a specific p reference fo r surgical in te rv en tio n s on  th e  

eyelid. In d eed  th is  “n a tu ra l body” is som etim es sa id  to  b e  ch arac te rised  by  a  h o ­

listic w ay o f th in k in g  th a t  does n o t follow th e  C artesian  d icho tom y betw een  m in d  

an d  body  (G ilm an, 1998: 53). In  add ition , th e  in terp lay  o f pow er re la tio n s affect­

ing th e  m ean in g  o f th e  racialised  eyelid is seen  w hen  we co m p are  cu ltu ra l p u rpose  

an d  p ractice  in  m ovem ents across borders. T his shou ld  b e  reg a rd ed  as th e  tra n s ­

la tion  o f “w este rn ” cu ltu re  as an  agent, ra th e r  th a n  as a  passive recip ien t. I t  is also 

in te re stin g  to  observe th a t  -  as a  consequence o f h isto rical pow er dynam ics —
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o th er Asian countries have th e  sam e pattern  o f translating  th e ir neighbouring cul­

tu res. The contem porary  export o f South Korean pop-culture to  China and  South­

east Asian countries is an example. According to  a plastic surgeon in Taiwan, 

th e re  is a huge fashion for having plastic surgery to  resem ble Korean actresses. It 

is because recently South Korean TV dram a has becom e so popular in Taiwan. He 

says, ‘th e  m ost popular facial shape is th e  one o f South Korean actresses, Lee 

Young-ae, who is sim ilar to  the  face o f Brigitte L in57’ (Ha, S-B, Daily H ankyoreh, 

21 August 2001). This exam ple looks like ano ther case o f im itating  a w esternised 

im age in Southeast Asia. However, if  one stud ies th e  conversation carefully, th e re  

is a process o f active translation  for naturalising a self-im age in a specific context. 

It seem s from  th is  th a t Taiwanese girls do not necessarily follow th e  typical m edia 

im age o f South Korean ac tresses.^ Instead , they  actively tran sla te  and  selectively 

take a specific image. This negotiation process can be m atched w ith th e ir own 

natura lised  image, which is represented by th e  im age o f Brigitte Lin (see figure 6).

Figure 6. Pictures of Actresses.
Chinese f ilm  s ta r  B rig itte  Lin (left) a n d  Korean f ilm  s ta r  Young-ae Lee (righ t)

57 Brigit Lin (Lin Chin-hsia) is one of the most popular actresses in Hong Kong and China. She ap­
pears in Chunking Express (director: Won Kar-wai, 1994).

58 It is interesting to note that due to the recent Korean Wave in South-East Asian countries, Korean 
actresses like Lee Young-ae, Song Hae-Gyo, Kim Hee-Sun and Jeon Ji-hyun are very popular in this 
region. They have a big impact on consumer culture including food, fashion, make-up and even 
plastic surgeiy. In particular, according to Doobo Shim (2006) ‘it has been reported that their 
wanna-be fans in Taiwan and China request their facial features when going for cosmetic surgery’ 
(29).
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T he above is con tex tua lised  in  re la tion  to  a specific, tem p o ra l cu ltu ra l view of 

th o se  issues ra ised  regard ing  eyelid surgery. In  o th e r w ords, th e  concept of 

“b eau ty ” is highly  contex tualised . Even som e p lastic  su rgeons in sisted  th a t a lte r­

ing th e ir  ap p earan ce  is n o t to  resem ble a  W estern  look, b u t to  b e  “p re tty ”. T heir 

asse rtio n s o f a  d is tin c tio n  betw een th e  W estern  look an d  b e in g  “p re tty ” do n o t 

necessarily  conno te  a un iversalised  concept o f b eau ty  b u t ra th e r  one th a t  is re le­

v an t to  th e  K orean context. T his k ind  o f a rg u m en t is also o ften  fo u n d  in  som e 

s ta tem en ts  o f p lastic  surgeons from  o th er contex ts such  as Fukuoka, J a p a n  an d  

Los A ngeles. T hey claim ed th a t ‘th e  objective o f th e  eyelid o p era tio n  w as n o t 

“caucasian isation  o f th e  O rien ta l eye” b u t, ra th e r  [...] try ing  to  look m o re  a ttra c ­

tive w ith  th e  cu rren t aesthe tic  no rm s o f th e ir  ow n cu ltu re ’ (H aiken , 1997: 208). In  

th ese  cases, th e ir  “ow n cu ltu re” m ay b e  a d isp laced  one (p articu larly  in  re la tion  to 

Los A ngeles) an d , fu rth e rm o re , th e  cu rren t “aesthe tic  n o rm s” o f th is  cu ltu re  m ay 

be  u n stab le  an d  constan tly  re inven ted  an d  im agined.

O verall, as I have a ttem p ted  to  show  in  th e  ex tracts above, in terv iew ees expressed 

th e ir  p re fe rred  crite ria  o f th e  “n a tu ra l” look. W hat th ey  th in k  is “n a tu ra l looking” 

is som eth ing  n o t too  K orean, an d  n o t too  w estern ised . Above all in fo rm an ts  w an t 

to  c rea te  som eth ing  in  betw een  K orean an d  w este rn  looking featu res. A ccording 

to  B habha, ‘th is  “in -betw een” creates a sense o f th e  new , as an  in su rg en t act of 

cu ltu ra l tran s la tio n ; i t  renew s th a t  past, refiguring it  as a  co n tin g en t “in -betw een” 

space th a t  innovates a n d  in te rru p ts  th e  perfo rm ance o f th e  p re sen t (B habha, 

1994: 7). In  th e  case o f th e  you th  o f South  Korea, th e  idea  o f n o t being  “too  Ko­

re an ” m ean s th a t fea tu res  such as s lan ted  eyes an d  a  fla t n o se  a re  perceived as 

being  undesirab le . By th e  sam e token , large eyes w ith  w ide eyelids 59 an d  an  u p ­

w ard  p o in ted  nose  a re  also disliked. T he key politics o f ap p earan ce  rem a in  linked 

to  th e  ability  to  “p ass” as no t too  W estern  an d  n o t too  K orean e ither. K orean 

w om en  w ish  to  p reserve m arkers o f th e ir  s ta tu s  th a t  v isually  d istingu ish  th em  

from  w este rn  people w hose eyes a re  really  “ro u n d e r”. T hey  w an t to  create  a 

“n a tu ra l” eyelid along th e  lines accepted by th e ir  ow n society.

T he surgically  tran sfo rm ed  eyelid is th u s  a  fa r m ore  com plex cu ltu ra l p roduction  

th a n  a  sim ply  im itative m edia-d riven  p ractice th a t re asse rts  w este rn , w hite  p a tri­

archy  as a  re m n a n t o f cu ltu ra l o r political colonisation. C u ltu ra l aesthe tic  of

59 Wide eyelids are, broadly speaking, considered very vulgar.
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b o u n d arie s  can  b e  m a in ta in ed  w ith in  th e  seem ing em b race  of w este rn  discourses 

o f beau ty , ju s t  as th e  cu ltu ra l b o u n d aries  o f o therness a re  m a in ta in ed  in  th e  d is­

p lay  a n d  p ro m o tio n  o f w este rn  com m odities in  K orean d ep a rtm en t s to res as 

sep a ra te  ad ju n c ts  to  existing K orean com m odities. K orean  w o m en ’s su rgery  is 

m o tiva ted  n o t ju s t  by  th e  desire  to  sim ulate  C aucasian  ap p earan ce , b u t also as a 

re sp o n se  to  th e  value o f th e  “new  fem inine iden tity .” I t  is in te re stin g  to  look a t 

th o se  su rgeries in  th e  ligh t of a  disavowal o f n o t sim ply race, b u t also th e  tra d i­

tionally  lim ited  op tions o f a specific cu ltu re’s gender-coded  re la tionsh ips. It can 

th u s  be  seen  as an  a ttem p t to  secure an  aspect o f m ale priv ilege w ith in  form s of 

fem ininity .

In  th is  contex t, H om i B habha’s theo ry  m ay be  useful to  explain  th e  cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice o f p lastic  su rgery  in  Korea. The desire  o f experiencing  th e  sam e, being  th e  

sam e, is th e  m o to r o f m im icry. However, th is  experience stays w ith in  th a t am ­

biguous fram e o f m im icry; as B habha rem arks, ‘alm ost th e  sam e, b u t n o t q u ite ’ 

(B habha, 1986; 1994: 199). F or H om i B habha, th e  o th e r is always invested  w ith 

am bivalence (B habha, 1994; 1996a). B habha b reak s dow n th e  sim ple b in ary  colo­

n ise r/co lo n ised  an d  opens a  space for th e  th eo risa tio n  o f am bivalence, con trad ic­

tions an d  h id d en  feelings. T he above exam ples show  how  m y in fo rm an ts  m ake 

huge efforts in  th e ir  everyday life to  look m ore  m o d ern ised  a n d  w estern ised . In  

reality , th e  desire  to  m odern ise  is n o t m ere  m im icry  o f th e  W est. R ather, they  

struggle to  find  an  id en tity  th a t  is n o t qu ite  w estern , b u t n o t qu ite  K orean  either  

o r m a y  be both. In  th is  sense, it is n o t an  am algam ation  o f th e  tw o cu ltural 

s tran d s: it is a  c rea tio n  o f new ness in  th e  p ractice o f p lastic  surgery , w hich draw s 

upon , b u t  tran sfo rm s, b o th  cu ltu ra l s tran d s. T hus, K orean w om en’s p lastic  su r­

gery plays a key ro le  in  construc ting  an d  defin ing th e  co n testin g  an d  reco n stitu t­

ing K orean n ational, e thn ic, an d  cu ltu ra l iden tities.

4.5. Korean female actresses as mediator: the calm and graceful as a 
Korean femininity

T he idea  o f young South  K orean w om en’s iden titie s  as a  h isto rical m atrix  offers a 

yet m ore  su b stan tiv e  account o f agency. T he concep tualisa tion  o f gen d er iden tity  

as d u rab le  b u t n o t im m utab le  has p ro m p ted  th in k in g  ab o u t agency in  te rm s of 

th e  in h e re n t instab ility  o f K orean w om en’s gender n o rm  an d  th e  consequen t pos­

sibilities, fo r resistance, subversion  an d  th e  em anc ipato ry  rem odelling  o f identity . 

As n o ted  in  m y m ethodology  chap ter, m y orig inal q u estio n  w as ‘w hom  do you
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iden tify  w ith  am o n g st Hollyw ood m ovie s ta rs? ’. A nd  I h a d  ce rta in  assum ptions 

th a t  m y in fo rm an ts  w ould  have clear favourites to  iden tify  w ith  am ong  Hollywood 

m ovie sta rs . How ever, in terestingly , m ost in fo rm an ts  ignored  m y orig inal ques­

tion , a n d  in stead , th ey  ta lk ed  abou t th e ir  favourite  K orean  fem ale actresses. I 

d o u b ted  I h ad  p u t th e  question  to  m y in fo rm an ts  clearly  w hen  it  w as ignored. 

How ever, eventually  I realised  they  w ere n o t ac tually  in te re ste d  in  m y original 

q uestion . In stead , th ey  answ ered  w ith  fam ous K orean  ac tresses  as ro le  m odels. 

M ore im portan tly , th e  reasons w ere q u ite  sim ple: th ey  w an t to  iden tify  n o t ju s t 

w ith  th e ir  look, b u t  w ith  th e ir  w hole characters, as th ey  have b een  rep resen ted  in  

m ovies, fo r exam ple, “ca lm ”, “grace” an d  “p urity  an d  sim plicity”. In  th e  conversa­

tion , m y in terview ees com m only claim ed th a t  w hole ch a rac te rs  could  be  said  to 

b e  fem in ine looking:

O: I feel the appearance o f western actresses is so  d ifferent from  our appear­
ance. For exam ple, w e thought a Korean actress had long legs, but Korean ac­
tress’s legs are shorter if  you com pare to w estern actresses (laughing). W e 
have to  a certain extent accepted som e lim itations in  changing our body  
shape...it m akes m e feel depressed.

Q: W ho is  your favourite H ollywood m ovie star w hom  you w ant to  identity  
with?

P: I like Eun-H a Shim 60.

Q: W hy do you  like her?

P: Her appearance! I w ould like to be b o m  like her ju st for a day Qaughing) 
for a day! I w ould like to be b om  beautiful. She look s so  like the ideal o f fe­
m ale virtue. Her im age is so  pure and graceful. She seem s to be kind-hearted, 
benevolent. She looks so pure, soft and tender.

(Age 20-23, University students)

T he ignoring  o f m y orig inal question  a n d  th e  iden tifica tio n  w ith  K orean fem ale 

actresses helps in  u n d ers tan d in g  th e  dynam ics o f sub jectifica tion  o f young Ko­

rean  w o m en ’s am bivalen t iden tity  u n d e r th e  global m ed ia  influences. T he ex tract 

show s an  u n d ers ta n d in g  o f how  South  K orean w o m en ’s id en titie s  w ork  th ro u g h  

a t th e  level o f sub ject fo rm ation  an d  agency. In  ad d itio n , th is  k in d  o f agency 

m akes it  possib le  to  u n d e rs ta n d  how  th e ir  id en titie s  o p e ra te  a t th e  level o f daily 

life.

60 She is one of the most famous actresses in South Korea.
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Figure 7. Two famous Korean actresses.
Tw o fa m o u s Korean actresses th a t m an y young w om en  w a n t to iden tify  w ith: 
Eun-ha Shim (left) a  cu rrently em erging young actress, H ye-K yo Song (righ t)
■ m an y young w om en  consider her a s a  sym bo l o f  p u rity  an d  typ ica l beau ty  
o f  Korean w om an.

As show n in Figure above, som e fam ous actresses are regarded as having an ideal 

beauty  th a t young wom en tiy  to  identify w ith. Interestingly, in fo rm ants re­

sponded  th a t th e ir identification is no t only with how th e  actresses’ look b u t also 

w ith actresses’ persona such as “chaste, loving, and  caring im age”. T he interview ­

ees w anted to  m im ic “pure”, “graceful” and “benevolent” charac ter by m eans o f 

p lastic surgery. They recognised th e ir  appearance cannot be th e  sam e as th a t of 

w estern movie stars, even though they  have fantasies o f being like them . Instead, 

they show  th e ir negotiation of th is  type o f appearance w ith th e ir discussion of the  

appearance o f Korean fem ale actresses.

E: I have lots o f com plaints about my appearance. However, I cannot have 
plastic surgery because I am afraid o f an unsuccessful consequence. I can  
borrow the m oney. But I worry about the result, just in case. Anyway, I want 
to  have bigger eyes, brighter skin and a sm aller face. I love the Korean fem i­
nine look such as Eun-ha Shim. I want to be looking very feminine.

Y: I always think that I am eager to look like Young-ae Lee. She looks really 
beautiful to me. The western m ovie stars look very sexy. It’s  great, but I never 
want to get that kind o f look.

(Age 21-22, Church group)

In relation to  young Korean w om en’s iden tities in th e  social context, p lastic su r­

gery becom es a m eans o f defining th e  flexibility o f iden tity  and  a form  o f th e  al­

tera tion  o f identity  w ithout alteration  o f th e  body. The relationship  betw een sym ­

bolic and  m aterial practice can begin to  be understood  m ore adequately w ith th e
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sh ift from  th e  b in ary  d iscourse, se lf/o th er, co lon iser/co lon ised , an d  w est­

e rn /o th e r  to  a generative account o f global m ass m edia. Such an  accoun t creates a 

g rea te r u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f a sense o f th e  h istorical a n d  social-em bodied-ness of 

subject fo rm ation .

As I have tr ie d  to  show  above, S outh  K orean w om en m ay  n o t only b e  try ing  to  b e ­

com e C aucasian. T hrough  p lastic  surgery, th ey  seem  to  actively m ake sense  of 

them selves v is-a-vis th e ir  own bodies. South  K orean w o m en ’s p lastic  surgery  can 

b e  reg ard ed  as s itu a ted  in  con tem porary  South  K orean cu ltu re  ra th e r  th a n  s ta ti­

cally d e te rm in ed  by  w hite, w estern , heterosexual fem ininity . As I have d iscussed, 

South  K orean  w om en’s iden tities  need  to  b e  explored  as a  n eg o tia ted  process, 

ra th e r th a n  as a  se t o f p rescrip tions, a  process w hereby  th e  ind iv idual actively an d  

creatively d raw s u p o n  cu ltu ra l resources fo r m aking  sen se  o f w ho she  is, w ho she 

was, a n d  w ho sh e  m igh t becom e. The m ain  reasons overtly  given by  m y in fo r­

m an ts  for having  p lastic  su rgery  is to  increase  th e ir  self-confidence, a lthough  th e  

d iscussions I have analysed  above can  be  seen  to  re p resen t a m o re  com plex p roc­

ess.

4.6. Conclusion

In  th is  ch ap te r, I d iscussed  th e  construc tion  o f d iverse fem in in itie s  in  te rm s o f th e  

practice o f p lastic  su rgery  an d  how  w om en are  conflicting a n d  nego tia ting  th e ir 

iden tities  w ith  th e  consum ption  of p lastic surgery  in  th e  S ou th  K orean context. 

F irst, I illu s tra ted  th e  ever-grow ing p h en o m en o n  o f p lastic  su rgery  in  South  Ko­

rea  since th e  1990s. T he cu ltu ra l p ractice o f p lastic su rg ery  h as  b een  accused o f 

causing th e  doub le su b o rd in a tio n  o f K orean w om en w ho a re  v ictim ised  by  K orean 

p a tria rch y  an d  w este rn  s tan d a rd  o f appearance. H ow ever, th is  ch ap te r suggests 

th a t  th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f p lastic su rgery  in  th e  South  K orean  con tex t can  m ake 

m ore sense  w hen  seen  as an  “in terv en tio n  in  th e  id en tity  fo rm a tio n ” in  cu ltu ra l 

an d  h isto rical context.

Second, I exam ined  how  th e re  is a “ru p tu re ” betw een th e  d o m in an t d iscourse and  

w om en’s desire  a n d  experience of p lastic su rgery  on th e  basis  o f analysis o f m y 

interview s. T he in fo rm an ts  claim ed th e  goal o f p lastic  su rgery  is n e ith e r to  b e ­

com e beau tifu l n o r  to  b e  beau tifu l for th e ir  hu sb an d s o r boyfriends. R ather, in ­

fo rm an ts in s isted  th a t  a ltering  th e ir  body is for th e ir  ow n satisfac tion  a n d  for th e  

c reation  o f “n o rm al ap p earan ce .” In trigu ingly , th e  in fo rm an ts  show  th e ir  desire
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fo r p lastic su rgery  by  identify ing n e ith e r a S ou th  K orean native  look  n o r a w est­

ern ised  one. B oth den ia ls a re  p a r t o f th e  process o f n eg o tia tio n  to  create  new  fo r­

m atio n  o f iden tities . B habha’s suggestion is helpful in  explain ing  S outh  Korean 

w om en’s id en titie s  as “conflicted,” “am bivalen t” a n d  “in -b e tw een ” identities. 

How ever, it is n o t an  am algam ation  o f th e  tw o cu ltu ra l s tran d s  b u t ra th e r  is a 

crea tio n  o f new  fo rm a tio n  o f iden tities  th ro u g h  th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f p lastic 

su rgery  as th e  process o f com plexity.

T h ird , I found  th a t  th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een appearance, ch a rac te r a n d  desirab il­

ity  is also expressed  by  th e  interview s. T he m ajo rity  w an t to  achieve n o t ju s t  a 

change in  th e  ex ternal appearance, b u t a tran sfo rm ed  in n e r  charac te r, th ro u g h  

p lastic  surgery . T he in fo rm an ts  refuse th e  d icho tom ised  id ea  betw een  m in d /b o d y  

an d  in n e r/e x te rn a l b eau ty  by p u rsu ing  w hole ch a rac te r o f fem in ine  look such as 

“p u re ,” “gracefu l” an d  “benevo len t” charac te r by  m eans o f p lastic  surgery . Im p o r­

tan tly , I have fo u n d  th a t  th e  in fo rm an ts  recognised  th e ir  ap p earan ce  canno t be  

th e  sam e as th a t o f w este rn  m ovie sta rs , in stead , they  show  th e ir  nego tia tion  w ith  

th e  ap p earan ce  o f K orean fem ale actresses. T he body  in  a  postco lonial context 

relies on  active process o f self-form ation, as “agency o f rep re sen ta tio n ”- in  th e  

case o f K orean fem ale ac tresses as an  exam ple o f  postco lonial em b o d im en t in  th e  

fo rm ation  o f w o m en ’s iden tities.

Finally, th e  surgically  tran sfo rm ativ e  p ractice is a  fa r m o re  com plex cu ltu ra l p ro ­

duction  th a n  sim ply  an  im itative m ed ia-in stru c ted  p ractice  th a t  re asse rts  w estern  

w hite p a tria rch y  as a  re m n a n t o f cu ltu ra l o r  po litical co lonisation . Korean 

w om en’s su rgery  is m otiva ted  n o t ju s t  by  th e  desire  to  sim u la te  C aucasian  ap ­

pearance, b u t ra th e r  it is a  response  to  th e  value o f th e  “new  fem in ine iden tity .” 

K orean w om en’s p lastic  surgery  plays a key ro le  in  co n stru c tin g  a n d  defin ing th e  

con testing  an d  reco n stitu tin g  K orean national, e thnic, an d  cu ltu ra l iden tities.

P lastic su rgery  rep resen ts  a  sim u ltaneous tran sg ressio n  a n d  identifica­

tio n /co m p lian ce  w ith  d o m in an t d iscourses. T his ch ap te r h as  n o t suggested  th a t 

K orean w om en’s p lastic  su rgery  is an  en tire ly  op tim istic  reso lu tion , n o r  is it free 

o f residual an d  sim u ltan eo u s com plication th a t  can co-op t an d  covertly  re -secure 

hegem ony. Yet an ch o rin g  instances o f th e ir  seem ingly  o ffhanded  o r d iffident re ­

sistance w ith in  a  sh ifting  h isto ry  o f co lonisation  an d  colonising  can poten tially  

expose ways in  w hich  K orean w om en con test th e  gender, sexual an d  racial con­

s tra in ts  o f  th e  colonial overlay w hile actively nego tia ting  th em .
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By focusing on th e  dynam ics o f cu ltu ra l hybrid  co n testa tio n  in  th is  way, a  m ore 

effective in te rro g a tio n  o f th e  in terp lay  o f race, an d  g en d er construc tions in  re la ­

tio n  to  p lastic  su rgery  can  perh ap s be accom plished. I th e re fo re  suggest p lastic 

su rgery  shou ld  b e  u n d e rs to o d  as a transfo rm ative  p rac tice  to  allow  insigh ts in to  

its iconic s ta tu s . T his rep laces its  being  regarded  as solely a  biological entity , w ith  

a consciousness o f its  opera tio n  as a  signifier o f pow er re la tio n s  th a t  sh ift w ith in  

h isto rical an d  natio n al/g eo g rap h ica l contexts, re la ted  to  th e  in te rp lay  o f gender 

an d  race construc tion .



CHAPTER 5

TRANSLATION OF ROMANTIC LOVE AND 

MARRIAGE

5.1. Introduction

In  ch ap te r 4 , 1 d iscussed  how  p lastic surgery  as tran sfo rm ativ e  p ractice seem s to  

b e  a fa r m o re  com plex cu ltu ra l practice th a n  sim ply a  m im icking  m edia- 

in s tru c ted  p ractice  th a t  re asse rts  w este rn  w hite  p a tria rch y  as  a  re m n a n t o f cul­

tu ra l o r po litical co lonisation . U sing m y em pirical in terv iew  d ata , I a ttem p ted  to  

show  how  K orean  w om en’s su rgery  is m otiva ted  n o t ju s t  by  th e  desire  to  sim ula te  

C aucasian  app earan ce , b u t ra th e r it is a  response  to  th e  value  o f th e  “new  fem i­

n in ity .” T his ch ap te r b u ild s u p o n  th is  focus on  “new  fem in in e  id en tity ” and , in 

p a rticu la r, reflects m y in te re sts  an d  th o se  of m y in fo rm an ts  in  th e  cen tra lity  of 

tran sfo rm ativ e  id en titie s  in  th e ir  ongoing practice o f ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage. 

I p articu la rly  aim  to  show  h ere  how  m y in fo rm an ts in terp lay  th e ir  conflicts o f love 

a n d  m arriag e  in  o rd e r to  se ttle  on  an  “o rd in ary ” lifestyle. T he m arriage system  

h as b een  generally  reg ard ed  as th e  m ost significant in s titu tio n  fo r m ain ta in ing  

society b u t is n o t a  s ta tic  institu tion . R ather, it is always evolving a n d  being  tra n s ­

fo rm ed  in to  new  form s. F o r th e  m ajority  o f K oreans, getting  m arried  is tak en  for 

g ra n te d  a n d  plays a  p ivotal ro le  in  te rm s o f a  s tep  to  com plete  in  o n e ’s life. H ow ­

ever, in  th e  process o f m odern isation , th e  m ean ing  o f m arriag e  h as b een  tra n s ­

fo rm ed  rap id ly  and , indeed , w ith  in stitu tio n a l change, th e  very  concept o f m ar­

riage is being  re in te rp re ted .

T his ch ap te r d em o n stra te s  how  m ean ings o f ro m an tic  love an d  m arriag e  are 

tra n s la te d  a n d  p rac tised  in  th e  South  K orean context. I t  also add resses how  

young  w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractice  w ith  th e  com m odity  o f w este rn  m ate ria l cu lture 

as p o rtray ed  in  im p o rted  Hollywood ro m an tic  film s can be loca ted  in  th e ir  desire 

to  iden tify  them selves as global m edia consum ers. T he con trad ic to ry  ch arac te r of

- 1 4 5 -



w om en’s in te rp re ta tio n  o f sexuality  in  Hollywood ro m an tic  love highligh ts th e  

com plex dialectic o f postco lonial audiences’ re s is tan ce  to , a n d  collusion w ith, th e  

hegem ony o f global cu ltu re  (P aram esw aran , 2 002). I will focus on  m odes o f m a r­

riage a n d  ro m an ce  as well as th e  ways in  w hich th e  tra n s la te d  m ean ing  o f Holly­

w ood rom ance, a n d  th e ir  in te rp re ta tio n  in to  th e ir  ow n th e  cou rtsh ip  practices of 

m arriage, a re  sh ap ed  as p a r t o f con tem porary  K orean cu ltu re . I will also show  hy­

b rid  fo rm s o f cou rtsh ip , w hich con tain  old a n d  new  cu ltu ra l concep ts o f m arriage 

an d  ro m an tic  love a n d  w hich a re  b ased  on  com plex a n d  co n trad ic to ry  fo rm ations 

of id en tity  in  m y in fo rm an ts’ discussion.

This ch ap te r tak es  as its  s ta rtin g  p o in t th e  cu rren t m ed ia  hype in  South  Korea 

abou t th e  d isp lay  o f d iversity  in  w om en’s lifestyles a n d  conflicting d iscourses on 

m arriage a n d  expectations as a  b rid e  in  general. E ssen tia l to  th e  fo rm atio n  of 

fem inin ity  is ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage, b o th  new ly cen tra l issues fo r S outh  Ko­

rean  young w om en. T hrough  conflicting desire  betw een  ro m an tic  love (new  de­

sire) an d  m arriag e  (o ld  desire), th e  no tion  o f varie ties o f fem in in ity  as fractu red , 

com plex an d  con trad ic to ry  selves appear, as do p rocesses th ro u g h  w hich  w om en 

n ego tiate  them .

My qu estio n s are: w hy do w om en w an t to  get m arried ?  W hen  do they  becom e 

aw are o f all th e  possib ilities o f a lternative lifestyles, such  as  single life an d  u n m ar­

ried  p a rtn e rsh ip ?  A nd w hy do they  believe m arriag e  is o rd in a ry  life, even if  they  

are sea rch ing  fo r a lte rn a tiv e  pathw ays? In  o rd e r to  investigate  how  w om en s tru g ­

gle a n d  nego tia te  th e ir  iden tities  betw een  ro m an tic  love a n d  th e  m arriag e  d is­

course. F irst, I explore how  young w om en nego tia te  b e tw een  o ld  an d  new  desires 

o f ro m an tic  love, a n d  how  th ey  tran s la te  an d  reco n stru c t th e ir  desire  in  courtsh ip  

in  co n tem p o rary  South  K orean society. Second, I exam ine th e  conflict­

ing /selective ta lk  o f w om en audiences in  th e  process o f tran s itio n  concern ing  ro ­

m an tic  love as a  w este rn  sensib ility  in  Hollyw ood film s in  th e  postco lonial context 

o f S ou th  Korea. In  o th e r w ords, I consider how  S outh  K orean  w om en as aud i­

ences tra n s la te  ro m an tic  ideas, an d  how  th is  affects th e  fo rm a tio n  o f S outh  Ko­

rean  w om en’s id en tity  in  th e ir  own exercise o f m arriage . F inally, I d iscuss w hy 

young w om en are  still p ractising  a  fo rm  of m arriage , C h u n g m a e  (a rran g ed  m a r­

riage) an d  w h a t th is  p ractice p u rp o rts  to  achieve.

5.2. Overview of transforming marriage
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(5-2.1) The traditional arranged marriage

T he m arriage system  is generally  regarded  as th e  m o st s ign ifican t in s titu tio n  for 

m ain ta in in g  S ou th  K orean society (Cho, H. 1991; Kim, E-S. 1993; K endall, 1996). 

How ever, th e  m arriag e  system  is n o t a sta tic  in s titu tio n . In stead , it is constan tly  

evolving a n d  tran sfo rm ed  in to  new  form s. As N ancy A belm ann  rem arks, South 

K orean society  h as  experienced  qu ite  rap id  change, an d  its  tran sfo rm a tio n  can be 

called a  “com pressed  m od ern ity ” (2003). A nd th is  com pressed  m odern ity , th e  

h ard -co re  social in s titu tio n  o f th e  m arriage system , h as  ch an g ed  its form , con ten t 

an d  m ean ing  d u rin g  th e  las t five decades. F o r K oreans, m arriag e  h as  b een  con­

sidered  as one o f th e  m o st im p o rtan t an d  necessary  pathw ays to  th e  n o rm al life. 

In  th e  1950s, an  A m erican  e thno g rap h er, C ornelius O sgood, co rrectly  po in ted  out 

th e  m ean in g  o f m arriag e  fo r K oreans saying, ‘m arriage u n d e r  th e  o ld  K orean sys­

tem  w as a lm ost as ce rta in  as d ea th ’ (Osgood, 1951: 103).61 M ost young w om en in  

K orea have th e  sam e experience o f greetings from  th e ir  re la tives a n d  neighbours 

such  as “w hy d o n ’t  you  get m arried ?  You ough t to  be  m arried !” T his k ind  o f g reet­

ing is equ ivalen t to  “how  are  you?” for th e  young w om en. W hen  a  K orean fem inist 

scholar, E un-Shil Kim, conducted  h e r research  on  th e  m arriag e  system  in  Korea, 

she n o ted  th a t  ‘w hen  I asked  w om en why they  got m arr ied , th ey  laughed  a t m y 

ab su rd  q u estio n  a n d  sa id  th a t th ey  w an ted  to  live a  “n o rm al life’” (Kim, E-S. 

1993:12). H ow ever, d esp ite  th e  pivotal role o f m arriag e  in  living a  p ro p e r life, d u r­

ing th e  process o f m o d ern isa tio n  its m ean ing  has b een  rap id ly  tran sfo rm ed . W ith 

in stitu tio n a l change, th e  very concept o f m arriage is re in te rp re te d  as n o ted  above 

an d  as I will a ttem p t to  show  d u rin g  th is  chapter.

As in  o th e r A sian societies, such as C hina an d  Ja p a n , m arriag e  is a  b u siness con­

ducted  betw een  th e  tw o differen t fam ilies. B ecause of th e  fam ily -cen tred  social 

order, m atrim o n y  plays a  ro le  in  recru iting  an o th e r m em b er o f th e  fam ily (in 

m ost cases, also an  ad d itio n  to  th e  active labour-force). T he  basic  m arriage  p roc­

ess w as a rran g ed  an d  decided  by  th e  head  o f th e  fam ily. T his old trad itio n a l form

61 This tendency seems to be universal in other countries in Asia and western societies. During the 
twenties century the compulsory marriage system can be observed to have collapsed and trans­
formed into other forms. However, it is notable that this research is not aiming at arguing common 
and universal characters of marriage system. Rather, this research seeks to reveal the localised and 
contextualised marriage system as a part of transformative cultural practice.
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o f m atrim o n y  is called “C hungm ae” (a rranged  m arriag e).62 In  th is  p rocess, th e  

ro le  o f th e  m ain  ch arac te rs  in  m arriage, th e  b rid e  an d  groom , w ere q u ite  m in im al 

a n d  often  absen t. Even, u n d e r th e  trad itio n a l m atrim o n ia l system , b rid es  an d  

groom s w ould  go to  th e ir  w eddings in  ignorance o f each o th e r’s face.

T his type o f trad itio n a l m atrim o n y  was p rac tised  in  conservative ru ra l ya n g b a n  

( trad itio n a l noble ru ling  class in  trad itio n a l K orean society) com m unity  an d  they  

ad am an tly  re s is ted  love m arriages u p  to  th e  second  h a lf  o f th e  tw en tie th  century  

(Dix, 1977). O f course, th e  old trad itio n a l reg im e w as a lread y  show ing itse lf to  be 

in  decline w hen  new  w este rn  ideas w ere in tro d u ced  du rin g  th e  Jap a n ese  colonial 

perio d  (1910-1945). In  th e  second decade o f th e  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  ju s t  afte r th e  

ru th less rep ressio n  o f th e  peaceful in d ep en d en t m ovem en t in  1919 (the  3.1 

M ovem ent), th e  Jap a n e se  ru lers  re fo rm ed  th e ir  policy on  K orean peop le from  

m ilitary  o p pression  to  re laxed  civil governance, w hich w as called th e  "cultural 

policy”. In  th e  colonial period , new  en ligh tenm en t o f w este rn  ideas an d  a ttitu d es  

w ere in tro d u ced  an d  p revailed  am ongst th e  u rb an  in telligentsia . M any young Ko­

rean s w en t to  th e  h ig h er education  system  in  th e  colonial city  o f Seoul. T hrough 

th e ir  education  a n d  m o d ern isa tio n  u n d e r th e  colonial ru le, a  new  form  of m ar­

riage w as in tro d u ced . T he new  idea w as b ased  u p o n  free choice an d  love. In  th is  

changed  s itu a tio n , young in tellectuals began  to  advocate m arriag e  on  th e  basis o f 

th e ir  personal choice an d  m u tu al u n d erstan d in g  in  th e  n am e o f ind iv idualism  an d  

free will (K endall, 1996: 101). In  particu la r, a  new  k in d  o f m o d ern ised  w om en 

em erged, called "new  w om en” (S in yo su n g )63. As th e  novel idea  began  to  prevail, 

m any  educated  m en  left b eh in d  th e ir  wives who h ad  a lready  b een  chosen  by  th e ir 

family. In stead , th ey  w ere in  p u rsu it o f ro m an tic  love w ith  th e  new  w om en who 

w ere edu cated  a n d  stylish. At th e  sam e tim e, th e  colonial ru le  an n o u n ced  liberal

62 The Chungmae marriage (arranged marriage) is a quite interesting concept. The usage of the 
term varies in different locations and situations. In general, the term refers to the general form of 
arranged marriage. However, sometimes the meaning of the term is used differently. As I will dis­
cuss later, different forms of arranged meetings have evolved to be included in the category. Those 
forms of meetings can be categorised as sub-concepts of the Chungmae.

63 The term appeared in Japan during the 1900s, and it was introduced in colonial Korea during the 
1920s. As soon as it introduced in Korea, it became the main term to represent the specific period of 
the 1920s. According to Kwon, the definition of “new women” is women who are educated to the 
level of the middle school. Furthermore, with respect to their appearance, new women were repre­
sented as having western hairstyles, wearing heels, carrying parasols, and wearing strong perfume 
(Kwon, B. 2003: 65-66).
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divorce laws a n d  th is  facilita ted  m any  m en  to  cast off th e ir  a rran g ed  w ives (Ka- 

tsu e , 2 0 03 : 162) an d  th is  p h en o m en o n  o f divorce an d  m a trim o n y  in  th e  nam e of 

free choice a n d  love provoked in ten se  d isapproval an d  p ro fo u n d  angu ish  am ong 

kin.

(5 .2 .2) M o d e rn ity  a n d  ro m a n tic  love

U n d er th e  n am e o f m o d ern isa tio n  an d  en ligh tenm en t, th e  idea o f ro m an tic  love 

p ervaded  peop le’s lifestyle. For K oreans u n d e r th e  colonial ru le , m o dern isa tion  

m ean t an  asp ira tio n  to  th e  w ealth  an d  pow er o f n a tio n h o o d . F o r th is  reason , peo­

p le g radually  accep ted  th e  new  way o f life an d  ideas th a t  o rig in a ted  from  w hat 

w as seen  to  b e  th e  au th en tic  origin o f m odern ity , th e  W est. T he  m arriage system  

w as directly  in fluenced  by  th is  eno rm ous wave o f m o d ern isa tio n . R om antic  love 

an d  m atrim o n y  o n  th e  basis  o f free will began  to  u n d e rm in e  th e  solid  foundation  

o f th e  old trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage system . As n o ted  above, ro m an tic  love 

becam e a cen tra l top ic  particu larly  am ongst m idd le class in tellectuals d u rin g  th e  

1920s. H ow ever, it  m igh t be asked: w ithou t any  d irec t co n tac t a n d  in teraction , 

how  d id  K orean in tellectuals acquire  th e  idea o f ro m an tic  love an d  ro m an tic  love 

m arriage, w hich  w ere seen  to  be  th e  backbones o f w este rn  m o dern ism ? As m any  

scholars have d iscussed , th e  m ain  w ay o f picking up  th e  idea  w as th ro u g h  novels 

an d  w ritings (Choi, H.S. 2 0 0 0 ; Kwon, B. 2003). F o r in stance , a  fam ous early  nov­

elist d u rin g  th e  colonial period , Lee Kwang-Soo, p ro d u ced  a  colossal w ork, M u -  

je o n g  (H eartless). T he novel show s new  types o f tren d s  an d  struggle an d  a  new  

confusion, w hich  w ere re la ted  to  love an d  m arriage in  th e  la te  1910s.

H ow ever, th e  s tro n g est m ed ium  for ro m an tic  love m ay also  have b een  visual m a­

teria ls. T he "New W orld  im age” w ith  its m o d ern  sense o f e n te r ta in m e n t from  th e  

W est becam e w idely available to  colonised  K oreans in  th e  early  1930s. T he influ­

ence o f w estern -A m erican  m ovies64 (m ain ly  H ollyw ood film s) w as very s trong  

an d  th ey  becam e w idely accepted  as a  "tex tbook o f m o d ern ity ” (Park , Y-H. 1978: 

83). C onsequently , th e  w estern  m ovie w as a  "w indow  o n  th e  w orld”. W hen th e

64The western films (American movies over 90%) occupied 60-70 % of the whole market in Korea 
(Yoo, S-Y. 2005: 9). It is noted that Japanese film was not attracted the Korean Audiences at that 
time.
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f irs t w este rn  gen re  w as in troduced , th e  audiences w ere m ostly  teenage  secondary  

school pupils, b u t by  th e  la te  1920s, they  w ere m ostly  ad u lt in tellectuals. T hose 

m oviegoers w ere seen  to  be, an d  indeed  called, “advanced  m o d ern  peop le”. For 

th em , (especially A m erican) m ovies w ere generally  so m eth in g  m ore  th a n  m ere 

e n te rta in m en t. W este rn  m ovies encouraged people to  follow  an d  m im ic w ha t ac­

to rs  an d  ac tresses w ere w earing  an d  doing in  film s. N ew  fash ion  item s sw ept 

th ro u g h  th e  s tree ts  o f Seoul like C haplin’s m oustache, G ary C ooper’s coat, R obert 

M ontgom ery’s tie , W illiam  Powell’s tro u sers an d  so on  (Kim , J-S . 1999:174). D ur­

ing  th e  colonial perio d  (1910-1945), young people becam e em otionally  a ttach ed  to  

film  heroes an d  hero ines such  as ‘Jo h n  G ilbert, R onald  C olem an, R am on 

N avarro , L illian G ish, M arlene D ietrich an d  G reta G arbo, o ften  m en tion ing  those  

s ta rs  an d  body  p a rts  in  describ ing  th e  physical sh ap e  o f th e ir  frien d s a n d  lovers in  

te rm s  o f sim ilarities’ (Kim, J-S . 1999:155). According to  Yoo Sun-young, ‘The de­

sired  change w as to  crea te  a new  w orld  th a t included , o n  th e  ind iv idual level, 

copying a n d  m im icking new  m odern  bodily gestures, fo rm s o f speech, facial ex­

p ressions, language a n d  ou tlooks’ (Yoo, S-Y. 2001: 420).

O ne o f th e  cu ltu ra l in s titu tio n s  strongly  in fluenced  by  th e  pervasive w este rn  cul­

tu re  th ro u g h  m ovies w as m arriage c u ltu re ^ . D uring th e  1920s an d  1930s, so- 

called m o d ern ised  couples w ould avoid a trad itio n a l m arriag e  cerem ony an d  in ­

stead  go to  chu rch  fo r YesooK yo-sik  (C hristian  style) m arriage , d ressed  in  w est­

ern  su its  an d  w h ite  dresses. T he te rm  “YesooK yo-sik” m arriag e  cam e in to  usage 

in  th e  1920s to  designate  m odern-sty le  m arriage. A n ew sp ap er a t th e  tim e  even 

show ed how  such  m arriag e  tran s la ted  in to  everyday events on  th e  s tree t in  Seoul:

In American movies, there is a scene in which a couple asked a priest on the 
street to be an officiator and had a wedding on the street instantly. In Chosun 
(an old name of Korea), there was a guy who stopped a girl and proposed on 
the street [...] in 1930, there was a man proposing to  a passer-by. In 1931, 
there could be someone having a wedding ceremony on the street.

CChosun Ilbo, 25 November 1930 in Shin, M-J, 2003:141) 

(5-2.3) R o m a n tic  love as a  fa i le d  p ro jec t in  the co lonial c lim a te

65 Interestingly, this phenomenon of the American movies can be argued as a form of resistance to 
Japanese colony and American culture for audiences may have been an imagined place to escape 
from the colonial oppression (Yoo, S-Y. 2005).
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How ever, ro m an tic  love d id  n o t always provide rosy  p rospects. In  p articu la r d u r­

ing th e  colonial p e rio d  (1910-1945), m any  in tellectuals a n d  so-called  new  w om en 

(S in yo su n g ) p rac tised  ro m an tic  love an d  got m arried  w ith o u t th e  consen t o f th e ir 

fam ilies. T his p ioneering  behav iou r som etim es m et w ith  s tro n g  resistance  an d  

d isapproval from  th e ir  fam ily and , consequently , scandalous ru m o u rs  w ere circu­

la ted  in  society.

T hese ru m o u rs  inc luded  m any  m ythical s to ries o f failed  rom ance. T here  a re  two 

fam ous cases o f failed  rom ance: th e  firs t sto ry  w as ab o u t a p ioneering  fem ale 

p a in te r  a n d  w riter, N a H ye-sok (1896-1948). She h ad  a tte n d e d  h ig h er education  

in  J a p a n  a n d  E urope , a n d  enjoyed h igh social visibility  a n d  rep u ta tio n . She b roke 

new  g ro u n d  in  w este rn  oil pain ting  as th e  firs t K orean  professional fem ale 

pa in ter. H ow ever, h e r  tu rb u len t love affairs w ith  th ree  m en  a n d  h e r m arriage b e­

cam e a  source  o f gossip an d  scandal. W hen she d ivorced h e r d ip lom at husband , 

Kim W oo-young, she  p u b lished  an  artic le  criticising th e  conservative social view 

on m arriag e  a n d  inequality  betw een  m en  an d  w om en (N a, 1934). How ever, afte r 

h e r divorce m an y  b lam ed  h e r for co rrup ting  social m orals. H ence, h e r fam ily d is­

ow ned h e r an d  sh e  tragically  d ied  hom eless in  1948 (Kim , Y-H. 2 0 0 2 ). A nother 

exam ple can  be  fo u n d  in  th e  case o f th e  love affair betw een  a  fam ous opera  singer 

of th e  1920s, Y oon S im -duk, an d  a w riter, Kim Jin -w oo . Yoon w as educated  in 

Tokyo a n d  becam e a  sop rano  singer in  Korea, an d  she fell in  love w ith  Kim J in -  

woo. H ow ever, he  a lready  had  a  wife w ho h ad  been  chosen  by  h is fam ily. Thus, 

they  dec ided  to  com m it suicide an d  they  th rew  them selves off th e  fe rry  betw een  

Ja p a n  a n d  K orea in  1926 (Kwon, B. 2 003). T hese tw o trag ic  love sto ries a re  still 

th e  sym bol o f th e  re su lts  o f p u re  ro m an tic  love, an d  th e  m ass m ed ia  still revives 

th ese  sto ries in  th e  form  o f d ram a  an d  docum entaries.

T hus, from  th is  early  m o d ern is t experim ent, th e  p ro ject o f ro m an tic  m o d ern  love 

has b een  reg ard ed  as a  difficult ta sk  to  achieve by m ass m ed ia  a lthough  th e  m ain  

idea h as p e rm e a ted  deeply  a n d  prevailed  in  South  K orean society. A t th e  deeper 

level o f m entality , th e  experim ental experience offered an  idea th a t ro m an tic  love 

itse lf is accom pan ied  w ith  fear o f failure. T he anxiety  o f ro m an tic  love is re ­

c ircu lated  as trag ic  ends to  con tem porary  film s an d  m elod ram as, rew orking  th e  

m ythical scandalous sto ries o f N a H yesok an d  Yoon S im -duk. Even recently , it 

can  be  claim ed th a t  th ese  trag ic  ends o f rom an tic  love show ed  th e  huge gap b e ­

tw een  th e  m o d ern  ro m an tic  love an d  trad itio n a l conservative social conditions. In
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o th e r w ords, th e  experim en t o f rom an tic  love in  th e  colonial p erio d  w as, essen ­

tially, a failed  project.

(5 .2 .4) The em erg en ce  o f  novel fo r m s  o f  m a rria g e

N evertheless, th e  im p o rt o f m odern ity  an d  ro m an tic  love also  b ro u g h t a  degree of 

op tim ism  to  K oreans. T his tendency  w as m ain ta in ed  a fte r th e  lib era tio n  from  th e  

colonial ru le  d esp ite  th e  trag ic  an d  b ru ta l K orean W ar (1950-1953). W ith  th e  de­

velopm en t o f m o d ern isa tio n  in  Korea, th e  op tim istic  view  on  changing  th e  m a t­

rim onial fo rm  tow ards free choice on  th e  basis o f ro m an tic  love w as argued  by 

m any  in tellectuals. O ne K orean w rite r c laim ed th a t  ‘th e  t re n d  now  is to w ard  a 

g rea te r freedom  o f choice in  selection o f a  lifetim e m ate , an d  a  com panionsh ip  

app roach ing  th e  re la tio n sh ip  o f h u sb an d  an d  wife in  th e  W este rn  w orld  is devel­

oping th ro u g h o u t K orea’ (Kim, H-T. 1957: 103, in  K endall, 1996: 90). This view 

stem m ed  from  th e  teleological view th a t  developm ent an d  en lig h ten m en t are  

equ ivalen t to  achieving th e  w estern  m odel o f life style. H ow ever, such  perspec­

tives never m ateria lised  in  practice. As Kendall p o in ts  o u t effectively by  using  th e  

a rg u m en t o f Rey Chow (Chow, 1991), m od ern isa tio n  ‘m ay  b e  oblivious to  th e  ac­

tu a l cond itions a n d  p rem ises o f w om en’s lives in  th e  new ’ (K endall, 1996: 90).

In  real life p ractice, a k ind  of com prom ised  form  of m atrim o n y  has evolved. This 

new  tre n d  can  b e  described  as m arriage  by  personal choice w ith  th e  approval of 

th e  family. In  an  ideal w orld, th e  ro m an tic  love m arriag e  can  b e  seen  as an  an ­

tith esis  to  th e  o ld  trad itio n a l arran g ed  m arriage. H ow ever, in  th e  real w orld, th e  

com prom ised  fo rm  o f m arriag e  h as  gradually  b een  accep ted  widely. T he p re fer­

ence for p e rso n a l choice on  th e  basis o f ro m an tic  love (love m arriage, Yonae  

g yu lh o n ) is an  abso lu te  choice o f th e  m ajority  in  th e  post-K orean  W ar period. 

However, th ey  still have to  secure th e ir  fam ily approval. D uring  th e  firs t th ree  

decades a fte r th e  devasta ting  1950-1953 K orean W ar, th e  new  n eg o tia ted  form  of 

m arriage w as practiced . A lthough m any  o f th e  conservative o ld  genera tion  in i­

tially  re s is ted  p ro life ra tion  o f th e  new  idea  o f personal choice a n d  love, th e  rap id  

in d u stria lisa tio n  a n d  u rb an isa tio n  p robab ly  m ade th em  accep t th e  reality  o f p rac­

tis ing  new  fo rm s o f m arriage. N evertheless, m any  people still p racticed  th e  

nam ely  old fo rm  o f m arriage , C hungm ae. I t  is no tab le  th a t  d u rin g  th e  period  o f 

rap id  in d u stria lisa tio n  (roughly  betw een  th e  m id  1960s a n d  th e  1970s), a lthough 

people called th e  form  of m arriage C hungm ae, th e  ac tua l co n ten t began  to  be
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filled w ith  new  form  o f m arriage , i.e. personal choice o f spouse a n d  ro m an tic  love. 

W ith  resp ec t to  m o re  recen t expectations, th e  abso lu te  m ajo rity  is com m itted  to  

th e  love m arriage. A ccording to  a  survey done by  th e  K orean W o m en ’s Develop­

m en t In s titu te  in  1985, 77.7 % o f re sponden ts  rep lied  th a t  m arriag e  is a m a tte r  of 

ind iv idual choice sanctified  by p aren ta l consen t w hereas only 1.5% o f people ex­

p ressed  a  w illingness to  m erely  “follow” a p a re n t’s choice (KW DI, 1985: 59, in 

K endall 1996: 94).

T his in te re stin g  change tow ards th e  com prom ised  form  o f m arriag e  show ed th e  

gap betw een  ideal fo rm  o f love m arriage a n d  real p ractice  o f m arriage . People 

have realised  th a t, a lthough  they  all expect to  get m arried  on  th e  basis  o f rom an tic  

love, it is m erely  an  ideal an d  really  h a rd  to  ach ieve /rea lise  such  options. In  th e  

sam e survey, w hich  has b een  regularly  conducted  since 1959 (KW DI, 1985: 59, in  

K endall 1996: 94), th e  general tendency  o f endorsing  a  view  of love m arriage w ith 

fam ily approval h as  d em o n stra ted  a steady  rise. H ow ever, in teresting ly , th e  n u m ­

b e r o f peop le advocating  m arriage solely o n  th e  basis  o f p e rso n a l choice de­

creased, from  10.9% to  3.2%, du rin g  1980-1990 (KW DI, 1985: 59, in  Kendall 

1996: 94).

W e can th en  p e rh ap s  ask: if  th e  m ajority  view  on  m arriag e  is n e ith e r th e  sole ro ­

m an tic  love-based  m arriag e  n o r trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage, w h a t k in d  o f in s ti­

tu tio n a l fram e can  su p p o rt th is  new ly co n stitu ted  idea o f m arriag e?  In teresting ly , 

th e re  is no  such  an  a lternative  in stitu tio n al form  o f m atrim o n ia l p rocess to  u n ­

d erp in  th e  co m prom ised  form  a n d  view  of m arriage. In s tead , I  found  in  m y re ­

search  th a t  in fo rm an ts  actively tran s la te  th e  old fo rm  o f m arriag e  system  an d  

m o d ern  ro m an tic  love to g e th er in to  novel m eanings. In  th e  course  o f th is  tra n s la ­

tion , m o d ern  ro m an ce  becom es a necessary  cond ition  for m arriage. T he question  

is how  th e  trad itio n a l m arriage  form  a n d  m o d em  ro m an tic  love a re  com bined  to ­

gether. As seen , th e  tw o concepts w ere u n d ers to o d  as d isp a ra te  elem en ts in  Ko­

rean  society. H ow ever, w ith  th e  m odern isation  process, each  e lem en t can n o t be 

com pleted  alone. T herefore, in  th e  nex t section, I will show  th e  tw o e lem ents are  

rep resen ted  in  m ass  m ed ia  in  con tem porary  K orean society.

5.3. The media representation of love and marriage

S outh  K oreans have observed  dynam ic cu ltura l change d u rin g  a n d  afte r th e  

1990s, w hich h as  b een  particu larly  reflected  in  th e  m edia. W ith  reg ard  to  m a r­
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riage an d  love, various novel concepts a n d  a lternative  ideas w ere flourish ing  in  

th is  period . T he p re-ex isting  idea  o f m arriage an d  ro m an tic  love w as significantly 

rev isited  a n d  re p resen te d  differently. In  general, th e re  have b een  th e  specific 

changes in  th e  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  o f m arriage a n d  love. T he d iscourse o f p re ­

m arita l cohab ita tion  has em erged  in  public. A heterosexual couple living together 

w ithou t getting  m arried  w as n o t m orally  accepted in  K orean  trad itio n , except 

w hen  th e  couple could  n o t afford  to  have a  w edding cerem ony. In  th is  exceptional 

case, th e  re la tio n sh ip  w as recognised as a  regu la r m arriage. H ow ever, if th ey  lived 

to g e th er in  o rd e r to  try  o u t th e ir  re la tionsh ip , o r  as a  p a rtn e rsh ip , th is  w ould  be 

th e  sub ject o f criticism . T he situ a tio n  d ram atically  changed  d u rin g  th e  1990s. 

A part from  th e  ac tua l p ractice  o f cohabita tion , th e  concep t h as  b een  gradually  

p erm eatin g  in to  th e  new  gen era tio n ’s consciousness. In  o th e r w ords, th e  m eaning  

o f tw o e lem ents, i.e. m arriage an d  ro m an tic  love, a re  significantly  revised. This is 

n o t a  one-sid ed  revision o r transfo rm ation . R ath er it is doub le  tran sfo rm atio n  of 

th e  tw o e lem ents. A ccording to  a recen t survey, th e  young  g en era tio n  (20-35 

year-old) show s an  acceptance o f p rem arita l cohab ita tion . 56.9%  o f th e  younger 

generation  ap p rec ia te  th a t  th ey  do n o t m in d  th e  p rem arita l cohab ita tion , w hereas 

a positive reac tio n  to  p rem arita l cohab ita tion  from  th e  o ld er gen era tio n  (36-45 

year-o ld) is only 42.2%  (Lee & Son, Jo o n g an g  Daily N ew paper, 5 O ctober 2004). 

The d iscourse h as  finally  b een  abso rbed  by  in terac tion  be tw een  th e  rep resen ta ­

tion  o f m ed ia  an d  w om en’s audience in  th e  2 0 0 0 s.

In  2 0 0 3 , p rem arita l cohab ita tion  becam e a  subject o f a  te lev ision  d ram a. The Cat 

o f  the R o o fto p  R o o m  (O ktapbang  G oyang-y , P roducer: In-Y oung Kim, MBC,

2 003) con fron ted  th e  issue directly. A lthough it w as a com edy, th e  d ram a  show s 

w hat h ap p en s w hen  a  couple m eet an d  live toge ther a n d  th e  developm ent o f th e  

re la tionsh ip  a n d  p rem arita l cohabita tion . C onfronting  an  a rea  o f taboo  in  th e  m e­

dia, The C at o f  the R o o fto p  R o o m  becam e th e  m ost p o p u lar d ra m a  o f th e  season. 

Also, th e  h id d en  d iscourse o f p rem arita l cohab ita tion  en te red  th e  public dom ain . 

Before th e  d ra m a  w as aired , p rem arita l cohab ita tion  w as generally  described  as 

th e  d a rk  side  o f re la tionsh ips, equated  to  o th e r negative aspects  such  as betrayal 

an d  revenge. H ow ever, th is  d ram a deals w ith  cohab ita tion  as an  issue to  do w ith 

p a rtn e rs  w ish ing  to  get to  know  each o th e r befo re  m arriage, as th e  w rite r o f th e  

d ram a, Yoori Kim says (Pi, S-H., 2004). This bold  m ove by  th e  m edia  seem s to  

offer an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  cu rren t m arriage system . N evertheless, it reveals th e  

lim ita tions o f th e  cu rren t d iscourse, w hich w hilst they  seem  to  show  differen t op­
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tio n s o f m arriage , th e  d iscourse o f p rem arita l cohab ita tion  is n o t seen  necessary  

as an  in d ep en d en t a lte rna tive  to  th e  cu rren t one o f rig id  conven tional m arriage. 

R ather, as th e  w rite r o f th e  d ram a rem arks, cohab ita tion  is living to g e th er first, 

an d  m arriag e  la te r. P rem arita l cohab ita tion  im plies th a t  th e  final goal o f cohabi­

ta tio n  is to  get m arried . In  o th er w ords, cohab ita tion  is reg ard ed  as ju s t  a  provi­

sional a n d  tran s itio n a l p e rio d  for m arriage. This w ary  ap p ro ach  to  th e  issue o f 

p rem arita l co h ab ita tio n  m eans th a t  th e re  rem ains a huge b a r r ie r  an d  struggle in  

social consensus.

How ever, th e  re su lts  o f a survey show  th e  o th e r side o f th e  p rev alen t d iscourse on 

p rem arita l cohab ita tion . A lthough nearly  70% of people accep ted  th e  concept o f 

cohab ita tion , as th e  survey re su lt n o ted  above show s, 51.5% o f re sp o n d en ts  to  th e  

question , ‘w ould  you  get m arried  if your lover h ad  experience o f cohab ita tion?’ 

sa id  ‘n o ’ (Kwon, O. H ankyeoreh  Daily N ew spaper, 15 Ju ly  2 0 0 3 ). W ith  respect to  

th e  m ean ing  o f th is  co n trad ic to ry  resu lt, a  close re la tio n sh ip  betw een  cohab ita­

tio n  an d  m arriag e  can  be  fo u n d  in  an  in terv iew  conduc ted  to  m o n ito r th e  aud i­

ences’ reac tio n s to  th e  d ram a. O ne o f th e  interview ees rem ark s  ‘If  I found  a  righ t 

p a r tn e r  fo r cohab ita tion , w hy w ouldn’t  I get m arried ?  I w ould  ra th e r  get m arried . 

C ohabitation  is still scandalous in  w orkplaces’ (Lee, J-W . 2 0 0 3 ).

T his conflictual d iscourse can b e  found  in  an o th e r p o p u la r m elo d ram a in  Korea, 

such as one called  T erm s o f  E n d ea rm en t66 (A ejeo n g -eu i-Jo g u n , p roducer: Jo n g - 

Chang Kim, KBS, 2 0 0 4 ) in  2 004 . D uring th e  6 m o n th s  o f th e  “re ig n ” o f th is  

d ram a, it reach ed  th e  top-view ing ra te  (average 40% ) an d  caused  huge con tro ­

versy, a ro u n d  th e  issue o f p rem arita l cohabita tion . C om pared  to  th e  C at in  the  

R oo ftop  R o o m , th e  ap p ro ach  o f th is  d ram a w as qu ite  d iffe ren t; it  d isplays a  m ore  

conservative view  o f p rem arita l cohabita tion . In  th e  d ram a , on e  o f th e  hero ines, 

E un-pa, h as  a sec re t p as t o f cohab ita tion  w ith  h e r ex-boy fr ien d  a n d  a  m iscar­

riage, w hen  she falls in  love. W hen she gets m arried , th e  h id d en  p as t is revealed  

an d  th e  d ram a  show s h e r struggle an d  em otional tu rm oil. A lthough th e  d ram a 

ends u p  w ith  a  h ap p y  ending , a t one p o in t E un-pa a ttem p ts  to  com m it suicide b e ­

cause o f h e r past. E ven th e  actress, G ain H an, rem ark s in  an  in terv iew  th a t  if  she 

w ere in  th e  sam e s itu a tio n , she w ould  refuse to  live to g e th e r befo re  m arriage say­

66 The translated title is the same as the Hollywood film (director: James L. Brooks, 1983), however, 
the story of the Korean drama is completely different from the Hollywood film
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ing th a t  ‘a lthough  I m ay  b e  in  love, w hen  p u t in  th e  s itu a tio n  o f cohab ita tion , I 

w ould  get m a rr ie d  firs t’. She also claim s ‘th e  idea o f p rem arita l cohab ita tion  is no t 

a  b ad  idea, b u t I am  really  a fra id  to  com m it’ (Bak, M -J. 18 M arch, 2 004).

T here  a re  also q u ite  co n trad ic to ry  public op in ions on  p rem arita l cohabita tion , 

com pared  to  th e  survey  re su lts  above. O ne w om en’s In te rn e t site , X Y  in  L ove, has 

surveyed w om en’s a ttitu d es  to  p rem arita l cohab ita tion  a n d  w om en’s p as t sex­

u a l/co h ab itin g  experience, show ing th a t 47% of fem ale re sp o n d en ts  rep lied  th a t 

one shou ld  n o t d ec la re /m en tio n  one’s p ast experience a t all (xyinlove.co.kr,

2 004). H ow ever, one o f th e  fem in ist o rgan isations in  K orea, K orean W om en’s 

L ink (Yosong M in w o o h o e ) criticises th is  conservative view  an d  re la tes  it to  th e  

d ram a  m en tio n ed  above. A  d irec to r o f th e  m edia  m ov em en t in  th e  Korean 

W om en’s Link, H e ran  Kang, claim s ‘th is  d ram a encourages an ti-socia l an d  past- 

o rien ted  old fash io n ed  view s o n  p rem arita l cohab ita tion  w ith o u t reflecting new  

acceptance. I f  th e  d ra m a  described  th e  problem  o f a m an  w ho h as various sexual 

experiences an d  a  desire  to  get m arried  to  a  p u re  w om an  a n d  revealed  th e  hypoc­

risy  o f m en , th e n  it w ould  b e  possib le  to  argue ab o u t new  sexual a ttitu d es. But 

T erm s o f  E n d e a rm e n t  tr ie s  to  b lam e w om en’s p a s t’ (Pi, S-H . 2 0 0 4 ). O n th e  o ther 

h an d , th e  p ro d u cer o f th is  d ram a , Jo ng-chang  Kim, w ho w on th e  G ender Equality  

Prize from  th e  M inistry  o f G ender E quality  for his co n trib u tio n  in  th e  w om en’s 

issues to  ra ising  th e  issue o f abolish ing  th e  headsh ip  o f househo ld , rep lies to  th is 

criticism  saying ‘th is  p ro g ram m e is m erely  reflecting c u rre n t K orean society. In  

reality , K orean society is m o re  p a tria rch al an d  conservative th a n  w h a t w e have 

described  in  th is  d ram a. ‘I k now  th a t  th e  co n ten t o f th is  d ram a  is too  conven­

tional a n d  som ehow  silly, b u t  I have tr ie d  to  describe th e  rea lities  o f w om en’s 

lives. I t  is a  p ity  n o t to  offer any  a lternative , b u t I h ope  peop le  realise  th e  lim ita­

tions o f cu rren t social views an d  how  K orea is a m ale -cen tred  society a n d  m edia 

w hen you w atch  th is  d ra m a ’ (Pi, S-H. 2 004).

The o th e r s ign ifican t change in  m edia  rep resen ta tio n  can  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  re la ted  

issues o f ca ree r a n d  m arriage. As in d u stria lisa tio n  p rogresses, m an y  w om en have 

com m itted  to  th e ir  careers. T h an k s to  th is  pro longed  p a rtic ip a tio n  by  w om en in  

th e  lab o u r m ark e t, th e  n u m b er o f u n m arrie d  w om en am o n g st th o se  aged  betw een  

25 an d  29 h as  grow n from  10% in  th e  1970s to  40%  in  th e  2 0 0 0 s . F u rtherm ore , 

th e  n u m b er o f u n m arr ie d  w om en  am ongst th e  30-34  y ea rs  age g roup  h as  reached  

11% (Park , S-H. H ankook  E conom y Daily, 18 Ju n e  2 0 0 4 ). T his grow ing tendency
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of increasing  m arriag e  age can be  explained  in  tw o ways. F irst, it  m ay  reflect th a t 

fact th a t, fo r w om en, it is h a rd  to  balance career an d  m arriag e  a n d  th ey  choose to  

sacrifice e ith e r m arriag e  o r career. In  South  Korea, once w om en  get m arried , they  

have ten d ed  to  re tre a t from  th e ir  career as th e re  h as  b een  social p ressu re  an d  a 

com pany  cu ltu re  d u rin g  rap id  in dustria lisa tion  to  encourage th is , a lthough  th is 

cu ltu re  h as b een  changing  m ore  recently  in  favour o f p u rsu in g  w om en’s careers 

alongside m arriage. Second, th e re  is th e  issue o f rearin g  ch ild ren . C om pressed 

in d u stria lisa tio n  causes a  p rob lem  w ith  th e  lack o f a social w elfare system . W hen 

w om en w ho have th e ir  own career have children, th e re  is no  o th e r choice b u t 

staying a t h om e to  tak e  care o f th e ir  ch ild ren  if th e re  is n o  help  from  th e ir  re la­

tives.

T he difficulties o f com bin ing  m arriage an d  career a re  d esc ribed  in  th e  d ram a 

W om en  w a n t  to  g e t  m a rr ied  (G ylhon hago  sipeun  Yoja, d irec to r: In -young  Kim, 

MBC, 2 0 0 4 ) in  2 0 0 4 . T his d ram a reached  an  aud ience o f a ro u n d  30%  am ongst 

th e  age g roup  o f 3 0 s  in  2 0 0 4 . This d ram a  depicts th e  lives o f th re e  w om en aged 

32 a n d  th e ir  desires  fo r a  ca reer an d  m arriage. T he m ain  ch a rac te r o f  th is  d ram a, 

Sin-young is a  jo u rn a lis t an d  h as experienced being  d u m p ed  b y  h e r  ex-boyfriend 

because sh e  is focusing too  m uch  on h e r career. O ne o f h e r friends, Soon-ae has 

ju s t  b een  sacked  an d  has b ro k en  up  w ith  h e r cheating  boyfriend . M eanw hile, an ­

o th er friend , Seungri w as m arried  to  a rich  playboy a n d  lived in  th e  S tates, b u t 

she  d ivorced a n d  cam e back  to  South  Korea. T he com m on desire  o f th ese  th ree  

m ain  ch a rac te rs  is all ab o u t m arriage. They are  all seek ing  th e  rig h t perso n  to  

m arry . H ow ever, w hen  th ey  do  actually  find  som eone w ho m ay  be  th e  righ t p e r­

son, th e  d ra m a  show s th e ir  re luctance an d  h esita tio n  to  com m it because o f th e  

p u rsu it o f th e ir  careers.

O ne o f th e  s tren g th s  o f th is  d ram a is th a t  its depiction  o f w o m en ’s desires an d  d i­

lem m as is q u ite  honest. A ccording to  th e  m ed ia  review  m agazine pub lished  by  the  

m edia w orkers’ u n io n  o f MBC, th e  b roadcasting  com pany  th a t  p rod u ced  th e  

d ram a, th is  d ra m a  b reak s th e  “C inderella” fo rm ula o f w om en. In  th e  review  a r ti­

cle, th e  m ain  d ifference betw een  p ast d ram as an d  W o m en  w a n t  to g e t  m a rr ied  is 

th e  a ttitu d e  to  m arriag e  w hich is m ore  fem ale-centred . In  p rev ious d ram as, m en 

always have th e  pow er o f decision regard ing  m arriage, w h ereas  in  th is  d ram a, it is 

w om en w ho are  seeking th e ir  p a rtn e rs  an d  m aking th e ir  ow n decisions to  get 

m arried . F u rth erm o re , th e  d ram a describes th e  reality  o f w o m en ’s desire  for a



career. Lastly, in s tead  o f concealing an d  iso lating th e  d iscourse  o f divorce as 

sham e, th e  d ram a  d em o n stra te s  th a t th e  divorcee can  ac tua lly  reco n stru c t h e r life 

by  having  h e r ow n career. As m en tioned  above, a grow ing  n u m b er o f w om en 

w an t to  have th e ir  ow n career. A lready in  th e  1980s over 70%  of fem ale college 

s tu d en ts  show ed th e ir  desire  to  get a jo b  afte r g rad u a tio n  (Cho, H . 2 002). Thus, 

th e  strugg le an d  ten s io n  betw een  m arriage an d  ca reer h as  becom e a  real issue in  

South  K orean society w hilst, p e rh ap s paradoxically , ro m an tic  love h as  becom e an  

increasing ly  significan t th em e in  m edia a n d  society.

(5 -3 -i) T rag ic  n a rra tiv es  o f  ro m a n tic  love

O ne of th e  in trig u in g  tendenc ies in  th e  m edia  re p resen ta tio n  o f love a n d  m arriage 

is th e  revival a n d  re -u se  o f th e  trag ic  narra tives o f ro m an tic  love67. T his tendency  

can easily b e  fo u n d  in  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s  in  co n tem p o rary  K orean society. In  

ad d ition  to  various p o p u la r K orean ro m an tic  film s o f th e  p ast, th e re  a re  several 

hugely po p u la r film s th a t illu stra te  rom an tic  re la tionsh ips w ith o u t th e  approval o f 

on e’s fam ily. H ow ever, one com m on th em e of th ese  p o p u la r  ro m an tic  m ovies is 

th a t  th e  end ing  o f th e  film s is tragic. F or instance, C h ris tm a s in  A u g u s t  (d irector: 

J in h o  H uh , 1998) show s th e  desire  for, an d  fear of, p u re  ro m an tic  love. T he n a r­

ra tive is sim ple: a  fem ale traffic w arden  falls in  love w ith  th e  ow ner o f a cam era 

shop  a t firs t sight. H ow ever, th is  love is n o t expressed  explicitly. F u rth erm o re , no 

passion  is d escribed  in  th e  film  a t all. T he film  only describes em otional sensitiv­

ity  an d  exchanges betw een  th e  tw o m ain  charac ters  a n d  th e  film  en d s w ith  th e  

dea th  o f th e  m ale  ch arac te r. T he film  w as extrem ely  p o p u la r in  1998 w ith  4 4 ,0 0 0  

people w atch ing  it w ith in  a  few weeks o f release.

I t  could p e rh ap s  b e  a rg u ed  th a t  th e  film  dem o n stra te s  th a t  ro m an tic  love is im ­

perfect on its  own. O ne o f th e  film  critics in  th e  C annes F ilm  Festival even com ­

m en ted  ‘th is  film  is beau tifu l w ith  an  o rien ta l view  on  d e a th ’ (C ine 21, 1999).

67 In the debates on the history of the melodramatic imagination, Peter Brooks (1976) explores the 
rise of melodrama through dramatic convention (Grimstead, 1968), literary work (Radway, 1984), 
film (De Lauretis, 1984; Gledhill, 1987; Modleski, 1982). According to Abelmann (2003) melodra­
matic sensibility is pronounced in South Korea’s various media and in popular women’s narratives 
of everyday lives. In particular, Christine Gledhill (1987) describes how melodrama replaced the 
“tragic hero fixed in social hierarchy” with the “individual” of the “democratic bourgeois family”.
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A round th e  sam e tim e th ere  were several epic film s such as Love  (director: Jang - 

soo Lee, 1999) and  L etter  (P yunji, d irector: Jungkook Lee, 1997) which illustrated  

the  sam e th em e of rom antic love an d  all ended w ith th e  death  o f the  m ain  charac­

ters.

Figure 8. Christmas in August (director: Jinho Huh, Uno Film, 1998).

This rom antic m elodram a tendency can also be found in TV dram a. In 2 002  th ere  

was a hugely popu lar m elodram a called W inter Love Song  (Producer: Sokho 

Yoon, KBS, 2002). It becam e an addiction for m any viewers an d  when it reached 

the  end, m any viewers sen t le tters an d  m essages asking th e  w riter not to  kill off 

th e  m ain character. The story  line was revised to  show  a happy ending within 

tragic circum stances (the  m ale character becam e blind  bu t m et h is love in th e  

end) due to  p ressure from  the  audience (Cho, J-W ., 2002). This rom antic  m elo­

dram atic  tendency in th e  late  1990s and  early  2 0 0 0 s  can be in terp re ted  in two 

ways: First, th e  d iscourse o f rom antic love is unrealistic and  idealistic, w hich is 

why th e  narrative ends up with tragic death  and  sad separation . As m entioned, 

th e  m elodram atic rom ance is though t to  be synonym ous with a  tragic en d  gener­

ally, bu t also it is notable that, a t th e  local level, the  long standing  trad ition  o f 

m ythical stories o f rom antic love w ithout family approval ending with tragic 

death  has been inscribed in Korean m entality, as discussed in  th e  above section. 

Second, however, th e  p u re  form  of rom antic love offers an ideal type for re la tion­

ships in contem porary  South Korean society. A lthough it is a highly idealised
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form , rom antic love is one o f th e  goals to be  achieving in m arriage (o r in a rela­

tionship). In th is  vein, th ere  are  intriguing audience reactions to  th is  genre; show ­

ing approval of th e  type o f m an show n to  be ideal in th ese  tragic rom antic  love 

stories -  a type o f m an th a t is qu ite d ifferent from  th e  real im age o f South Korean 

patriarchal m en. For instance, the  m elodram a W inter Love Song  produced  an 

ideal im age o f contem porary  m anhood th a t is a ttractive to  m any wom en, particu­

larly m arried  wom en. The im age is tender, gentlem an-like, an d  well m annered, 

openly expressive o f his love68.

Figure 9. Winter Love Song (director: Soklio Yoon, KBS, 2002)

As th e  above discussion shows, new discourses around  th e  topics o f m arriage and 

love are  grow ing in m edia representa tion . This could be a positive tren d  for 

wom en in general. In o th er words, it could reflect w om en’s pursu it o f th e ir  own 

career and  th a t they are  opting for an  alternative w ay o f living. However, th e re  is 

one considerable problem  with th is  recent d iscourse since it is still o rien ted  to ­

w ards m arriage. For instance, th e  positive and  open views on prem arital cohabi­

tation are not an  alternative to  th e  conventional m arriage and  those discourses 

never really offer an alternative view. R ather, they  a re  closely related  to  m arriage 

in th a t prem arital cohabitation is regarded as a pathw ay to  m arriage itself. W ith­

out m arriage, prem arital cohabitation on th e  basis o f love is unim aginable. This

68 The main male character of the drama, Yongjoon Bae became an icon of romanticism and a fa­
vourite image of lover. The drama was even exported to Japan, and it drew an audience of more 
than 20% of Japanese households, compared with 5% for ER (Wiseman, USA Today, 2004; BBC 
News, 25 November 2004).
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m arriag e-d o m in a ted  d iscourse can also be  found  in  th e  d iscourse  o f w ork  an d  

m arriage. A lthough m an y  w om en com m it to  th e ir  career, as show n in  th e  case of 

W o m en  w a n t  to g e t  M a rried , being  m arried  is still one o f th e  m o st im p o rtan t is­

sues in  th e  life o f w om en. M arriage is still a p illa r o f th e ir  life. T herefore, confus­

ing an d  co n trad ic to ry  d iscourses prevail. In  th e  nex t p a r t  o f th is  chap te r, I will 

develop fu r th e r u p o n  th is  d iscussion  in  add ressing  m o re  precisely  th e  re la tio n ­

sh ip  be tw een  ro m an tic  love a n d  m arriage in  th e  con tex t o f  Sou th  Korea. In  p a r­

ticu lar, I will co n sid er how , like th e  in stitu tio n  of m arriage, th e  concept o f ro m an ­

tic love h as  b een  evolving, an d  how  it has b een  tran s la te d  to  a  necessary  prem ise 

o f m arriag e  in  th e  S ou th  K orean context.

5.4. Translation of romantic love: Romantic love as a pathway to mar­
riage

In  th e  p rev ious section , I considered  th e  m edia  re p resen ta tio n  o f recen t changes 

o f th e  view  of ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage, an d  how  th e  p o p u la r d iscourse on 

p rem arita l co h ab ita tio n  an d  w om en’s careers is perceived  an d  am bivalen tly  d is­

p layed  in  d ram as. I t  sh o u ld  be  n o ted  th a t from  th o se  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s  of 

love a n d  m arriage , tw o factors can n o t be sep a ra ted  from  w o m en ’s lifestyles in  

S outh  Korea: ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage are  always am alg am ated  as tw o sides of 

a  coin.

(5.4.1) The m o d e m  ro m a n ce  as a  s ta n d a rd : w o m en  are  s till m im ick in g  it

N evertheless, d esp ite  th e  co n tin u ed  focus on  m arriage, ro m an tic  love becom es 

th e  m ain  n ecessary  com p o n en t o f th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een  a  m an  a n d  a  w om an. 

T he tran s la te d  sensib ility  o f ro m an tic  love rem ains an  in te re stin g  ongoing process 

th a t  fram es th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  ro m an tic  love an d  m arriag e  in  th e  postcolo­

n ial contex t. In  o th e r w ords, w hile th e  ro m an tic  idea  in  Sou th  K orea does n o t im ­

ply an  im m ed ia te  experience o f th e  body, cu ltu re  o p era tes  as a  fram e w ithin  

w hich em otional experience is organised , labelled, classified a n d  in te rp re ted . In  

particu la r, th e  co n trad ic to ry  ch a rac te r o f w om en’s in te rp re ta tio n s  o f sexuality  in 

th e  w este rn  ro m an tic  m ed ia  (particu larly  th e  H ollyw ood film s) h igh ligh ts th e  

com plex dialectic  betw een  th e  postcolonial aud ience’s re s is tan ce  to , a n d  com plic­

ity  w ith, th e  global cu lture . T he in terp lay  betw een th e  ro m an tic  m ed ia  cu ltu re  an d  

social con tex t p rov ides th e  space for conflict an d  nego tia tion  o f w om en’s fem in in ­
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ity  in  co n tem p o rary  S ou th  Korea. In  o rd er to  ad eq u ate ly  reveal th is  in terp lay , I 

tu rn  from  d iscussion  o f m ed ia  p roducts  to  m y in fo rm an ts ’ d iscussion  o f th e ir  m e­

d ia  derived  u n d ers tan d in g s  of rom an tic  love in  th is  section .

As m en tio n ed  in  th e  prev ious section abou t th e  colonial perio d , th e  H ollyw ood 

film  is still th e  m o st im p o rtan t im petus for c reating  ro m an tic  sensib ilities. U nder 

g lobalisation , th e  influx o f rom an tic  sensib ility  has b een  accelera ted  an d  p ro lifer­

ated . T his k in d  o f ten d en cy  is rem ark ed  by A nn  Snitow , w ho s ta te s  th a t  ‘th e  a t­

trac tio n  o f (sexual) d ifference h as  appeared  in  exaggera ted  a n d  in ten sified  fo rm s 

w ith in  th e  influence o f m ass m ark e t cap ita lism  an d  th e  p ro life ra tio n  o f a cu ltu ra l 

cap ita lism  a n d  th e  p ro lifera tion  o f a  cu ltu ra l p ro d u c tio n  o f ro m an ce  n arra tiv es  in  

film ’ (Snitow , 1983: 260). H ow ever, Stacey suggests th a t  th e  sp ec ta to r’s fan tasies 

an d  d esires a re  fo rm ed  d ifferently  w ith in  a specific con tex t (Stacey, 1994:79).

R om antic  m ovies a re  certain ly  beyond th e  b o u n d ary  o f a r t a n d  have becom e a 

reference p o in t fo r d a tin g  in  courtsh ip , how  to  w ear (fash ions), a n d  a  “m ap  o f cus­

to m s” th ro u g h  th e ir  influence over cultura l life in  general. F o r exam ple, m y in ­

fo rm an ts  keep  u p -to -d a te  w ith  rom an tic  ideas from  a w ide ran g e  o f H ollyw ood 

m ovies su ch  as W aterloo  B rid g e  (d irector: M ervyn LeRoy, 1940), C asablanca  

(d irector: M ichael Curtiz, 1942), R om eo  a n d  Ju lie t  (d irecto r: Baz L uhm ann , 

1996), T itan ic  (d irecto r: Jam es  C am eron, 1997),an d  so on. In teresting ly , one o f 

th e  in fo rm an ts , a  young generation  m oviegoer, re m ark ed  th a t  h e r  favourite  m ovie 

is W aterloo  B ridge. T he age differences am ong  in fo rm an ts  d id  n o t seem  to  p ro ­

duce d iffe ren t p references in  te rm s of ro m an tic  m ovies. T h e ir choice o f favourite  

film  d ep en d s o n  w ho th e  in fo rm an t can identify  w ith  easily  in  th e  ro m an tic  n a r ra ­

tive: fo r exam ple, an  in fo rm an t w ho is a 37 year-o ld  full tim e  housew ife h as  an  

im pressive m em ory  o f th e  hero ine of th e  film , The B rid g es o f  M a d iso n  C ounty  

(d irector: C lin t E astw ood, 1995):

I could  not rem em ber the title o f the m ovie. Do you know  the love betw een a 
m arried m an and married wom an? I cannot rem em ber... w ell, w hich Bridge?
Ah! The B rid g es o f  the M adison  County, Yes! I w as so im pressed . They love  
each other deeply. I realised that they can b e falling in  love, even  after m ar­
riage. And then  they could return to their position  in  the fam ily. After the  
death o f the heroine, her children found their m other’s love; th ey  seem ed un­
derstanding about their m other’s life. That’s a really im pressive point.

(Age37, Full time wife)
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H ence, even h igh  school girls still rem em b er W aterloo  B r id g e , R o m eo  a n d  J u lie tf 

C asablanca  a n d  R o m a n  H o lid a y  (1953) etc. T he re sp o n d en ts  argue th a t getting  

in fo rm atio n  ab o u t ro m an tic  love co rresponds to  th e ir  ow n p leasu re  a n d  d ream s 

o f p rac tising  ro m an tic  love. F rom  th e ir  p o in t o f view, th e  H ollyw ood film s provide 

th e  essen tia l fo rm  o f ro m an tic  love. W ith  th is  ideal type  o f ro m an tic  love, th e  in ­

fo rm an ts  w an t to  experience love as th e  film s describe it, as asse rted  by  th is  in ­

fo rm a n t’

"I lea rn ed  f r o m  [a] f i lm  w h a t rea l love is”

T hus, sh e  claim s th a t  h e r concept an d  u n d ers tan d in g  o f “rea l love” w as en tire ly  

w h a t she  le a rn t from  th e  m ovie an d  she is still expecting  th is  k in d  o f ro m an tic  

love in  h e r ow n fu tu re . T his learn ing  an d  identification  p rocess is on e  exam ple of 

m im icking  th e  ro m an tic  cu ltu re  from  H ollywood m ovies.69 T he  in fo rm an t below  

illu s tra te s  how  H ollyw ood m ovies like A esoo  (W aterloo  B rid g e)  p rov ide exam ples 

fo r c rea ting  a  ro m an tic  sensib ility  in  h e r b ro ad er d iscussion  a ro u n d  th e  above 

sta tem en t:

In m y case, m y favourite film  is ‘A eSoo70 ’ (W aterloo  B ridge). I still rem em ­
ber the scene w here the heroine ran in to  the truck on the bridge because she 
loved  him  so  m uch. I learned from  th is film  w hat real love is. I saw  it w hen I 
w as in  the secondary school and I thought I w ould b e falling in  love like that 
one day.

(Age 23, University student)

T he follow ing in terv iew  ex tract also illu stra tes th e  fan ta sy  o f w este rn  ro m an tic  

love, w hich  th e  in fo rm an t enjoys, an d  h ere  m akes th e  co nnection  n o ted  above b e ­

tw een  ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage. O n th e  conscious level, th e  in fo rm an t con­

nec ted  h e r  ow n desire  for ro m an tic  love a n d  m arriag e  w ith  d iscussion  betw een  

h e r peers:

D on’t  you think  those film s like ‘R om eo a n d  J u lie t’ and ‘Titanic' explore em o­
tional im petus? They seem  to be falling in  love at first sight. I envied that

69 Roughly two thirds of informants avoided this question of favourite Hollywood movies, however, 
the rest of the informants answered about their favourite movies including Japanese, Chinese and 
Taiwanese etc.

70 AeSoo means welcoming love. Very often the translation of western film titles has been changed 
from the original meaning.
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kind o f passion  and love w hen I was a teenager. It’s so rom antic... I thought a 
lot about that...I w ished I w ould have that kind o f  love ... I w ant to b e a hero­
ine in  the m ovies. I w ould love a great guy like that hero in  the m ovies. 
W ouldn’t  it  b e great to have those handsom e and great guys around me? I 
w as really enjoying m y im agination w hen I w as in  high school. I hoped I 
w ould b e in  the position  o f rom antic stories. W e (she and her friends) were 
talking all the tim e about rom antic love and w e had planned to  get m arried as 
soon  as w e could.

(Age 25, Dermatologist)

T here  a re  s tro n g  ten d en c ies tow ards m im icry  o f th e  w este rn  ro m an tic  idea, w hich 

re la te  to  m o d ern isa tio n  an d  w estern isation . As I m en tio n ed  before, th e  desired  

ro m an tic  love invokes m im icry  of rom an tic  bodily  gestu res, fo r instance, and  

form s o f speech , language an d  outlook. T he idea o f ro m an tic  love, w hich, as d is­

cussed, is o b ta in ed  th ro u g h  w estern  m ovies, is still a  s ta n d a rd  reference to  th e  so- 

call “real love”.

"We im ita te  h o w  m en  p ro p o se  to w o m en  in  such a  ro m a n tic  w a y ”

A n o th er in te re stin g  fea tu re  is th a t  w om en expect ro m an tic  gestu res from  th e ir 

p a rtn e rs  like th o se  being  rep resen ted  in  H ollyw ood m ovies. T hey seem  to  th in k  

th a t w h a t ac to rs  do in  th e  m ovie rep resen ts  real life, a n d  th a t  th e ir  rom an tic  ges­

tu res  an d  rem ark s  a re  realistically  rom antic . For th is  reason , w om en  are  n o t only 

im agin ing  a n d  m im icking  th e  lifestyle th a t is rep resen ted  in  th e  film s, b u t they  

also expecting m en  to  behave like th e  ac to rs in  th e  m ovie. F o r instance , to  b e  p ro ­

posed  to  is th o u g h t to  b e  a typical ro m an tic  gestu re  and , indeed , appears to  be 

expected by  w om en.

I can see w estern people’s everyday life in  the m ovie...w ell; usually nobody is  
in terested  in  or tries to  im itate a Korean’s everyday life. However, w e try hard 
to  follow  (m im ic) every detail o f A m ericans’ behaviour and everyday life such  
as detailed  gestures like in a m ovie. For instance, w e im itate trem endously  
h ow  m en propose to w om en in such a rom antic way.

(Age 21, College student)

W e w ould not think o f Korean m en giving a w om an flow ers or driving a luxu­
rious car and drinking w ine on his date w ithout having w atched the rom antic 
m ovies.

(Age 18, High school student)
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As will b e  d iscussed  in  g rea te r d ep th  below , th is  ex trac t seem s to  suggest n o t only 

th a t  th e  practice  o f ro m an tic  love is im itative b u t also th a t  m ateria l consum ption  

an d  sexuality  a re  linked  in  a s tan d a rd  sem io tic  o f ro m an tic  p leasu re . F u rth e r­

m ore , W este rn  film s are  tran sp o rtin g  aud iences in to  a  “rea listic” fan tasy-w orld  of 

love a n d  co u rtsh ip  th a t is still em bedded  w ith in  m arriag e  s tru c tu res . Indeed, 

som e in fo rm an ts  s ta ted  th a t m en ’s m arriage  p roposa ls  in  th e  K orean  language 

are  in ap p ro p ria te  for a  ro m an tic  re la tionsh ip . In stead , sh e  th in k s  th a t  th e  English 

w ords “I love you” a re  m o re  rom an tic  th a n  S a ra n g h a n d a  ( th e  K orean equivalent 

to  “I love you”).

W ell, I feel their way o f proposing is so  m uch m ore rom antic than th e  Korean 
way. For exam ple, a Korean m an told  m e S a ran gh an da , K yu lhon haja  (I love 
you, I w ant to  marry you) Qaughing). It’s inappropriate to  speak in  Korean, 
(laughing). If an American guy says, “I love you”, it w ill feel m ore rom antic.

(Age 21-22, University students)

The in fo rm an t’s op in ion  is th a t  th e  English s ta tem en t itse lf (I love you) is m ore 

ro m an tic  th a n  th e  K orean u tte rance . T his in  itse lf m ay show  th a t  ro m an tic  love is 

a  w este rn  hegem onic idea. On th e  one h an d , A m erican  cu ltu re  con tinuously  p ro ­

vides, a lbeit fragm ented , a  way to  v isualise th e  m o d ern  - gestu res, expressions, 

m ovem ents, poises an d  accents - as well as how  to  express w ith  new  te rm s, form s 

o f re la tio n sh ip  an d  values. O n th is  po in t, p rivate  desire  a n d  in te re s t in  rom an tic  

love is shap ing  m any  o f th e  values an d  m orals  o f th e  ind iv idual w ho creates nego­

tia ted  se lf-iden tities in  global m edia processes.

"I w ish  I  cou ld  w e a r  those co stu m es”

On th e  o th e r h an d , in  o rd e r to  achieve ro m an tic  sensib ility  (em otion  an d  em ­

b od im en t), in fo rm an ts’ p ractices m u st realise  th e  practice  in  co n su m p tio n  as al­

luded  to  above. T he following in fo rm an t u n d ers tan d s  th a t  ro m an tic  love is con­

stru c ted  by  th e  luxurious an d  beau tifu l costum es. T he im p o rtan ce  o f com m odity  

consum ption  to  fem ale spec ta to rsh ip  em erges from  a  p ivotal m em ory  o f goods 

an d  fash ion  o f th e  Hollywood. In  th is  way, C am pbell p o in ts  o u t ‘ro m an tic  doc­

tr in e  p rov ided  a  n ew  se t o f m otivations an d  ju stifica tions fo r consum ing  cu ltural 

p roducts, ones w hich em phasised  th e  value o f th e  subjectively  ap p reh en d ed  ex­

perience o f co n sum ption  i ts e lf  (1983: 289).

Q: In your opinion, what is the m ost rom antic scenery?
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In the film  Titanic, have you seen  the scene in  w hich Leonardo Dicaprio tries 
to  lift Kate W inslet in  the ship? I w ish  I w ould be her w ith  Dicaprio. I w ish  I 
could wear those costum es.

(Age 17, High school student)

T hus in fo rm an t seem s to  be  saying th a t  she  could  achieve ro m an tic  sensua lity  if 

she  w ore th o se  costum es. In  te rm s o f ro m an tic  p ractice  in  consum ption , an o th e r 

exam ple o f ro m an tic  love an d  th e  ro m an tic  m ood  is a  tre n c h  coa t from  B urberrys, 

th e  la tte r  hav ing  b een  tran sfo rm ed  in to  a  general n o u n  to  ind ica te  a  style of 

tren c h  coat. T his is because  of th e  p opu larity  o f m ovies such  as th e  ro m an tic  film s 

C asablanca  an d  W aterloo  Bridge.

Do you rem em ber the last scene o f  the Casablanca? It is  an unforgettable 
scene, w hen Hum phrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergm an w ere separated w earing  
Burberry coats and beautiful hats, th e scene m akes m e so  sad  and the clothes  
they w ore and the black and w hite scene w ere fantastically suitable for the  
rom antic situation. I cried a lot. I love that! It is so  rom antic...

(Age 27, Full-time housewife)

T he heroes an d  hero ines, H um phrey  Bogart, R obert T aylor, V ivian Leigh an d  

In g rid  B ergm an en ch an t th e  in fo rm an ts w ith  th e ir  n a rra tiv e  o f ro m an tic  love. In  

particu la r, th e  scene in  w hich R obert Taylor recalls h is  love m em ories w hile 

sm oking on  W aterloo  B ridge  is th e  b es t p o p u lar ro m an tic  m o m en t fo r K orean 

w om en a n d  m en  according to  a survey by a m agazine (Kim , H-K., 2 0 0 2 ). Even 

today, people w ear a tren ch  coat (called a "B urberry”) as a  sym bol o f ro m an tic  

love. ‘Sales o f th e  tren ch  coat in  K orea co n stitu te  10 p e rcen t o f all B urberry  sales. 

In  Korea, th e  B urberry  label is th e  m o st p o p u la r am ong  all foreign  b ra n d s . Sev­

en ty-eight p e rcen t o f people have th is  style o f tre n c h  coa t in  K orea (in  J a p a n  

68% ). T his co n su m er p ractice also provides th e  idea  o f ro m an tic  love in  everyday 

life’ (Kim, H-K., 2 0 0 2 ). T hus th e  B urberry  h as  b een  tran sfo rm ed  in to  a cu ltu ra l 

p roduct. C am pbell is in sisten t th a t  it is im p o rtan t ‘to  conceive o f th ese  cu ltu ra l 

p roduc ts  as p rovid ing  th e  m ateria l fo r day-dream s ra th e r  th a n  as being  day­

d ream s’ (C am pbell, 1987: 93). T he activity o f th e  co n su m er is crucial. A spiring to  

reach  o u t to  th e  w om en’s audience w ith  its earn ing  a n d  p u rch asin g  pow er, adver­

tisem en ts  o f K orean luxury  p roducts  a re  regularly  in se r te d  in to  film s, including  

advertisem en ts fo r cosm etics, lingerie, ten n is  shoes, d eo d o ran ts , soaps a n d  p e r­

fum es. T hus, th e  in fo rm an ts re ad  th e se  film s n o t ju s t  fo r sex a n d  ro m an ce  b u t
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also for th e ir  p roduc tion  o f various m ean ings in  te rm s  o f a  glim pse o f m odern ity  

an d  how  to  live an d  enjoy life.

(5 .4 .2) The tra n s la tio n  o f  ro m a n tic  love

H ow ever, it is im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t  ro m an tic  m ean in g s an d  m essages are  n o t 

sim ply  “tra n sm itte d ” by H ollyw ood ro m an tic  film s, they  a re  always tran sla ted . 

T his m ean s th a t  th e  rom an tic  idea  is n o t hom ogeneous, a lthough  it m aybe w ide­

sp read  th ro u g h  th e  increasing  prevalence o f H ollyw ood ro m an tic  film s. As m en ­

tio n ed  earlier, in  th e  South  K orean context, th e re  is a d o m in an t d iscourse  th a t 

p u re  ro m an tic  love w ithou t fam ily approval is th e  w ay to  a  trag ic  ending?1. This 

seem s to  have co n stru c ted  th e  m yth  th a t  ro m an tic  love on  its  ow n can n o t be 

com plete  w ithou t a  p ro p e r m arriage. T his k in d  o f ten d en cy  can  b e  fo u n d  in  popu­

la r m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s. D espite th e  s tro n g  fo rm a tio n  o f ro m an tic  ideas, one of 

th e  in te re stin g  find ings from  th e  series o f in terv iew s is th a t  in fo rm an ts  com pre­

h en d  rom ance  in  m ovies selectively  u sing  th e ir  ow n cu ltu ra l values from  th e  local 

context. F o r exam ple, w hile m ost in fo rm an ts  seem  to  th in k  th a t  th ey  desire  w est­

ern  w om en’s ega litarian  s ta tu s, th ey  also recognise th e  p rob lem  o f sexual freedom  

an d  violence. T he follow ing group  d iscussion is ab o u t ro m an tic  ideas. This d is­

course is a  clear exam ple o f how  a  local aud ience can  tran s la te  a  w este rn  idea in to  

th e ir  ow n m ean ings, w ith in  social n o rm s in  Sou th  Korea:

EW : I don’t like everything about H ollywood m ovies because they sh ow  sex­
ual freedom  too m uch. I think w estern countries are open countries in  term s 
o f sexual freedom ... there are so  m any ‘D on geo ’ (prem arital cohabitations) in 
the film s w ithout any self-aw areness. I feel w e are different... such as Confu­
cianism , isn ’t it? W e avoid sexual relationships before marriage. They are dif­
ferent from  our country. They have m ore sexual freedom  com pared to  us.

Y H : I don’t think it’s a good th in g  to  follow. It’s their w eakness.

(Age between 20-21, College students)

71 The narratives of Korean romantic stories usually construct love as courtship, with marriage as 
the final goal of a romantic relationship. Interestingly, the popular narrative of South Korean ro­
mantic films involves the deletion of sexual relationships and seeking “pure” and “extreme” emo­
tional relationships.

- 1 6 7 -



T hus, desp ite  th e  m im icry  o f th e  w este rn  cu ltu re  illu s tra ted  above, th ey  h esita te  

ab o u t sexual re la tionsh ips befo re  m arriage a n d  th ey  very  o ften  sep a ra te  th e ir  ro ­

m an tic  an d  sexual re la tionsh ips. As I will d iscuss la te r  in  th is  ch ap te r, th e  in fo r­

m an ts  te n d  to  d istingu ish  an  in s ta n t sexual re la tio n sh ip  from  ro m an tic  love. 

F rom  th e  w este rn  re p resen ta tio n s  o f ro m an tic  love, th e  in fo rm an t seem s to  th in k  

th a t  a  sexual re la tio n sh ip  is in s ta n t a n d  tra n s ie n t w hile ideal ro m an tic  love shou ld  

b e  p e rm a n en t a n d  pu re . In  th is  sense , th e  in fo rm an t a ttem p ts  to  sep a ra te  th e  in ­

s ta n t sexual re la tio n sh ip  from  th e  w hole idea  o f ro m an tic  love. H ollyw ood film s 

an d  im ag ined  w este rn  h edon ism  — it is im agined , sim ply  because  it is n o t b ased  

on  experience, b u t on  re p resen ta tio n s  o f film s an d  fictions -  a re  m ean s o f self­

ju stifica tio n  for th e  in fo rm an t’s ideas. They rem ove sexual p ractice  from  th e  p ro c­

ess o f ro m an tic  love, w hile in  w este rn  society; ro m an tic  love is seen  as inex trica­

bly en tang led  w ith  sexual passion .

Q: w hen you watch the Am erican film , do you think the lifestyle o f American  
w om en is different from  here?

H: O f course, there are lots o f  differences. From greetings...in  Korea, w e are 
ju st greeting like saying som ething and bowing som ething like that. H ow­
ever, they are hugging each other w ithout feeling sham e. W hen they m eet 
m en, in  the sim ple m ovie, the scen e o f sexual relationship is ju st appearing.
In our country, that kind o f th ing is not allowed. That kind o f scen es are eas­
ily found in  film s as well as channel tw o72 when I change the TV channel, I 
accidentally encounter that kind o f thing on channel two. I th ink  Am erica...is 
a foreign country that is very open to  such things.

Q: Do you think it is a good thing?

H: N ot quite.

Q: W hy not?

H: This is  m y own personal view ...but I don’t think I am  so  open  to such  
things. Even I can see peop le around m e also quite so ...they are not open. 
W henever I see those things, I feel uncom fortable...it’s m y personal thought 
that I don’t like it.

(Age 17, High school student)

72 The channel 2 is called AFKN (American Force Korea Network) which is an American TV channel 
for the American Army in Korea. The network has aired since 1957 and has 15 local networks in 
South Korea but was allocated to channel 2. The American Army in Korea returned the channel to 
Korea in 1996, and has moved to UHF 34 since then. This was usually the only direct encounter 
with American culture on TV during the military regime (between 1961 and 1992).
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T he ta les  o f ro m an tic  cou rtsh ip  are  also, a lbeit in  a  d iffe ren t way, cau tionary  tales, 

b u t  th ey  w ere m uch  m ore  v aried  in  narrative. T he in fo rm an t’s decoding shows 

h e r  d is tin c t position  o f sexual re la tionsh ip  an d  aw areness o f h e r ow n context. H er 

answ ers using  te rm s  such  as “n o t qu ite” an d  “un co m fo rtab le” in s tead  o f saying 

“n o ” a re  p erh ap s expressions o f an  am bivalen t position . T he in fo rm an t is equivo­

cal on  th e  q u estion  o f “sexual re la tio n sh ip ” in  A m erican  film s, n e ith e r approving 

n o r  en tire ly  d isapproving  o f it.

Q: W hat kind o f W estern things don’t you like to follow , p lease expand on 
your previous point about points you  w ant to  fo llow  in  w estern w om en’s 
equality and freedom?

A N : I do not think they have only good things. They seem  unusually inatten­
tive to  their family. I don’t like th is point. It seem s like not a good way to  fol­
low.

Q: Do you m ean a fam ily should  be the first priority?

A N : Yes, because a fam ily is  the basis o f  society. In the w est, th e relationship  
is too  casual and instant. It is  so sim ple. It is too  easy to fall in love and get 
m arried in  w estern society.

(Age 26, Librarian)

T hus, fem ale aud iences seem  to  have a  “double consc iousness” o f  w este rn  culture, 

betw een  fea r/y ea rn in g  an d  m im icry /re jec ting . As m en tio n ed , in fo rm an ts  ten d  to  

sep a ra te  sexual re la tions from  rom an tic  love in  o rd e r to  ju s tify  th e ir  den ial of 

sexual passion  before m arriage. A ccording to  m an y  fem in ists , th e  ideals o f ro ­

m an tic  love an d  its in tense  em otional qualities te n d  to  ex ten d  w om en’s p leasure 

in  sex (Jackson , 1993; D uncom be & M arsden , 1993). In  o th e r w ords, sexual desire 

is th o u g h t to  b e  one o f th e  in teg ra ted  p a rts  o f ro m an tic  love (especially  in  re la tion  

to  in tensive  em otional involvem ent). However, in  th e  group  in terview s, th e  ex­

perience o f seeing such  im ages in  w estern  film s d id  n o t d em o n stra te  th is  te n ­

dency.

Instead , in fo rm an ts’ rem ark s show  th e ir  am bivalence to w ard s th e  characteristics 

of ro m an tic  love an d  sexual desire . O n th e  one h an d , th e ir  conversation  show ed 

th e ir  yearn ing  for, a n d  m im icking of, th e  ideal o f  ro m an tic  love. T hrough  m ass 

m edia an d  fiction young girls abso rb  th e  ideal fo rm  of w este rn  ro m an tic  love, re ­

gardless o f its  rea l existence. O n th e  o th er h an d , th e re  is a  ten d en cy  to  fear and  

re ject it particu la rly  because o f its  sexualised co n n o ta tio n s. T h is  conflict b rings 

th em  to  a p o sition  o f am bivalence. T he in fo rm an t’s re jec tio n  o f ro m an tic  film  in
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th is  sense  does n o t explain  h e r in n e r realm s o f im ag ination  an d  d esire  as success­

fully in te rp o la ted  only by  W este rn  p opu lar cu lture . Paradoxically , th e  following 

in fo rm an t describes how  in fo rm an ts  a re  b o th  desiring  a n d  re jecting  a sexual re la­

tio n sh ip  a n d  how  they  a re  in  conflict w ith  an d  nego tia ting  an  am bivalen t position  

‘tactica lly’ as a  choice n o t to  choose. In  o th er w ords, in fo rm an ts’ u n d ers tan d in g s 

o f sexual re la tionsh ips before m arriage seem  to  d ep en d  on  ind iv idual choice. 

W ith  reg ard  to  tactical choice, de C erteau  provides a  useful in sig h t to  explain th is  

behav iour. H ere, tac tics  such  as choice n o t to  choose is ‘a  ca lcu la ted  action  de­

te rm in ed  by  th e  absence o f a  p ro p e r locus’ (de C erteau, 1984: 37).

(5 -4 -3 )  “T actics”f o r  n o t h a v in g  a  sexua l rela tionsh ip

I t  can  be  asse rted  th a t th e  p ractices o f daily life a re  largely  tactica l transg ressions 

o f th e  ru les a n d  s tru c tu re s  by  w hich such  life is o rd in arily  he ld  to  b e  o rdered . A t 

th is  po in t, th e  tactical choice o f n o t having sexual re la tio n sh ip s  can  b e  po ten tia l 

transg ressions, in  th e  fo rm  o f stra teg ies of tran sfo rm atio n  o f w o m en ’s identities. 

In  th e  sam e vein, in fo rm an ts  a re  well aw are of th a t  w este rn  ro m an tic  love w ith 

sexual p leasu re  is n o t y e t applicable in  th e ir society. T his am b iv alen t realisa tion  

of in fo rm an ts provides th e  space fo r tactics.

T he follow ing group  d iscussion  show s how  in fo rm an ts in terp lay  betw een  tak ing  

risks a n d  freedom  of choice. T he ex tract illustra tes  how  in fo rm an ts  calculate a 

choice o f sexual re la tio n sh ip  w ith in  a social context an d  how  th e y  p lay  w ith  a te r ­

ra in  im posed  in  society. T heir “tactical choice o f n o t having sexual re la tionsh ips” 

can p erh ap s  be  seen  as a  transg ressive  action  in  th e  jo u rn ey  o f find ing  a p ro p er 

locus.

A: There are kinds o f people who understand that having a sexual relation is 
an instant gam e. I don’t think it’s bad if they love each other and choose their 
sexual relationship.

B: But I don’t th ink  I should marry the m an I gave m y body though.

C: Ya, I think so.

A: The idea is too old  to keep.

C: I don’t believe in  the virtue o f virginity

B: If they use contraception then they don’t necessarily n eed  to  consider 
marriage ju st because they have sex.

D: I have a different opinion.
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B: I am  not going to marry if  I have a sexual relationship . N evertheless, I do 
not want to have a sexual relationship easily, w hether th e boyfriend and I use  
contraception or not.

A: No, sh e doesn’t m ean a casual sexual relationship. M aybe, looking forward  
m arriage...

B: W hat I m eant w as I needed  to b e sure about m arriage before a sexual rela­
tionship .

C: Do you m ean an engagem ent?

D: I need  a confirm ation o f the relationship. W ithout it, I cannot... I don’t 
m ean I cannot do it, I don’t m ean that. I think sex is a sin .

Q: Do you m ean in term s of your religion?

D: Just, sex is  unpardonable for m e...

B: So do 1.1 can allow  other people to have a sexual relationship  but not m y­
self. I think I have a double standard. There is a different standard in the gaze 
I have for m yself and for other people.

C: Sinner?

B: I don’t  w ant to say to a friend “D on’t sleep w ith  a guy”. I don’t want to  
blam e her. I w ant to have sex with one person on the first n ight o f m y hon­
eym oon. Virginity is one of the b iggest and best presents for m y husband.

D: Yes, great idea! Great!

B: This idea is exactly w hat I think

E: W hat a fantastic idea!

B: I don’t care what other people are doing about sex  and I don’t w ant to cor­
rect their behaviour. However, I know what I want to  do w ith  sex.

(Age 21-26, Former classmates)

T he above in fo rm an ts’ open  a n d  closed language concern ing  sexual iden tity  m ay 

re la te  to  th e ir  d iscom fort in  d iscussing sexuality  in  th e  pub lic  con tex t o f th e  group 

interview s. In fo rm an ts’ s ta tem en ts  featu re a  w ide ran g e  o f im plications abou t 

p rem arita l sexual re la tions. O n th e  one hand , th ey  a re  a fra id  o f th e  real practice, 

b u t p re te n d  th a t it  is b ased  on  private  choice. O n th e  o th e r h an d , a lthough  they  

m ay already  have engaged in  sexual practice before m arriag e , th ey  need  to  p re ­

ten d  n o t to  have h ad  experiences. In  th e  m iddle o f th e  d iscussion , in fo rm an t D 

re jected  th e  p a th  o f th e  conversation  an d  sh e  argued  ag a in s t th e  prev ious in te r­

viewee w ho com plained  o f th e  old idea on sexual re la tio n sh ip s . She m ade th e  

po in t th a t  in fo rm an t A d id  n o t m ean  a  casual sexual re la tio n sh ip  an d  changed  h er 

op in ion  as p resum ab ly  th o se  w ho have sexual re la tio n sh ip s  can  be  expected  to  

m arry  th e ir  sexual p artn e rs . M oreover, in fo rm an t D stro n g ly  suggested  th a t  she
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n eed ed  som e k in d  o f confirm ation  to  have sex only w ith  h e r  fu tu re  h u sband . D 

expressed  am bivalence, hesita tion , a n d  a sense  o f vu lnerab ility  in  th e  fu tu re , if  

she  experienced  a sexual re la tionsh ip  w ithou t th e  p rom ise  o f m arriage. T hus she 

seem s to  im ply  th a t, po ten tially , ce rta in ty  o f a happy  m arriag e  will b rin g  h er a 

g rea te r chance o f achieving h e r  o rd in ary  life style.

T his d iscussion  on  p rem arita l sexual experience show s how  ind iv idual op inions 

w ere qu ite  open  in  th e  beg inn ing  an d  en d ed  u p  in  line w ith  conventional social 

values. T he validation  o f in fo rm an ts’ sexual p leasu re  failed  to  b e  encoded  in  th e  

p erfo rm an ce /rep resen ta tio n  o f fem inin ities. I t  show s a  “ru p tu re ” betw een  w om en 

as rep resen ta tio n  (w om en as cu ltu ra l im age) a n d  w om en as experience (real 

w om en as agen ts o f change). This ru p tu re  w orks as a  choice n o t to  choose an d  

th is  is p a r t  o f th e  process o f in teg rity  o f th e ir  “un fin ish ed  fem in in itie s”. F rom  th e  

in fo rm an ts’ rem arks, it  can  b e  argued  th a t  th e  tactica l choice n o t to  choose em ­

bodies a  discursive gap betw een  p rem arita l sexual re la tio n s a n d  m arriage. In for­

m an ts  a re  n o t sim ply revealing am bivalence a n d  co n trad ic to ry  iden titie s  un co n ­

sciously. R ather, th ey  tactically  defer a n d  delay  th e ir  sexual re la tio n sh ip  before 

m arriage. In  th e  case o f th e  in fo rm an ts  C an d  A, th ey  object to  th e  v irtu e  o f v ir­

ginity, as an  old idea, a lthough  they  avoid  o r delay sexual re la tio n sh ip  before 

m arriage. This in ten tio n a l delay  show s sexuality  as a paradox ical space th a t is 

n e ith e r th e  au tonom ous position  o f social no rm s n o r com plete  acceptance o f sex­

ual p leasure. The in fo rm an t actively engages w ith  th e  d o m in an t m ed ia  d iscourse 

o f sexual re la tio n sh ip  w ith in  th o se  frac tu res  th ro u g h  w hich  in ten tio n a l delaying is 

tactical, opera tin g  a t  th e  level o f w om en’s everyday life. T his in ten tio n a l delay can 

be crucial to  such  a v ision o f fu tu re  fem in in ities a n d  a  space  fo r cu ltu ra l tran s la ­

tion . N evertheless, ow ing to  th e  pervasiveness o f th e  m o d ern  idea o f rom an tic  

love a n d  sexual freedom , w om en te n d  to  p re sen t it as a  d e lib era te  an d  tactically  

chosen ac tion  on  th e  basis  o f th e  ind iv idual choice. T hus, th e  im plica tion  is qu ite  

opposite to  w ha t I have show n a b o v e . 73 F rom  th e  above g ro u p  discussion, young 

w om en a re  still located  in  conflicting, oscillating a n d  am bivalen t s ituations. U n­

der th o se  circum stances, th ey  are  co n stru c tin g  self-iden tity  w ith  tactical deferra l 

of sexual re la tionsh ip . I t  is n o t d e te rm in ed  solely by  trad itio n a l an d  norm ative

731 would like to express my appreciation to Professor Rosalind Gill for her comment on this possi­
ble different interpretation.
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req u irem en ts . I t  can b e  u n d ersto o d  as a m ere  survival stra tegy , w hich  can be  one 

o f tem p o ra l an d  co n tin g en t action in  tran sitio n . This m ean s a  tran sfo rm atio n  of 

th is  cu ltu ra l p ractice is continually  em erging an d  contex tualising .

(5 .4 .4) I  id en tify  m o re  easily  w ith  K orean  ro m a n tic  m o v ies

A lthough in fo rm an ts very  often  w atch w este rn  m ovies, th ey  ap p ea red  to  th in k  of 

South  K orean ro m an tic  m ovies as th e ir  favourites. D uring  th e  1990s, th e re  w as a 

grow ing ten d en cy  to  p re fe r K orean rom an tic  m ovies b ecau se  in fo rm an ts  can  eas­

ily identify  them selves w ith  th e  South  K orean ro m an tic  film , rep resen tin g  ro m an ­

tic  love in  w hich th e  in s ta n t sexual re la tionsh ips a re  little  described , b u t also rep ­

resen tin g  th e ir  double consciousness o f w estern  p o p u la r cu ltu re .

Q: W ell, what is your favourite H ollywood film?

HY: I enjoy w atching Korean film s primarily because actors and actresses 
are sim ilar to our...they are oriental. For to that reason, m any people watch  
Japanese film s74. W e think they are sim ilar. Japanese em otions have som e­
thing in  com m on to  share w ith Korean’s. Once w e view ed their m ovies to  be  
sim ple and predictable, but w e feel the sam e em otions from  the film s.

Q: Then, there are people w ho like Korean film s but do you  have any m em o­
rable w estern m ovie recently? Any film  w hich is  so influential to  your life?

YO: W ell, I don’t know...I am  not a m ovie m aniac...(Laugh)

Q: It’s all right to  tell m e about a recent film  you really enjoyed.

EU: Recently, I quite enjoyed the Zoo n ext to the G a llery  (M isoo lkw an  yu p  
Dongmulwon)75. So I even bought the videotape o f the film . The m ain reason  
w hy I like the film  is  the m ain characters are com fortable to  w atch. I like such  
a film  in  w hich the m ain characters are falling in  love and having a bit o f  
ding-dong about som ething...I like that.

Q: Is there any other thing you like from  the m ovie?

EU: A  house I w ish  to live in? Yes, after watching the film , th e L e tte r76 (Py- 
onji).

74 It is notable that the Korean market opened up to Japanese film in 2000. Before the opening up 
of the market, Japanese films were circulated in the black market. Since the government decided to 
open the market for Japanese film in i998, there has been a huge controversy about the potential 
impact of Japanese cultural goods including film, music and TV drama. However, the impact of the 
opening up of the market was thought to be not so great.

75 The South Korean film, Zoo next to the Gallery (director: Jeong-Hyang Lee, 1998) is another ro­
mantic movie released at the same time as Christmas in August which I discussed above.

76 The South Korean film, Letter (director: Jeong-kook Lee, 1997) is a tragic melodrama.
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HY: Yes it is.

E U : The h ouse in  th e film  is  so  beautiful. The heroine is  living in  the Soo- 
m o k w o n  garden in  Kwangreung. W hen I watched the film , I w ish  I lived in  
such  a peaceful place. Detached from  the m adding crowd, I w ish  I lived w ith  
som eon e I loved  and had a beautiful love w ith  him .

Q: Like the m ain fem ale character?

E: Yes.

Q: H aving an im pressive love?

E: N o. I w ant to  have beautiful love.

YO: If you  watch film s like Titanic and Rom eo and Juliet, love in  those film s 
is  so  instant. They are falling in love at first sight. W hen I w as a little girl, I 
had that kind o f fantasy to have an instant love...but after graduating from  
high  school, I realised that it is m eaningless.

Q: W hen you watch w estern film s, what do you feel in general?

YO : They are too  bonk-happy...I am  afraid o f that kind o f thing.

(Age 21-22, University students)

In terestin g ly , in  th e  long  conversation  o f th e  in fo rm an ts, th ey  claim  to  p re fer Ko­

re a n  ro m an tic  m ovies. T his tendency  is p robab ly  closely re la ted  to  th e  double 

consc iousness o f w este rn  ro m an tic  love. W ith  th is  rea lisa tion  o f th e ir  desire  an d  

fea r o f  w este rn  ro m an tic  film , th e ir  p reference is g radually  sh ifting  to  K oreanised 

ro m an tic  film s, w hich  are  m ore  p lausib le an d  em otionally  shareab le . They p o in t 

o u t u n am b ig u o u sly  th a t  w este rn  rom an tic  film s depict love as in s tan t/im m ed ia te , 

an  id e a /re p re se n ta tio n  to  w hich they  a re  res is tan t. T his is closely re la ted  to  th e  

ten d en cy  o f w este rn  film s to  seem  sexually over-exposed to  m y in fo rm an ts, a te n ­

dency  m y in fo rm an ts  resisted . F u rth erm o re , in teresting ly , m y  in ten tio n  o f asking 

q u estio n s ab o u t film  h ad  b een  to  see th e ir  reaction  to  w este rn  film s. B ut as soon 

as I asked  th e  question , th ey  sw itched  th e ir  d iscourse to  K orean  ro m an tic  film s in  

m o st cases. T h is  type  o f conversation  is also likely to  d em o n stra te  th e ir  sh ifting  

an d  u n se ttlin g  id en titie s  in  re la tion  to  ro m an tic  love.

In fo rm an ts  also  suggested  th a t w estern  m ateria l cu ltu re  speaks to  tran sn a tio n a l 

fan tasies  linked  to  consum erism , b u t th ey  d id  n o t ind icate  th a t  pure ly  w estern  

n a rra tiv es  co n stitu ted  th e ir  iden tities. W hat k in d  o f socially possib le fan tasies 

could  in fo rm an ts  im agine th e re  to  be in  South  Korea? O ne issu e  is th a t  o f m a r­

riage a n d  sexual in tim acy. Sexual in tim acy  has to  b e  m orally  leg itim ised  by  m ar­

riage as an  in s titu tio n  th a t  p rom ises w om en social s ta tu s  an d  class m obility. C hal­

lenging  o r v io la ting  th e ir  assigned  roles could  re su lt in  exile, em otional pa in  an d  a
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loss o f fam ily sup p o rt. F rom  th e  w om en’s d iscussion  n o ted  above, th e  in fo rm an ts 

p ro m o te  socially possib le  fan tasies o f rom ance an d  sex leg itim ised  by  m arriage. 

T hese in fo rm an ts as audiences th u s  enjoy South  K orean  film s m o re  th a t  allow  

th em  to  apply, an d  s tre tch , th e  social b o u n d aries  o f re spectab le  im agined  life­

styles from  th e  m ovies, in  th e ir  ow n cultura l context. In  th is  sense , young South 

K orean fem ale aud iences show  th a t  they  are aw are o f se lf th ro u g h  th e  articu la tion  

o f ‘positional su p erio rity  over th e  w est’ (N ader, 1989: 326).

T his “positional su p erio rity ” an d  th e  am bivalence o f sexual re la tio n sh ip s  ou tside 

o f m arriage b ring  w om en back  to  th e  inseparab ility  o f ro m an tic  love a n d  m arriage 

in  th e  con tem porary  K orean clim ate, as d iscussed  ea rlie r in  th is  chap te r. In  th is  

context, if m arriage w ere th e  te rm in a l po in t o f ro m an tic  love w ith  little  space for 

expressions of sexuality  before it is achieved o r a t least p rom ised , a  k ind  o f com ­

pro m ised  fo rm  of m atrim o n y  th a t con tains tran s la te d  ro m an tic  love a n d  ap ­

proved  m arriage is evolved. As m en tio n ed  earlier, th is  n ew  tre n d  can be  described  

as “m arriage by  p erso n al choice w ith  th e  approval o f th e  fam ily”. Ideally, ro m an ­

tic  love m arriage can  b e  seen  an  an tith esis  to  th e  old trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m ar­

riage. H ow ever, in  th e  real w orld, th e  com prom ised  fo rm  of m arriag e  has g radu­

ally b een  accepted  w idely. The preference for p ersonal choice on  th e  basis o f 

rom an tic  love (love m arriage, Yonae gyulhori) is th e  abso lu te  choice o f th e  m ajo r­

ity  in  th e  post-K orean  W ar period. However, th ey  have to  secu re  th e ir  fam ily ap ­

proval. W ith  respect to  th e ir  expectations, th e  abso lu te  m ajo rity  is com m itted  to  

love m arriag e  as show n in  th e  previous section  w ith  a  re su lt o f  survey b y  Korean 

W om en’s D evelopm ent In stitu te . F rom  th e  m edia rep resen ta tio n s , in fo rm an ts’ 

tran s la tio n s  an d  h isto rical experiences, m arriage an d  ro m an tic  love are  in sep ara ­

ble elem ent. Also, th e re  is no such  alternative  in s titu tio n a l fo rm  o f m atrim onial 

process to  u n d erp in  th e  com prom ised  form  of th e  view  o f m arriage. Instead , I 

have found  th a t people have a lte red  an d  m an ip u la ted  th e  co n tem p o rary  form  of 

m atrim on ial process to  fit th e ir  ow n po in t o f view. T h a t is, a  m odified  form  of 

m atchm aking , th e  arran g ed  m eeting  (,Sogae-ting ).

In  th is  section, I have explained  how  rom an tic  love can n o t be  sep a ra ted  from  th e  

u ltim ate  goal o f m arriag e  an d  how  sexual re la tionsh ips occupy an  am bivalen t po­

sition  w ith in  th is  con tinuum . T hus, in fo rm an ts in te rp lay  th e ir  tran s la tio n  o f ro ­

m antic  love w ith in  co u rtsh ip  to  achieve “o rd inary  life” as I will d iscuss in  th is  next 

section in th e  chap ter. I will particu larly  focus u p o n  how  fo rm s o f a rran g ed  m ar­



riage, C hungm ae, have b een  tran sfo rm ed  an d  how  th is  m arriag e  fo rm  has a long 

genealogy as an  evolving m arriage practice. In  th is  reg ard , th e  con tem porary  

fo rm ula tion  o f C h ungm ae  can  perh ap s b e  u n d ers to o d  as a  tech n iq u e  to  am alga­

m a te  ro m an tic  love, in  te rm s  o f new  expressions o f desire , a n d  a rran g ed  m arriage 

as a n  old expression  o f a d ifferen t form  of desire.

5.5. Chungmae as a conjuncture of romantic love and marriage

As m en tio n ed  before, du rin g  th e  las t five decades o f “m o d ern isa tio n ”, form s of 

m arriage have b een  tran sfo rm ed  as th e  in te rp re ta tio n  o f ro m an tic  love has 

changed. T here a re  also grow ing opportun ities fo r w om en  to  b e  educated  an d  to  

pu rsu e  th e ir  careers. T his opens up  po ten tia l spaces fo r w om en  to  fall in  love w ith  

som eone in  th e  w orkplace o r m e t th ro u g h  o th er social netw orks. N evertheless, 

desp ite  grow ing o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r rom ance an d  love m arriag e , “m atchm ak ing” is 

still p rac tised  by  m an y  people. M atchm aking is one o f th e  functional elem ents o f 

th e  old trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage an d  th ese  a rran g ed  m eetings a re  still re ­

garded  as a  function ing  as a  “casual” m eeting, w hich serves as th e  basis  for s ta r t­

ing a new  re la tionsh ip .

This ra ises th e  q u estio n  o f why, desp ite  increased  freedom s an d  opportun ities, 

are  people still engaging in  th ese  arran g ed  m eeting  an d  fu rth e rm o re  in te rp re tin g  

th em  as a  p a r t o f th e  process o f rom an tic  love? A ccording to  a  survey by th e  Ko­

rean  In s titu te  for H ealth  an d  Social Affairs in  1991, seven o u t o f te n  m arried  Ko­

rean  w om en m et th e ir  h u sb an d s th ro u g h  a  m atch m ak er’s in tro d u c tio n  (N ew s R e­

view , 23 M arch 1991:11, in  Kendall, 1996:130). How ever, peop le believe th a t th e  

inform al an d  casual process o f th e  arranged  m eeting  is n o t to  b e  reg ard ed  as an ­

o th er form  of th e  C hungm ae. In stead , it is a secure p a th  to  achieve ro m an tic  love 

an d  love m arriage. T his m eans th a t th e  core co n ten t o f a rran g ed  m eeting 

(m atchm aking) is tran sfo rm ed  a n d  reduced. A lthough th e  fo rm  an d  co n ten t has 

rem ain ed  essen tially  th e  sam e as in  th e  C h ungm ae , in s tead  o f be ing  seen  as p art 

of an  o ld  in stitu tio n , th e  p ractice has been  m a in ta in ed  a n d  seen  as a  casualised 

inform al event. I t  th e re fo re  becom es a  p a r t o f “rom an tic  love”, th e  im plications of 

w hich are im posed  on  th is  casualised  form  o f th e  a rran g e d  m eeting . T hus, th e  

w estern  en g en d ered  ro m an tic  love an d  th e  trad itio n a l a r ran g e d  m arriage have 

becom e in separab le  a n d  are  m erg ing  in  th e ir  real practice. T hough  people are  still 

p ractising  th e  trad itio n a l form  of m atrim ony, w hich h as  b een  neg o tia ted  an d
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m odified, th e  trad itio n a l factors have becom e alm ost invisib le in  th e  c u rren t form  

of m atrim ony , as th e  su b seq u en t d iscussion will illu m in ate  fu rth e r.

(5.5.1) P ractising  C h u n g m a e in  courtsh ip

R ecent tre n d s  d em o n stra te  th a t, as ind ividual choice is developing th ro u g h o u t 

South  Korea, m an y  peop le  choose th e ir  lifetim e m ate  on  th e  basis  o f  g rea ter free­

dom  o f choice a n d  com panionsh ip , approach ing  th e  re la tio n sh ip  o f h u sb an d  an d  

wife in  te rm s o f ro m an tic  love. In  re la tio n  to  read ing  th e  m ean ings o f m arriage in  

th e  E ast, w este rn  scho lars  have been  criticised  fo r e th n o cen trism . Rey Chow 

(1991) suggests th a t  progressive ideologies, even w hen  th ey  critic ise  w om en’s lo t 

u n d e r th e  o ld  society, m ay  b e  oblivious to  th e  actual cond itions a n d  p rem ises of 

w om en’s lives in  m ore  recen t societies. T hese issues th e re fo re  need  to  re ­

exam ined, in  o rd e r to  re -evalua te  som e of th e  m ost ch e rish ed  w este rn  ideals of 

liberty  an d  p rogress.

One o f th e se  issues deserv ing  o f re -exam ination  is th e  C hungm ae. D iscussions of 

in fo rm an ts ab o u t new  fo rm s o f C hungm ae  as th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  o f arranged  

m arriage can  b e  u n d e rs to o d  as overt an d  explicit s ta tem en ts  o f desirability ; as 

such th ey  in fo rm  th e  percep tions o f w om en an d  m en  o f each  o th er, w h e th e r an d  

how  th ey  find  th e ir  p a rtn e rs ; th ro u g h  arran g ed  m eetings o r b y  ro m an tic  se ren ­

dipity. A m ong th e  in terview ees in  th is  research , th e  m o st im p o rtan t factor con­

sidered  in  te rm s o f desirab ility  seem ed to  b e  m en ’s econom ic ab ility  w hen  they  

get m arried , n o t ro m an tic  love - th u s  th e re  is p erh ap s a  gap  betw een  rom an tic  

love an d  m arriage life as a  real life. W hilst th ey  clearly desire  ro m an tic  love, th e re  

is a gap betw een  ro m an tic  fan tasy  an d  th e  realities of m arita l life. H ow ever, they  

desire to  fill th e  gap  betw een  rom an tic  love as a  fan tasy  a n d  achieving o rd inary  

life as a  reality  th ro u g h  th e  C hungm ae  m arita l p ractice.

(5-5-2) C hungm ae: a rra n g ed  m a rria g e  o r  ro m a n tic  p ro cess?

M ost in fo rm an ts s ta te  th a t  m arriage th ro u g h  an  a rran g ed  m eeting  is m ore  ra ­

tional behav iou r th a n  sim ply  falling in  love because th e  can d id a tes  fo r rom ance 

and  m atrim o n y  have already  b een  carefully scru tin ised  b y  p a ren ts  a n d  a  m atch ­

m aker (m edia to r). In  a  survey abou t m arriage betw een  m arr ie d  w om en an d  u n ­
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m arried  w om en, 77.8 % o f th e  u n m arried  w om en answ ered  th a t  th ey  th in k  th a t 

couples w ould  be happy  to  m arry  som eone w ho sh ares  a s im ila r background , an d  

87.5% of housew ives h e ld  th e  sam e opinion. In  ad d itio n , 38%  o f u n m arried  

w om en agree th a t C h ungm ae  m arriage is b e tte r  w hile 52.4%  o f m arr ie d  w om en 

th in k  m arriage th ro u g h  C hungm ae  is b e tte r (Lee, J-W , W eekly D onga, 30  Ju ly  

2003). This is illu stra ted  in  th e  following account fro m  an o th e r young  fem ale who 

has a  professional jo b  as a  TV producer.

Q: W hat do you think  about Chungm ae?

C hungm ae  in the m odem  m illennium  has all n ew  and im proved param eters.
In the courtship, parents allow a boy and girl to  get to know  each other. They 
pursue a light friendship over dates, unravel tastes and tolerance for each  
other, contem plate com patibility and finally nod their ascent.

(Age 28, TV producer)

T he above observation  on  C hungm ae  suggests th a t  i t  is a lready  a  m o d ern  form  of 

practice for courtsh ip . I t  h as  been  im proved  as th e  ra tio n a l in teg ra l fo rm  of hav­

ing a  chance a t ro m an tic  love, on  th e  one side, a n d  satisfac tion  o f fam ily, on  th e  

o ther. C hungm ae  has b een  innovated  w ith resistance  a n d  n eg o tia tio n  over several 

decades and , as observed  by K endall, its new er fo rm s a re  n o t ju s t  com m on in 

Seoul b u t are  also th e  s tan d a rd  p ractice th ro u g h o u t th e  co u n try  (K endall, 1996: 

103). In  con tem porary  society, th e  C hungm ae  is a  k in d  o f secu re  practice  to  get 

m arried  for w om en a n d  m en  w ho are  “over-age” fo r m arriag e  an d  is a  w ay for 

w om en have b een  com ing to  reso lu tions o f th e ir  am bivalen t p o sitio n  betw een  old 

an d  new  practices o f cou rtsh ip  by en tering  in to  th e  “o rd in a rin e ss” o f  a “tra d i­

tio n a l” lifestyle b ased  on  freedom  of choice. S im ilarly, as I a ttem p t to  show  at 

o th er p o in ts  in th is  sec tion  an d  in  o th er sections o f th is  ch ap te r, m o st o f m y in te r­

viewees answ ered  th a t th ey  w an t m arriage to  be  p a r t  o f th e ir  “o rd in a ry ” life an d  

dem o n stra te  w hy th ey  th in k  it is necessary.

T hus, C hungm ae  is still a  p o p u la r practice for m arriag e  to  achieve an  “o rd inary” 

life style in  a  tran sfo rm in g  context. C hungm ae  has m oved  from  its  trad itio n a l 

com pletely arran g ed  fo rm  w ith  contro l by  th e  p a ren ts  a n d  w ith  m in im al, control 

by th e  young couple over th e  choice o f p a r tn e r to  th e  s itu a tio n  to d ay  in  w hich Ko­

rean  m arriage includes n u m ero u s possible form ats; an d  is usually  a  “love m atch ”. 

M ost m arriages in  th e  1990s fall in to  th e  second  category  - p a ren ts , relatives o r 

p a ren ts’ friends p rov ide a  “su itab le” in troduction  a n d  th e  couple is th e n  left to  

decide w he ther they  fin d  each o th er com patib le o r  n o t (Cho, H . 2 0 0 2 : 170). The
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young m an  an d  w om an m ake th e  final decision  ab o u t m arriag e  betw een  th em ­

selves, a lthough  th ey  seek  th e  advice an d  approval o f th e ir  p a ren ts  a n d  th e ir  go 

betw een . C hungm ae  th ere fo re  becom es a casualised  cu ltu ra l p ractice  an d  as a 

cou rtsh ip  process, reduces th e  “insecurity” an d  “u n ce rta in ty ” o f m arriage.

Indeed , as n o ted  above, som e K oreans feel th a t  ro m an tic  love is n o t th e  m ost im ­

p o rta n t facto r in  a successful m arriage  an d  th is  “in  b e tw een ” form  o f m arriage 

m ay  reflect th is  em phasis. At tim es, th e  in fo rm an ts  in  th is  re search  om it o r deny  

th e  p ractice  o f C h u n g m a e  in  o rd e r to  p re ten d  a n d  em p h asise  ro m an tic  love as a 

p rio rity  a fte r m arriage. I t  seem s, therefore , th a t  tw o concep tual system s, i.e. m a r­

riage a n d  ro m an tic  love, a re  u n d ers to o d  to  s ta n d  a t o p posite  poles. W hen people 

perceive th e  benefits  o f en terin g  th e  m arriage system , th ey  te n d  to  h ighlight th e  

side o f m arriag e-re la ted  in stitu tio n s such as C h u n g m a e  o r a rran g ed  m eeting, 

w hile if  th ey  recognise th e  significance of rom an tic  s id e  o f m arriag e  life, th ey  ten d  

to  ignore th ese  s tric te r fea tu res o f m arriage. In  o th e r w ords, th e  m arriage system  

an d  rom an tic  love seem  to  cause co n stan t conflicts a n d  am bivalence in  th e  con­

tem p o ra ry  South  K orean context. This k ind  o f ten d en cy  to  o m it a n d  deny  th e ir 

experience o f th e  a rran g ed  m eeting  can easily be  fo u n d  in  m an y  in terv iew  d iscus­

sions. For instance , th is  p articu la r ex tract illu stra tes  how  C h ungm ae  h as  been  

casualised  and , as such , som etim es becom es invisib le in  th e  in fo rm an ts’ d is­

course:

Q: H ow  did you get married?

K: Actually, m y father had known him  first and m y m other liked him . So, m y 
father introduces him  to m e. One day, m y father suggests that he w as a good  
guy although he w as six years older than I was. For the first sight, he was all 
right. I had several m eeting w ithout any feeling.

Q: Do you m ean you get Chungm ae?

K: No, no, it w as love marriage. As w e m et m ore and m ore, w e liked each 
other m ore. Finally w e got married.

(36, Fulltime housewife)

In  th is  conversation, C hungm ae  practice becom es to o  casualised  to  be  acknow l­

edged as th e  sam e recognisable  process. A nd th e  in fo rm an t seem s to  w an t to  

avoid th e  fact th a t  th e ir  in itia l m eeting  w as arran g ed , w hich  can  b e  in te rp re ted  as 

a typical C hungm ae  practice. A lthough h e r fa th e r’s ro le  w as n o t as an  au tho rised  

m ed iato r -  in  th e  casual a rran g ed  m eeting  th e  m ed ia to r’s ro le  is n o t so au th o rita ­

tive com pared  to  th e  o ld -fash ioned  m atchm akers in  th e  a rran g e d  m arriag e  -  b u t
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w as th a t o f a rran g in g  th e  m eeting  an d  acquain ting  each o th e r to  see th e ir  in itial 

reactions. T he m eeting  seem ed  to  be  successful, a n d  th ey  got m arr ie d  in  th e  end . 

How ever, in stead , o f w an ting  to  say m en tion  th a t  sh e  m et h e r h u sb an d  from  

C hungm ae  p ractice, th e  in fo rm an t em phasised  th a t  h e r m arriag e  w as th e  resu lt 

o f yearlong  d a tin g  a n d  ro m an tic  love. In  o th er w ords, th e  in itia l a rran g ed  m eeting  

(som e k in d  o f S o g a e tin g ), w hich h er fa th er a rranged , w as n o t reg ard ed  as signifi­

can t in  th e ir  m arriage , w hich is o n  one level a ra th e r  baffling  position . H owever, if 

one read s  th e  C h u n g m a e  as a rom an tic  process, th is  po sitio n  can  b e  m ore easily 

u n derstood . I t  can  b e  arg u ed  th a t th e  a rran g ed  m eeting  is a  p a r t  o f a  g radual 

process o f ge tting  to  know  each o th er an d  experiencing ro m an tic  love, albeit in  a 

d ifferen t fo rm  th a n  in  w este rn  contexts.

T hus, th e  c u rren t defin ition  o f C hungm ae  in  postco lonial cu ltu ra l p ractice  is one 

th a t is w ider, m o re  inclusive, am biguous an d  am bivalen t. F ro m  th e  in fo rm an ts’ 

d iscussion  above, it  becom es clear th a t C hungm ae  can  p e rh ap s  now  b es t be  de­

fined  as an  a rran g e d  m eeting  w hich is ‘in -betw een ’̂  a rran g ed  m arriag e /ro m an tic  

love an d  th e  o ld /n ew  ideas o f cou rtsh ip  for m arriage.

In  o th er w ords, w ith  th e  co n stan t inflow of th e  ideas o f ro m an tic  love an d  th e  new  

form s of m arriage , w hich surged  during  th e  m o d ern isa tio n  its  real m ean ing  has 

b een  tran sfo rm ed  a lthough  it re ta in s  th e  sam e nam e. As a  b ro a d e r category, th e  

C hungm ae  is now  th e  in terven tion  o f a m atchm aker, w ho m ig h t b e  a  friend , re la ­

tive o r p rofessional an d  th e  a rran g ed  m arriage h as  b een  red u ced  in  form ality  to  

b e  th is  casualised  a rran g ed  m eeting, although d iffe ren t fo rm s a n d  levels of fo r­

m ality  still exist. T he te rm  is now  broadly  used  to  b o th  re fe r to  a n  a rran g ed  m ee t­

ing such as M a tso n  (w hich takes place w ith th e  p resence o f th e  p a ren t) in  its fo r­

m al form  an d  S o g a e tin g  (w ithou t th e  p a ren t a t th e  m eeting) in  its  in fo rm al form .

Due to  its tran sfo rm ativ e  fo rm ation , th e  defin ition  o f th e  C h u n g m a e  itse lf is very 

difficult to  clarify. H ow ever, its  very lack o f clarity  p e rh ap s  suggests th a t  th e  

C hungm ae  h as  b ee n  tran sfo rm ed  as an  in-betw een  cu ltu ra l p rac tice  because th e  

m eaning  has been , an d  con tinues to  be, constan tly  tran sfo rm ed . C hungm ae  m ay 

be co n stitu ted  th ro u g h  an  ongoing process o f tran sfo rm a tio n  o f  its  m ean ing . F u r­

therm ore , C h u n g m a e  is an  in -betw een term : F irst, th e  te rm  does n o t qu ite  re fer
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to  th e  m arriage system  because it h as  lo st its core co n ten t o f th e  fam ily-centred  

m arriage. I t  has becom e m ore o f a re ference to  a  casual m eetin g  betw een  tw o 

people, w ho m ay look  to  beg in  a  re la tionsh ip , a n d  o n e  w hich  is expected  to  fea­

tu re  elem ents o f ro m an tic  love. Second, th e  te rm  m erges th e  b o u n d arie s  o f ro ­

m an tic  love an d  a rran g ed  m arriage, an d  is flexible a n d  casualised .

In  th is  sense, th e  d o m in an t d ichotom y d iscourse  o f  a rran g ed  m arriag e  an d  love 

m arriage m igh t b e  seen  as a  E uro -cen tra lised  d iscourse  th a t can n o t b e  adop ted  in  

a  n o n-w estern  cu ltu ra l context. A ccording to  H om i B habha,

An encounter w ith new ness that is not part o f  the continuum  o f past and pre­
sent not m erely recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent, it re­
new s the past, refiguring it as a contingent “in -betw een” space, that inno­
vates and interrupts the perform ance o f th e present. The “past - present” 
becom es part o f the necessity, not the nostalgia o f  living.

(Bhabha, 1994:7)

As seen  in  th e  in fo rm an t’s ex tract above, a n d  in  th e  b ro a d e r series o f th e  group 

in terview s, th e  m ajority  o f in fo rm an ts a ttem p t to  in teg ra te  th e ir  view s on love, 

sex an d  m arriage toge ther. T herefore, C hungm ae  can  p e rh ap s  now  b e  ch arac te r­

ised as expressing an  e lem en t o f w om en’s agency in  te rm s  o f th e ir  active p ractice 

in  cou rtsh ip  (as w ill b e  d iscussed  in  g rea ter d ep th  in  th e  su b seq u en t section) an d  

as a  m a tte r of ind iv idual choice ra th e r th a n  a  passive w ay o f p artic ip a tin g  in  m ar­

riage. In  Sou th  K orea, th e  a rran g ed  m eeting  is often  described  as a  b lend ing  o f 

trad itio n a l w isdom  (m arriage is too  im p o rtan t to  b e  left to  th e  young) an d  p ro ­

gressive ideals (m arriage shou ld  be  a m a tte r o f ind iv idual choice m ad e on  th e  b a ­

sis o f m u tu a l a ttrac tio n ). T hus, th e  m erging a n d  re fo rm u la tio n  o f E ast an d  W est 

in  m arriage offer th e  over arch ing  generalisa tion  th a t  “A sian” societies have com e 

to  acknow ledge “th e  ju d g em en t o f young peop le” in  m arriag e  choice as an  ad ap ­

tive response  th a t  m ay  yet p reserve “trad itio n a l fam ily va lu es” ag a in st th e  assau lt 

o f ‘W estern  d isso lu tion , even as Asian societies have fo u n d  it  necessary  to  d iscard  

th e  m ost oppressive a ttrib u te s  o f trad itio n a l p a tria rch y ’ (M ace, 1959:159). In  th e  

sam e vein, C hungm ae  as th e  real practice o f co u rtsh ip  for S ou th  K orean w om en 

show s th e ir  ability  to  challenge as they  a rticu la te  th e  signs o f cu ltu ra l difference.

T hus, it can  b e  seen  th a t  m y in fo rm an ts a rticu la te  C h u n g m a e  p ractice  as th e  sign 

o f cu ltu ra l d ifference betw een  w estern  ro m an tic  love a n d  trad itio n a l a rran g ed  

m arriage. F u rth erm o re , th is  tran sfo rm in g  courtsh ip  p rac tice  in  S outh  Korea p ro ­

vides an  excellent exam ple o f th e  am bivalence o f n o tio n s  o f progress, o f an
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en ligh tened  “now ” versus a repressive “th e n ” an d  o f th e  d isadvan tages versus ad ­

van tages for w om en  in  new  form s of m atrim on ial nego tia tions, b e  th ey  C hung­

m a e  o r “rom an tic  love”. T he am bivalence o f th is  m a trim o n ia l fo rm  produced  

w ith in  th e  ru les o f  recogn ition  of dom inating  d iscourses a rticu la te  th e  signs of 

cu ltu ra l difference as B habha rem arks (B habha, 1985:153).

(5 .5 .3) C hungm ae as the  qua lified  love m a tch

C hungm ae  rem a in s a v ital op tion  in  K orean m atrim o n y  fo r w om en, a lbeit in  the  

form  o f th is  tran sfo rm in g  an d  culturally  am bivalen t p ractice , s im ilar form s of 

w hich have also ap p eared  in  Jap a n , C hina an d  In d ia  (Roy, 1972: 76-82). As m any 

as 8 0  p ercen t o f cu ltu res ou tside  th e  w estern  sphere  em ploy  a rran g ed  m arriage 

practices, a lthough  relatively, few of these  cu ltu res re ly  exclusively on  arranged  

m arriages (Sm all, 1993). I t  is p erh ap s believed th a t  th e  a rran g e d  m eeting  allows 

for th e  developm ent o f ro m an tic  love b u t is th e  m in im al device o f security  in  th a t 

th e  a rran g ed  m eeting  is th o u g h t to  be  b e tte r  th a n  ju s t  m eeting  an  unknow n 

s tranger. In  th e  case o f S outh  Korea, in fo rm an ts suggest th a t  C h ungm ae  is a  re a ­

sonable, safe an d  positive k ind  of qualified love m atch . T he m o st im p o rtan t role 

of th e  m o d ern  fo rm  of C hungm ae  is legitim acy an d  qualifica tion . T his in fo rm an t 

describes th e  com m on fea tu res o f cu rren t practices o f C h u n g m a e :

C hungm ae  is  a m arriage arranged by the individuals involved. In an unquali­
fied love marriage, the couple get to know  each w ithout introduction from  a 
third party such as go-betw eens, friends or their parents’ friends, although an 
introduction by a com m on friend which later leads to  m arriage can still be 
considered as a (qualified) love match. Unlike in  an arranged marriage, a 
Chungm ae  includes a dating and courtship period that precedes the pro­
posal. During their dating period, if  their affections grow the m an and the  
wom an invite each other to their hom es and introduce their date to their par­
ents an exact opposite o f the arranged marriage introduction w here the par­
ents introduce the girl to the man.

(Age 23, Secretary)

A lthough unlike th e  o th er in fo rm an t d iscussed above, th is  in fo rm an t does no t 

hide th e  C h u n g m a e , sh e  does a ttem p t to  d istingu ish  its cu rre n t form  from  th e  

trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage. She sim ilarly  em phasises th a t  th e  C hungm ae  

process includes ro m an tic  courtsh ip  an d  w om en an d  m en  in tro d u ce  them selves 

to  each o th e r’s fam ily afte r th e ir  affection grows, ra th e r  th a n  th e ir  m eeting  being

- 1 8 2 -



occupied by tw o p a r ts  o f fam ily in terests . In  o th e r w ords, as b riefly  a lluded  to  

above, h e r em phasis is on  h e r personal choice an d  th is  can  b e  seen  as a pivotal 

d iscursive agency, as seen  yet m ore  clearly in  th is  extract:

Chungm ae  are egalitarian in  power in  that they yield  to  the sharing o f re­
sponsibilities betw een  the husbands and w ives and a general disdain o f chiv­
alrous etiquette. A  C hungm ae  can be a pure love m atch or a qualified love 
m atch. All C hungm ae  in this spectrum  have the positive social im plication of 
a pure love m atch. It is likely that th is m an or w om an w ill ben efit from  the  
love m atch.

(Age 22, University Student)

W hilst addressing  th e  deeper tactical agenda o f th e  C h u n g m a e, th e  university  

s tu d en t speaks ab o u t th e  u ltim ate  sh ared  responsib ility  o f th e  couple. T he degree 

o f personal choice in  such  m arriages, how ever, varies, b ro ad ly  ran g in g  from  very 

little  (fam ily selection o f th e  spouse) to  a lm ost to ta l se lf-d e te rm in a tio n  w ith  th e  

fam ily sim ply supplying prospective dates. Indeed , th is  in fo rm an t defines th e  

C hungm ae  as qualified  love m atch  to  get in to  an  “o rd in ary  life” as I m en tio n ed  in  

th e  previous section.

As n o ted  above in  re la tio n  to  security , th e  following in terv iew ee describes th e  

C hungm ae  as a  safety  tac tic  th ro u g h  w hich one m ay avoid th e  u n ce rta in ty  an d  

insecurity  o f b o th  ex trem e fo rm s o f ro m an tic  love a n d  o ld  a rran g e d  m arriage:

C hungm ae  is a contract betw een fam ilies, but not on ly b etw een  individuals.
The m an and w om an’s parents investigate each other’s fam ily background  
before initiating the talk betw een the prospective couple. Their preference is 
that the fam ily has a sim ilar background, a com parable financial situation, a 
good reputation am ong the class elders, and no hereditary d iseases. I think  
th is is a very safe way o f m eeting som ebody w ho is  going to  b e m y future 
husband.

(Age 35, Part time bookseller)

Seem ingly, th is  in spection  of fam ily background  a n d  s im ila r econom ic back­

ground  d im in ish  h e r anxiety  abou t fu tu re  insecurity . R eflecting th is  general tre n d  

of C hungm ae, an o th e r in fo rm an t also explained:

C hungm ae happens only after a lot o f research from  b oth  sid es. The chances 
of making a wrong choice are sm all. Love before marriage is  on ly  lust and at­
traction, w hereas Chungm ae  brings affection and longing after marriage.
Last but not least m arriages becom e successful only i f  both  parties appreciate 
each other and have a give and take policy leaving their control and egos b e­
hind.
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(Age 26, TV Producer)

H er rem ark s show  th e  am bivalen t characteristics o f love a n d  m arriag e  an d  also 

reveal th e  anxiety  involved in, an d  desire  in, m aking  a  r ig h t choice concern ing  h e r 

spouse. F or h e r in  o rd e r to  fulfil h e r  desire  for hav ing  ro m an tic  love in  m arriage, 

she finds th e  C h ungm ae  to  be  an  idealised  form  of co n tem p o rary  m atrim o n y  th a t 

encapsu la tes a  fo rm  in -betw een  rom an tic  love an d  trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage 

values. T hus, th is  cu ltu ra l practice is a  self-conscious choice to  fulfil h e r desirab le  

conditions for m arriag e  an d  it seem s th a t w om en believe th a t  th e  C hungm ae  is 

reducing  th e  risk  o f o rd inary  life an d  expanding  freedom  o f choice o f th e ir  own. 

In  th e  nex t section , I will show  how  th e  in fo rm an ts  in te rp lay  th e  d iscourse o f 

“freedom  o f choice” in  o rd e r to  achieve o rd inary  life a n d  how  o rd in a ry  life style is 

sh ap ed  by  th e  “choice” before finalising th e  ch ap te r by  a ttem p tin g  to  show  how  

th is  re la tes to  how  w om en construc t th e ir  iden tities  as revealed  w ith in  th e  in for­

m an ts’ ta lk  o f an  “o rd in ary  life style”.

5.6. Ordinary life style (Pyungbyum m han saenghw al)

As noted , m arriag e  rem a in s a  critically necessary  s tep  in  th e  life course for th e  

m ajority  o f South  K orean w om en, achieved in  te rm s  o f fulfilling ro m an tic  love 

an d  reducing  risks o f m arriage th ro u g h  C hungm ae. T he e lem en t o f risk  h as b een  

d iscussed  above in  re la tio n  to  finding a  know n, ap p ro p ria te  p a r tn e r  (ra th e r th a n  a 

s tranger). H ow ever, on  th e  o th er side o f th e  coin, risks can  also  be  re la ted  to  th e  

anxiety  o f th e  in secu rity  a n d  unpred ic tab ility  o f w o m en ’s “a lte rn a tiv e” lives o u t­

side o f m arriage. ‘W hile risks p rim arily  assoc ia ted  w ith  anxiety , it in jects as ele­

m en t o f u n p red ic tab ility  in to  th e  rou tines o f th e  everyday’ (M cD onald, 2003: 

108). Thus, m arriag e  can b e  a  paradoxical place, because  a lth o u g h  it  m ay provide 

a safe haven  o f o rd in arin ess  from  th is  alternative  w orld , th e re  is an o th e r uncer­

ta in ty  an d  in secu rity  a ro u n d  th e  views of m arriage, th a t  is, th e  u n ce rta in ty  an d  

unpred ic tab ility  o f m arriag e  itself. F or w om en, th e  idea o f getting  m arried  is al­

ways accom panied  w ith  an  unpred ic tab le  an d  risky fu tu re . In  th is  sense , m arriage  

an d  th e  fulfilling o f ro m an tic  love are  qu ite  a  risky b u sin ess  fo r w om en, reflecting 

th e  d issonance o f b e lie f an d  p ractice a ro u n d  th e  m arriag e  system . I t  is no tab le 

th a t  m arriage  as a  pathw ay  for “o rd inary  life” m ark s th e  tran s itio n  from  a “way o f 

life” to  a “life sty le” in  in fo rm an ts’ discussion. T ensions ap p ea r in  decision  m aking 

as they  deeply feel desire  for ind ividual freedom s a n d  p leasu res; W hile they  are
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fully aw are th a t  th e re  is trem en d o u s po ten tial for conflict, in secu rity  an d  am biva­

lence in sid e  a n d  ou tside  o f m arriage. The follow ing sec tion  a ttem p ts  to  fu r th e r 

illu m in a te  th e se  ten s io n s  an d  re la te  th em  particu la rly  to  th e  concept o f an  “o rd i­

n a ry  life”.

(5.6.1) In  p u r s u i t  o f  o rd in a ry  life (P yu n g b yu m h a n  sa en g h w a l)

In  th e  analysis o f m y  data , it w as in teresting  to  n o te  th a t  th e  m ajo rity  o f in fo r­

m a n ts ’ d iscussion  converged on  seeking an  “o rd in ary  life sty le” (P yu n g b y u m h a n  

sa en g h w a l), w hich  th ey  believe equates w ith  th e  m ost safe, com fortable an d  

h ap p y  life. In  o rd e r to  achieve th is  o rd inary  life, th ey  th in k  getting  m arried  is a 

necessary  th in g  to  do. H ere, th e  question  is w hy do  so m an y  people believe th a t  

m arriag e  is a  secu re  pathw ay  fo r “o rd inary  life”? M oreover, w hy is it particu larly  

so im p o rtan t fo r young w om en in  con tem porary  S ou th  K orea? In  co nsum er soci­

ety, som e scho lars argue th a t th e  d iscourse o f o rd in ary  life is closely re la ted  to  

m idd le  class lifestyle an d  it  can  be  identified  as th e  ‘p o st-m o d ern  fraction  o f th e  

m idd le  c lass’ (Taylor 2005 ; Savage, Bagnall, & L o nghurst 2001). How ever, here, 

o rd in arin e ss  is defined  as a  m ode o f experience th a t  belongs to  everyone’s every­

day  life: ‘it is n o t ju s t  th e  au th en tic  preserve of p a rticu la r social g roup  based  on 

g en d er o r w ork ing  c lass’ (Taylor, 2005:115). If  you look a t th e  specific s itu a tio n  in  

S outh  K orea, th e  con tex tua lised  view of “o rd inary  life” conno tes a  q u ite  obscure 

a n d  flexible m ean ing , w hich is n o t based  on a  p articu la r social group . As I shall 

hopefu lly  reveal in  th is  section, it seem s to  be  a  flexible a n d  tem p o ra l b o u n d ary  

w ith  w hich  w om en  co n stru c t a n d  identify. T herefore, th e  concep t w ould  p erhaps 

be b e tte r  seen  as a  subjective position  th a t can b e  u sed  to  ju stify  ind iv iduals’s 

choice o f a n  o rd in ary  life achieved th rough  a  process o f th e ir  ow n nego tia tion  an d  

struggle.

T he follow ing in terv iew  dem o n stra te s  how  in fo rm an ts  them selves define o rd inary  

life a n d  w h a t th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  m arriage an d  ro m an tic  love is for them , as 

p a r t o f th e  p rocess o f achieving an  o rd inary  life. T he following in fo rm an t, a  m a r­

ried  w o m an  in  h e r  la te  th irtie s  show s her re lie f an d  feeling o f com fort afte r get­

ting  m arrie d  a n d  com m ents on  th e  p ressu res from  society sh e  experienced  before 

getting  m arried . In  h e r interview , she  claim s th a t o rd in arin e ss  can  re fe r to  feeling 

relaxed  a n d  re lieved  from  social pressure:



O: H ow  did you m eet and get m arried to  your husband?

M : I m arried w hen I was 36 years old. I w as very anxious about marriage 
w hen I w as working as a civil servant. I felt so  pressured by fam ily. I was so  
irritated to  hear “w hy don’t you get m arried?” all th e tim e. I had lots o f 
S o g a etin g  (arranged m eetings) by friends and relatives. Finally, I found a 
guy. I w as so desperate... I thought, if  I could marry, I w ould  feel so relieved  
and com fortable.

Q: Why? W hy did you think so?

M: I w anted  to be free from  other people’s gaze on  m e. I felt I could have the  
sam e life as all other people with marriage. It’s such  a relief. So, m y sister in ­
troduced m y husband to m e. I don’t have... I thought there w ould n ot be a 
special person for m e at such an old age78 if  I w anted  to marry. I thought he 
was acceptable rather than striking. I hated peop le looking at m e. I felt I was 
defective... people asked m e very often “why don ’t you  marry?” I found it 
really intolerable w henever I had to answer that question.

Q: D id you feel better after marriage?

M : Yes, I felt m uch m ore relaxed after the m arriage. I felt com fortable at 
work after marriage, free from  other people’s gaze. I did n ot need  to  pay at­
tention  to  anything and nobody got on m y nerves.

(Age 39, Full time housewife)

T he in fo rm an t’s observations ab o u t th e  p ressu re  sh e  felt from  h e r fam ily an d  so ­

ciety (peop le’s gaze on  her) an d  h e r re lie f w hen  she got m arr ie d  re fers to  th e  fact 

th a t  in  S ou th  K orean  society o lder u n m arried  w om en  still te n d  to  b e  ra th e r con­

sp icuous a n d  s ta n d  out. T here  is considerable te n s io n  for, an d  a b u rd e n  placed 

on, u n m arr ie d  o lder w om en. A fter m arriage, th is  in fo rm an t seem s to  acquire  con­

fo rm ity  a n d  sh e  feels sh e  has fulfilled h er ob ligatory  social ro le  as a  w om an. T he 

gen e ra tio n  in  th e  la te  th irtie s  age group seem ingly  u n d e rs ta n d s  m arriage as a  

“p re ssu red  choice” an d  a  m eans to  escape from  social p ressu re . A no ther in fo r­

m a n t w ho is single show s h e r s trong  in ten tio n  to  get m a rr ie d  in  o rd e r to  have an  

o rd in ary  life a n d  reflects th e  fact th a t  having a fam ily is seen  as an  im p o rtan t 

e lem en t o f th e  o rd in arin ess  in  th e  fam ily-centred  Sou th  K orean  society.

Q: Are you  necessarily going to marry?

A: Yes, o f  course, no doubt! I w ant to live an ordinary life (P yu n gbyu m h an  
S a en g h w a l). It m eans to m e that I w ill marry and give birth and w ill see

78 A 35-year old woman is considered very unlikely to get married and such a person is Nocheoyeo 
which means old virgin or spinster. At this age, they would be considered the second choice and 
more likely to marry somebody who is already experienced in marriage and has children.
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grandchildren. So, I want to  marry in order to live an ordinary life (P yu n g­
byu m h an  S aen gh w al).

Q: W ould you like to  have a job  after marriage?

A: I w ant to devote m y life to my family first, and then  I w ill look  for a job  
when m y fam ily d oesn’t need  m y hand.

(Age 36, Video librarian)

I t  is in te re stin g  to  see th a t  th is  in fo rm an t in  h e r la te  th irtie s  rem ark s sp o n tan e ­

ously ab o u t h e r  s tro n g  will to  get m arried  w ithou t an y  hesita tion . In  h e r response, 

she claim s th a t  m arriag e  is a  pathw ay to  an  o rd in ary  life an d  defines th is  o rd inary  

life as becom ing  a m o th e r an d  having a family. As also seen  above an d  also d is­

cussed  briefly  la te r  in  th is  chap ter, th is  age group  o f in fo rm an ts  Gate th irtie s) 

does seem  to  b e  try ing  to  com bine pu rsu ing  a ca ree r an d  m arriag e  together, al­

tho u g h  it sh o u ld  b e  n o ted  a spec trum  could be  observed  in  te rm s  o f degrees of 

com m itm en t to  th e ir  jobs.

T here are  several layers o f cu ltu ra l an d  theo re tical clues th a t  m ay  help  u s  to  

sketch ou t a n d  fu r th e r  u n d e rs ta n d  w hat th is  o rd inary  life m ay  b e  fo r th ese  in fo r­

m an ts. W e can  fin d  th e  firs t clue from  th e  social psychological w ork  on  collectiv­

ism  an d  se lf-fo rm ation  in  A sian culture. M any social psychologists have paid  a t­

ten tio n  to  th e  ten d en cy  fo r th e  subject position  to  be  less re la ted  to  individual 

happ iness, salience o r un iq u en ess  in  E ast A sian cu ltu res, as co m p ared  to  W estern  

coun terparts . In stead , as p e rh ap s can  be seen  in  th e  above ex tracts  (particu larly  

th a t  o f th e  o ld er u n m arrie d  w om an) m ain ta in ing  h arm o n io u s re la tio n sh ip s w ith  

o thers is m o re  valued  a n d  strongly  expected (M arkus & K itayam a, 1991; H eine, 

Lehm an, M arkus & Kitayam a, 1999). In  th is  cu ltu ra l a rea  includ ing  Jap a n , Korea 

an d  C hina, be ing  o rd in ary  is valued  an d  is perceived to  b e  safe a n d  beneficial fo r 

people’s psychological w ell-being (O hashi & Y am aguchi, 2 0 0 4 ). T his psychologi­

cal tendency  o f being  o rd in ary  ra th e r th a n  u n ique  o r consp icuous can  provide an  

im p o rtan t clue to  u n d ers tan d in g  th e  d iscourse o f o rd in ary  life in  South  K orea 

and, as has b een  seen  above, is clearly reflected in  th e  in fo rm an t’s observations 

abou t th e ir  ow n lives.

Second, u n d e rs tan d in g s  o f o rd inariness canno t b e  reduced  to  one o r tw o d e te r­

m ined  elem ents. R ath er it can be perform ative cu ltu ra l p ractices th a t define 

boundaries o f iden tities. To u n d ers tan d  th is  an d  how  th e  in fo rm an ts ’ d iscussion 

reflects th ese  perfo rm ative  cu ltu ra l practices, it is w orthw hile briefly  in troducing
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th e  n o tio n  o f “articu la tio n ” by S tu a rt H all (H all, 1982; 1985). H all rightly  po in ts 

o u t th a t  society  is necessarily  construc ted  o f com plex s tru c tu re d  to ta lities  w ith 

d iffe ren t levels o f d e te rm in a tio n .79. F rom  h is in sigh ts  on  d e te rm in a tio n , it  can  be 

a rg u ed  th a t  th is  m ulti-layered  d e term in a tio n  o f social p h en o m en o n  includes p o ­

litica l, ideological, econom ical, class, cu ltu ra l a n d  even th e  “im aginative” facto r of 

ro m an tic  love. F rom  th is  perspective, th e  core n o tio n  o f “articu la tio n ” refers to  

th e  fact th a t  th e  d e te rm in a tio n  o f social reality  is n ev e r given, b u t  ra th e r  achieved 

fro m  inside  a  p rocess o f forging connections b e tw een  d iffe ren t levels o f social 

fo rm a tio n  (G ibson, 2 0 0 0 : 259).

T h is p rin c ip le  o f a rticu la tio n  is extrem ely useful h e re  fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  in ­

fo rm a n t’s a rticu la tio n  o f “o rd in arin ess” as it helps to  exp lain  th is  concep t in  te rm s 

o f m u lti-lay ered  in stances. In  o th er w ords, o rd in arin ess  is a  perfo rm ative  cu ltural 

p rac tice  across th ese  m ulti-layered  factors, w hich h e lp s achieve a  sense  o f belong­

ing. F u rth erm o re , it  is p e rh ap s also possible to  argue  th a t  th e  appeal o f “o rd inary  

life” (P y u n g b y u m h a n  S a en g h w a l)  helps to  explain  th e  conflic tual n a tu re  of 

w o m en ’s id en tity  in  th e  cou rtsh ip  o f m arriage, as n o ted  above in  re la tio n  to  inse­

cu rity  a n d  risk  w ith in  an d  ou tside m arriage. I t  seem s logical to  assu m e th a t  m a r­

riage  could  b e  a  s tra tegy  to  achieve o rd inariness an d  an  accep tab le  life, an d  life­

style, in  society  as a  re su lt o f th e  articu la tion  of m u ltip le  d e te rm in a n ts  o f social 

reality . An ‘o rd in a risa tio n  stra tegy  construc ts a  d iscourse  o f ach ievability  an d  ac­

cessib ility’ (M oseley, 2 0 0 0  in  Taylor, 2005:114). In  th is  case, if  w om en  perceive 

th e  o rd in a ry  life as a m ere  expression of respond ing  to  social p ressu res  an d  m ar­

riage obligation , th e n  th e  exp lanation  w ould have b een  ra th e r  sim ple. However, 

as th e  in fo rm an ts ’ d iscussion  is associa ted  w ith  achievability  a n d  accessibility  of 

w o m en ’s goals a n d  challenges, th e n  a  m ore  com plex ap p ro ach  is n eed ed  an d  th e  

concep t o f a rticu la tio n  seem s to  provide one such  approach .

Below is an  exam ple o f how  th is  a rticu la tion  m ay b e  p layed  o u t in  a  rem ark  on 

in teg ra tio n  o f ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage by  one in fo rm an t a n d  h e r b elief in  th e  

achievability  an d  accessibility  of o rd inary  life th ro u g h  m arriage :

Q: W hat do you think about marriage? Is it absolutely necessary do you
think?

79 Hall’s model of determination followed from Althusser’s social formation insists on a principle of 
“non-necessary correspondence” (Hall 1985,94).
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H G : W hat I w as thinking w hen I w ent to the m iddle school w as that I would  
get m arried w hen I was 25 years old. N ow  I am  25 years old . It seem s not 
p ossib le though now... I think that m arriage is the necessary th in g  to do.

Q: W hy do you think you should get married?

H G : I w ill b e really happy w ith m y lover. I w ill feel so good if  I can live w ith  
w hom  I love. Som etim es, I am afraid o f the worst case o f m arriage life 
though... but I think I am  going to marry. I am  going to  try... I have never 
thought that I w on’t get married. The reason is I w ant to  have an o rd in a ry  
life (P yu n gbyu n h an  saen gh w al). An o rd in a ry  life is th e b est life  for hum an  
b ein gs’ happiness. I feel a single life w ill m ake m e feel lonely. If I can have a 
fam ily, I can rely on them  when I am ill and the fam ily w ill protect m e. I want 
to  have m y ow n family.

(Age 21, University student, emphasis of informant)

H er reflections show  how  m arriage an d  ro m an tic  love are  in teg ra ted  in to  an  “o r­

d in a ry ” o u t o f  an  “o rd in ary  life”. H ow ever, in teresting ly , sh e  also  reveals th a t  she  

h as  b een  th in k in g  ab o u t th e  choice o f a  single life. F o r h er, m arriag e  is ju s t  one o f 

h e r  op tions, n o t an  obligatory  pathw ay. N evertheless, in  th e  en d , sh e  provides a 

p lausib le  accoun t o f w hy she com es back  to  th e  o p tion  o f  getting  m arried  - she  

does n o t w an t to  b e  lonely w ithou t h e r ow n family. H ere, m arriag e  m ean s having 

h e r  ow n fam ily  a n d  a  pro tective system  for h e r th a t  w ill b rin g  h e r security .80 

T hus, th is  in terv iew  illu stra tes  th a t  th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  m arriag e  an d  o rd i­

n a ry  life is m o re  d irectly  re la ted  on a  personal level as th e  b e s t choice fo r h e r pos­

sib le expected  happ iness. She can  achieve h e r h ap p in ess th ro u g h  choosing a  m a r­

ried  life a n d  having  a fam ily th a t can provide p ro tec tio n  w h en  sh e  is old. 

H ow ever, th e  in fo rm an t is also aw are th a t  m arriage  can  b e  a risk  an d  a  paradox i­

cal choice as sh e  show s h e r fear of th e  w orst-case scenario  o f m arriag e . A fter h e r 

ca lcu lation  o f all factors, she  concludes m arriag e  is h e r b es t possib le  choice to  

achieve w ith in  th e  te rm  “o rd inary  life”. T herefore, in  th is  case, th e  concept o f o r­

d in ary  life can  b e  located  firm ly in  th is  context, as it does n o t re p re se n t hazy im ­

80 As I will attempt to show, many informants repeatedly talk about the possibility of loneliness and 
insecurity without family protection. This is important to note that South Korean does not have 
strong social welfare network to support people when they retire from work such as the national 
health system. It has become a big social policy issue but still many people tend to prepare for their 
post-retired life by themselves. Also, there is a strong conviction that people are going to dependant 
upon family including their children after retirement. Due to the lack of national welfare system, the 
family support system plays a role in providing security and protection for members of their family 
(Kong, 1990; Kim, H-J. 1993). The converging talk about insecurity and loneliness when they get 
old should be understood in this context.
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ages o f h e r  fu tu re  life. R ather, it  is a  b o u n d ary  to  b e  d raw n  in  te rm s o f various 

variab les like p ro tec tion , com fort, reducing  risks, n o t b e in g  lonely, an d  rom an tic  

love re la tio n sh ip  in  re la tio n  to  achievable an d  accessible op tions.

M arriage is cen tra l to  th e  in fo rm an ts’ sense o f self-identity , th ro u g h  w hich people 

seem  to  recognise, a lbeit som ehow  grudgingly on  occasion, th a t  o rd in ary  life ex­

ists  o u t th e re . In fo rm an ts  explain  lifestyle an d  freedom  of choice, yet w om en’s 

ow n am bivalence is o ften  linked  to  an  aw areness o f th e  ex istence o f fear o f alien­

a tio n  from  society  a n d  fam ily p ressure. In  o th e r w ords, n o n -o rd in a ry  life could 

m ean  single w o m en ’s lives, o r th o se  in  sexual re la tio n sh ip s  w ith o u t m arriage , and  

d ivorced  w o m en ’s lives, w hich im ply th a t belonging  to  th e  society a n d  w om en’s 

ow n id en tities  m ay  becom e insecure.

In  ad d itio n , th is  o rd in ary  life is ra th e r an  im agined  an d  ab s tra c t lifestyle as p e r­

fo rm ative  cu ltu ra l practice. A t th is  po in t, w om en a re  aw are o f risk  an d  fear w hen 

th ey  choose m arriage, w hich  gives th em  econom ic a n d  psychological insecurity . 

H ow ever, it  is n o t necessary  possib le to  say  th a t th is  o rd in arin e ss  is sim ply based  

o n  th e  issu e  o f class, o r m ateria l capacity. For w om en , it  can  be  in te rp re ted  as 

achieving im ag ined  ab s trac t iden tities associa ted  w ith  a  sen se  o f belonging. An 

o rd in ary  life can  b e  defined  as an  ab strac t a n d  im agined  life, a lthough  one th in g  is 

clear, th a t  m o st in fo rm an ts  th in k  th a t m arriage is n o t an  ob ligation  anym ore. 

R a th er it is conceived as one o f op tions to  choose - a lth o u g h  p e rh ap s  still th e  m ost 

accep tab le to  th e  m ajo rity  in  o rd e r to  “belo n g ”, th e  ways in  w hich  it  is achieved 

increasing ly  involve co m ponen ts  o f individual choice a n d  th u s  also im ply  th a t its 

ach ievem en t - o r  n o t - also involves choice. So th e  o rd in a ry  life can  b e  seen  in  how  

am bivalen t re ferences to  w om en’s iden tities are, a n d  sh o u ld  fu r th e r be  u n d e r­

sto o d  as a rh e to rica l a ttem p t to  estab lish  a secure boundary .

(5 .6 .2) M a rria g e : f r o m  w a y  o f  life to lifestyle

T his ind iv idua lised  iden tity , expressed  as choice, a rticu la te s  a n  aw areness o f so­

cial co n s tra in ts  (in  th is  case, m arriage). This “self-expressive choice” can  perh ap s 

b e  a rgued  as an  in sta lla tio n  o f “com pulsory  ind iv iduality” w hereby  one has ‘no 

choice b u t to  choose if  w e a re  to  express ourselves as in d iv id u a ls’ (C ronine, 2 0 0 0 : 

279). I t  is also a rg u ed  th a t  ‘Ind iv iduals now  avidly se lf-m o n ito r an d  th a t th e re  ap ­

p ea r to  b e  g rea te r capacity  on th e  p a r t o f ind iv iduals to  p lan  “a  life o f on e’s
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ow n’”(M cRobbie, 2 0 0 4 :2 6 0 ). So, ‘w om en a re  encouraged  to  con tinually  reconsti­

tu te  them selves in  p ro jec ts o f selfhood via d iscursive p rac tice  o f self- actualisa- 

tio n , se lf-transform ation , an d  choice’ (B haskaran , 2 0 0 4 :6 2 ). F rom  th ese  argu ­

m en ts, m arriage as a  choice re-regu la tes young w om en by  m ean s o f language of 

personal choice. How ever, in fo rm an t’s choice o f m arriag e  can n o t b e  reducible 

in to  one directional exp lanation  w he ther th ese  actions a re  au tonom ously  arrived  

at, o r a re  resu lts  o f s tru c tu ra l forces in  South  K orean contex t. In  add ition , a cul­

tu re  o f ind iv idualisa tion , w hich is th o u g h t to  be  re la ted  to  ro m an tic  m arriage, has 

n o t yet displaced a rran g ed  m arriage an d  ra th e r it exists a longside m arriage rec­

ognition  in  Sou th  Korea. H ere, o rd inary  life can  be co n stru c ted  as a collective 

w om en’s struggle to  achieve w here  in te rdependence  o f se lf desire  a n d  social con­

s tra in t is served.

M arriage is still re levan t to  determ in ing  w om en’s iden tity . I t  is a resource, a d e­

vice w ith w hich to  co n stru c t th e ir  iden tities in  th e  context:

I think I should get m arried because I w ill be really lon ely  w hen I am  getting  
old and I w ill n ot have any relative around m e w hen I am  getting old. I don’t 
think that marriage is necessary if  I can be guaranteed that I w ill not be 
lonely in  m y old  age. However, I w ill have a job  w hen I get m arried. I heard  
lots o f the contem porary children don’t like their m um  to  stay hom e without 
a job. It’s not really respectable for a mother. The new  generation has becom e  
m ore individualised. So, I want to have a job. Husband? I think  I w ould like 
som ebody w ho can be respected by m e and tender and caring etc...

(Age 21, Nurse Trainee)

M arriage is still an  inextricab le p a rt o f w om en’s id en titie s  in  S ou th  K orea in  th a t, 

as ind icated  in  th e  q uo te  above an d  in  earlier ex tracts in  th is  ch ap te r. I t  is one of 

th e  key sites w here th e  h ab itu a l an d  m un d an e , yet re s is tan t, conflicting p lace and  

p rivate  practices of daily  life connect th e  fam iliar, safe spaces o f fam ily strateg ies 

o f “o rd in arisa tio n ”. T he in fo rm an t above u n d ers tan d s  th a t  m arriag e  is n o t a n e ­

cessity b u t th e  choice as a  safe op tion  an d  th e  in fo rm an t w ould  n o t necessarily  

choose m arriage if  th e re  w ere som eth ing  else to  g u aran tee  h e r  safety. T he concept 

o f m arriage th u s  becom es a  one o f th e ir  op tions, n o t an  ob ligato ry  passage, as 

som e o f o lder in fo rm an ts  (in  th e ir  la te  th irtie s) take for g ran ted .

As can be clearly seen  above, th e  desire  for an  o rd inary  life is closely re la ted  to  th e  

concept o f th e  safe b o u n d ary  th a t  could p ro tec t w om en from  illness an d  being 

lonely precisely as th e  in fo rm an ts  rem arked . In  th is  sense , m arriag e  can be re ­
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g ard ed  as social in su ran ce  to  secure th e  ro u tin e  o f everyday life w ith o u t risk. In - 

triguingly , th e re  a re  som e sym ptom atic  p h en o m en a  th a t show  th e  m arriag e  is no t 

regarded  as an  ob ligatory  passage for w om en a n d  large n u m b ers  o f w om en are 

now  delaying m arriage, as also revealed by  th e  survey c ited  ea rlie r in  th is  chapter. 

I t  m ay b e  th a t  a large  n u m b er o f these  w om en will re fuse  m arriag e  indefinitely. 

F u rth erm o re , survey  resu lts  in  1998 an d  2 0 0 2  from  th e  social s ta tis tics  surveys of 

th e  N ational S ta tistica l Office asked  questions ab o u t a ttitu d e s  tow ards m arriage 

(KW DI, 2 0 0 4 ) an d , d u rin g  th is  period, th e  response  th a t  “people m u st get m a r­

ried ” red u ced  from  30.5%  of w om en to  21.9%. H ow ever, in teresting ly , th e  p e r­

cen tage o f re sp o n d en ts  w ho s ta ted  “it is b e tte r  to  get m a rr ie d ” in creased  from  

37.4% to  39.4% . T hese d a ta  show  th a t  w om en’s a ttitu d e  to w ard s m arriage have 

changed  from  a  “m u st-d o -th in g ” to  a  “b e tte r-to -d o -th in g ” a n d  p erh ap s im plies 

th a t  fo r w om en m arriag e  is n o t th e  only w ay o f life any m ore . R a th er it becom es a 

choice o f lifestyle, as th e  in terv iew  extract below  ind icates:

I w as rom anticised by the idea o f marriage before entering the university. I 
don’t like to  think about the way in which marriage is necessary. I w ould like 
to be falling in  love though... However, I w ill say “n o”(to getting m arried) if  
the spouse asks m e to  give up m y job. I w ish  m y husband could respect m e as 
I do. W e can support each other’s weakness.

(Age 20, University student)

In teresting ly , th e  above in fo rm an t s ta tes th a t  she  w ould  choose th e  jo b  over m a r­

riage if  th e re  w ere to  be  p re ssu re  for h e r to  give u p  th e  jo b , th u s  p rio ritis ing  th e  

la tter. H ow ever, th e  in fo rm an t still w an ts to  com bine ro m an tic  love an d  h e r ca­

reer w ith  m arriage . T he follow ing discussion  o f in fo rm an ts  also explains th a t  

m arriage is reg a rd ed  as a lifestyle an d  is only one o f th e  o p tio n s from  w hich they  

m ight choose.

Q: W hat k ind o f lifestyle do you think you w ill have in  10-20  years?

EW : I w ould  be a m arried w om an and a m other... uhm , an ordinary life style 
as well as having a job.

H R : I am  the sam e as Ew. I would like to  get m arried and have a family...I 
w ould lik e to have a secure life and com fortable life...I w ant to  have a shel­
tered and restful life ...

H S: I w ant to  get married. After the children grow up, I w ould love to travel 
abroad w ith  m y husband. I think m y life is  as im portant as m y children’s. So,
I w ould love to travel if  I have a financial reserve at that tim e.

YH : W hat I w ant to achieve m ost is a happy family. I w ant to  have an o rd i­
n a ry  life.
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(Age 16-18, classmates o f a high school)

F ro m  th e  above w om en’s d iscussion, th e  sh ift is experienced  th ro u g h  m arriage 

fro m  th e  decline o f a trad itio n a l, com m unal "way o f life” to  th e  rise  o f new  life 

styles. T his cu ltu ra l a n d  social sh ift from  “way o f life” to  “lifesty le” h as  im p o rtan t 

consequences fo r th e  co nstruc tion  o f subjectiv ities. In  th is  w ay, claim ing lifestyle 

as a  new  social fo rm  becom es a p rim ary  id en tity  m ark er. P eople m ake serious in ­

v es tm en ts  in  u sing  cu ltu ra l form s as a  m eans to  actively exp ress th e ir  iden tity  a n d  

d iffe ren tia te  them selves from  others. Given th a t, th e  concep t o f th e  “o rd inary” as 

a  secu re  a n d  com fortab le  life rem ain s am orphous. T he o rd in a ry  life is n o t m a te ­

ria l b y -p ro d u c t o f cap italism . All m y in terview ees chose to  p lay  up  th e ir  o rd in a ri­

ness. In  a  b ro a d e r sense , how ever, th e  o rd in arin ess  is com patib le  w ith  choice a n d  

id en tity  co n stru c tio n , since invoking o rd in arin ess  is a  s tra teg y  th a t  people can  

d raw  o n  to  try  to  evade social fixing. In  o th e r w ords, th e re  is no  such  d istinc tion  

th a t  can  d raw  a  b o u n d ary  betw een classes, because  th e  o rd in arin ess  is w ide­

sp read  across, a n d  b lu rs, all th e  class boundaries. T hus, th e  d iscourse  of o rd in ari­

ness can  b e  seen  as th e  choice to  achieve social conform ity .

To su m  u p , th e  co n ten t o f o rd inary  life can  b e  view ed in  tem p o ra l te rm s, i.e. 

w hich  can  be  changed . T he practice o f th e  stra tegy  to  o b ta in  o rd in arin ess  as an  

achievable a n d  accessible choice has b een  tran sfo rm ed  w ith  ac ts o f nego tia tion  

an d  subversion  o f m arriage. T he o rd inary  life can  b e  u n d e rs to o d  as a n ego tia ted  

b o u n d ary  im posed  by  th e  in fo rm ants; i t  s ituates th e  ind iv idual w om en  in  an  

im ag ined  d esire  fo r ro m an tic  love th a t sp an s h isto rical tim e. I t  canno t, th ere fo re  

b e  seen  to  be  o p posed  to  transcendence, b u t  ra th e r  is p e rh ap s  th e  m ean s o f t r a n ­

scend ing  o n e ’s h isto rically  lim ited  existence. T he tran sfo rm a tiv e  id en titie s  o f in ­

fo rm an ts  fuel th e ir  in sistence on th e  im portance  o f crea ting  onese lf anew  a t each 

m om en t. T he o rd in a ry  life is one o f th e  w ays in  w hich  in fo rm an ts  o rgan ise th e  

w orld, m ake  sen se  o f th e ir  own iden tities  an d  nego tia te  w o m en ’s desire  for ro ­

m an tic  love. T hus, an  o rd in ary  life is a  key facto r in  th e  ‘fo rm a tio n  o f gender id en ­

titie s  as a  social a n d  in tersub jec tive p rocess’ (Felski, 2 000 :21 ) th ro u g h  global m e­

dia. F o r th e  in fo rm an ts , m arriage m ay help  to  safeg u ard  a  sense  o f personal 

au to n o m y  a n d  d ign ity  o r to  p reserve th e  d istinctive qualitie s  o f a  th re a te n e d  w ay 

o f life.

M oreover, th e  in fo rm an ts’ ta lk  o f m arriag e  to  achieve o rd in a ry  life can  probab ly  

b e  seen  as a  sign o f su b o rd in a tio n  by social co n s tra in t such  as p a tria rch a l system .
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As R uth  B arcan  argues (2 0 0 0 ) “o rd in arin ess” is ‘a  pow erfu l ideology, a  regulatory  

fiction th a t  fun c tio n s to  confirm  people in  th e ir  lifestyle, values an d  cu ltu re ’ (146). 

In  th is  sense , th e  o rd in arin ess  th a t  w om en w an t to  se ttle  dow n w ith  m arriage 

could b e  an  illusionary  choice th a t d isguised b y  th e  m ore  re fined  la te  cap italist 

p a tria rch a l system . H ow ever, a t  th e  sam e tim e , in  any  given circum stances, 

w om en a re  m ak ing  bo u n d arie s  o f th e ir  iden titie s  u n d e r  th e  n am e  o f o rd inariness. 

In  o th e r w ords, m arriag e  to  achieve an  o rd in ary  life can n o t sim ply  b e  seen  as a  

sign o f w o m en ’s su b o rd in a tio n  to  social co n s tra in t b u t also one o f th e  ways in  

w hich ind iv idua ls  engage w ith  an d  resp o n d  to  th e ir  env ironm en t. The bou n d ary  

of o rd in arin e ss  m ay  b e  flexible an d  tran sfo rm ab le  b y  w o m en ’s cu ltu ra l practice. 

T he o rd in a rin e ss  can  signal re s is tan t as well as  a  p lace o f enslavem en t for in fo r­

m an ts. T h u s w om en’s ac ts o f negotiation  an d  re s is tan ce  a re  n o t opposed  to , b u t 

ra th e r m ad e  possib le  by, th is  o rd in arin ess. T he idea  o f o rd in a ry  life is com plex 

an d  tem p o ra lly  fluid: any  w om an’s life sto ry  will co n ta in  d iffe ren t an d  changing 

visions o f  o rd in ary  life. T hus, it  is possib le to  say  th a t  in fo rm an ts  have p erfo rm a­

tive b o u n d arie s  o f o rd in ary  life, w hich are  socially co n stru c ted  as well as con­

stru c ted  in  th e ir  ow n im agination  th ro u g h  globalisation.

5.7. Conclusion

In  th is  ch ap te r, I have d iscussed  th e  ongoing tran sfo rm a tio n  o f th e  re la tionsh ip  

betw een  m arriag e  a n d  rom an tic  love. T he m arriag e  system  h as played a  signifi­

can t ro le  as on e  o f th e  backbones o f th e  social system  in  S o u th  Korea. H owever, 

th e  m arriag e  system  itse lf has b een  changing th ro u g h  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f m od ern  

form s o f m arriag e  a n d  th e  concept o f rom an tic  love. T he in fluence o f th e  la tte r 

particu larly  h as b een  enorm ous, an d  a driv ing  force in  m o d ern is in g  th e  social 

fo rm ation  o f S ou th  Korea. A lthough th e  early  m o d ern is t p ro jec t o f ro m an tic  love 

was reg ard ed  to  have failed, th e  concept o f ro m an tic  love sp read  rapidly . D uring 

th e  las t five decades, th e  m arriage system  has also ab so rb ed  th e  e lem ent o f ro ­

m antic  love. R om an tic  love in  th e  m edia  is a h istorically  s itu a ted  cu ltu ra l experi­

ence an d  h as  b een  tran s la te d  in to  th e  fo rm ation  o f fem in in itie s  in  everyday cul­

tu re . F em ale aud iences have a  “double consc iousness” o f w este rn  culture, 

betw een  fe a r/y ea rn in g  a n d  m im icry /rejecting . As m en tio n ed , in fo rm an ts  ten d  to  

separate  sexual re la tio n s from  rom an tic  love in  o rd e r to  ju stify  th e ir  den ial of 

sexual p assio n  before m arriage. This tran s la ted  form  of ro m an tic  love plays a role 

in th e  fo rm a tio n  o f n ew  fem in ine iden tities, as confirm ed  by  in fo rm an ts’ rem arks.
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C h u n g m a e  is a  good exam ple o f how  th e  tran s la tio n  o f ro m an tic  love has been  

s itu a ted  h istorically  an d  in teg ra ted  in to  th e  experience o f  everyday life. C hung­

m a e  o rig in a ted  from  th e  trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage, an d  th e  fo rm  o f C hung­

m a e  h as  b een  tran sfo rm ed  a n d  casualised  in  co n tem p o rary  society. C hungm ae  

can  b e  defined  as an  a rran g ed  m eeting, in -betw een  a rran g e d  m arriag e /ro m an tic  

love a n d  th e  o ld /n ew  ideas o f courtsh ip  for m arriage. O ne u n iq u e  fo rm ation  of 

C h u n g m a e  is th a t  people a re  still p ractising  it because  it is reg ard ed  as a  secure 

w ay o f achieving “o rd in ary  life” (P yu n g b y u m h a n  sa e n g h w a l). I t  is n o tab le  th a t 

m arriag e  as th e  pathw ay  to  th e  o rd inary  life m arks a  tra n s itio n  from  a  “way of 

life” to  life s ty le  in  th e  in fo rm an ts’ d iscussion. An o rd in ary  life can  b e  a p erfo rm a­

tive cu ltu ra l p ractice  to  achieve a sense o f belonging  ac ross age, gender, class an d  

region. T his perfo rm ative  cu ltu ra l p ractice reveals th e  am bivalen t an d  com plex 

fo rm a tio n  o f fem in in ities. In fo rm an ts  a re  constan tly  oscilla ting  betw een  th e  two 

discursive fo rm ations, i.e. ro m an tic  love an d  m arriage. T h e  o rd in ary  life can be 

seen  in  how  am bivalen t references to  w om en’s id en titie s  are , a n d  sh o u ld  fu rth e r 

b e  u n d ers to o d  as a  rh e to rica l a ttem p t to  estab lish  a secu re  bou n d ary . T hus, th e  

com plexity  o f u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f gender iden tity  th ro u g h  o rd in ary  life opens th e  

space how  an d  w hich  p articu la r s tru c tu res  o f in te rac tin g  w ith  in fo rm an ts’ deci­

sions in  th e  context.

F u rth erm o re , th e  co n ten t o f o rd inary  life can  be  u n d ers to o d  in  tem p o ra l term s, 

w hich can  b e  changed . T he p ractice o f stra teg ies o f o rd in a risa tio n  as an  achiev­

able an d  accessible o p tion  h as  been  tran sfo rm ed  w ith  ac ts o f nego tia tion  an d  su b ­

version  o f m arriage . T he idea  of an  o rd inary  life is com plex a n d  tem pora lly  fluid: 

any  w o m an ’s life s to ry  will con ta in  d ifferen t an d  changing  v isions o f o rd in ary  life. 

T hus, as n o ted  above, we can conclude th a t in fo rm an ts  have perform ative 

b o u n d arie s  o f o rd in ary  life th a t  a re  socially co n stru c ted  as w ell as construc ted  in  

th e ir  im ag in a tio n  th ro u g h  globalisation.
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CHAPTER 6

IS “THE MISSY” A NEW FEMININITY?

6.1. Introduction

A ny analysis o f Sou th  K orean w om en’s iden tities  w ould  n o t b e  com plete  w ithou t a 

d iscussion  o f th e  new  fem in in ity  o f young m arried  w om en. T his ch ap te r explores 

how  S outh  K orean w om en’s experiences a re  re la ted  to  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f th e ir 

id en titie s  as w ives an d  m o th ers  in  th e  postco lonial con tex t o f con tem porary  

Sou th  Korea.

T here  is a  grow ing ten d en cy  am ong m an y  young m arried  w om en  to  refer to  

them selves as “M issy ”. M arried  w om en have beg u n  to  iden tify  them selves w ith 

th e  te rm  in s tead  o f th e  trad itio n a l title , “A d ju m m a ” because th ey  do n o t w an t to  

tak e  on  th e  trad itio n ally  associa ted  im ages an d  lifestyle im p lied  by  th is  title. The 

novel te rm  M issy  o rig inated  from  a sm all advertising  cam paign  to  p ro m o te  a de­

p a r tm e n t s to re  in  th e  early  1990s. It rap id ly  becam e w idesp read  in  d ifferen t com ­

p o n en ts  o f th e  K orean m edia an d  has b een  re -defined  to  re fe r to  young an d  a t­

trac tive  m arried  w om en  w ho w an t to  b e  look like u n m arrie d  w om en an d  share 

th e ir  lifestyle an d  a ttitu d es . T his causes huge con troversy  am o n g st social com ­

m en ta to rs  a n d  fem in ist scholars, w ho argue ab o u t how  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th is  explo­

sive concept. D uring  th is  research , I fo u n d  th a t M issy  iden titie s  a re  o ften  shaped  

by  conflicting d iscourses, w hich can b e  found  in  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s  and  

w om en’s d iscussions. O n th e  basis o f th ese  findings, I a im  to  investigate  here  if 

th e  M issy  can  b e  u n d ers to o d  to  ‘re -en act th e  specu lar im age o f co n su m er desire 

o r [...] assu m e agency an d  au tonom y in  th e  contex t o f  h e r ow n w ishes’ (B runsdon 

1997: 94  in  Jackson , 2 0 0 6 :4 8 0 )

T he em ergence o f th e  M issy  in  th e  m edia  can p erh ap s b e  reg ard ed  as an  im por­

ta n t source  o f th e  rh e to ric  o f individuality , freedom  an d  en jo y m en t o f life. The 

m edia m ay  p rov ide an  in itia l space o f im ag ination  for w om en to  th in k  abou t th e ir



ow n positions. I hope to  dem o n stra te  in  th is  ch ap te r th a t  th is  is a n  im aginative 

space because th e  im ages an d  in fo rm an ts’ ta lk  is n o t actually  fixed n o r  do they  

co rresp o n d  to  som eth ing  real in  te rm s o f th e  fo rm atio n  o f iden tities. W hen 

w om en  describe w ha t th ey  really  desire  a n d  w an t to  b e  as a  m arr ie d  w om an, one 

in te re stin g  aspect to  n o te  is th a t  th e ir iden tification  as a M issy  is n o t coherent, 

precisely  because  it  is n o t consisten t w ith  th e  se t o f typical im ages o f th e  o lder 

genera tion , A d ju m m a .  As I discuss la ter, w om en do  n o t w an t to  iden tify  w ith th e  

typical fixed im ages o f m arried  w om en, w hich a re  usually  rep resen ted  as A d ­

ju m m a ,  b u t ra th e r  p re fe r to  identify  w ith  unfixed  im ages o f  u n m arr ie d  w om en 

u n d e r  th e  n am e o f th e  M issy . T herefore, th is  m ean s th e  w ays in  w hich  we m ight 

iden tify  th e  M issy  can n o t b e  fo rm ulated  as if it is a  s ta tic  a n d  su b stan tia l entity. 

R ather, it  sh o u ld  b e  seen  as a contingent, tactical an d  tem p o ra l practice.

M oreover, it is im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t th e  M issy, as th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f m ar­

ried  fem inin ity , can  crea te  an  alternative  im agination  by  n ego tia ting  m otherhood  

an d  desires, w hich B habha (1990) has usefully te rm ed , “th e  th ird  sp ace”. As I will 

a ttem p t to  show  in  th is  chap ter, w om en a re  seen  to  follow  th e  se t o f im ages and  

codes o f p ractice  w hich h as  been  regarded  as b o th  a “w este rn ised ” as well as a 

consum erism -driven  w ay o f life th ro u g h  m edia  rep resen ta tio n s . H ow ever, al­

th ough  w om en’s id en tity  p ractice is derived  from  th e ir  desire  to  m im ic an d  ap ­

p rox im ate  im ages th a t a re  seen as libera ted , th e ir  id en tity  p ractice  actually  form s 

a  stra teg ic  an d  tactical perform ance. T he in fo rm an ts  do  n o t follow  th o se  given 

im ages b lindly . In  fact, w om en are  struggling to  tran s la te  th e  im ages th a t  are  only 

tem p o rarily  m ateria lised  from  given resources. In  th is  sense , M issy  as  m arried  

fem inin ity  can  be  seen  as space of possib ility  an d  as a  w ay fo r young w om en to  

n ego tiate  th e  p articu la ritie s  of con tem porary  South  Korea. W om en have am biva­

len t positions w hich are  probab ly  con tested  an d  conflicted  to  ad ju s t th e ir  practice 

an d  th u s  to  co n stru c t th e ir  iden tities in  such  given c ircum stances. T hus M issy  

m ight be  u n d ers to o d  to  b e  a com plex phenom enon , caugh t in  th e  con trad ic to ry  

tangle.

In  o rd e r to  exam ine w h e th e r M issy  can  indeed  b e  u n d ers to o d  as a  fo rm  of new  

fem ininity , I will firs t describe here  how  th e  im age o f A d ju m m a 81 has been

81 The original meaning of Adjumma is aunty, however, historically the concept and meaning of 
Adjumma has been changed.
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changed  historically  an d  how  th is  im age plays a  s ign ifican t ro le  in  th e  em ergence 

o f th e  new  im age, M issy , using  evidence from  m y ow n em pirica l data . Second, I 

will o u tlin e  w here  th e  orig ins o f th e  em ergence a n d  p revalence o f th e  concept, 

M is s y ,  in  th e  m ed ia  a n d  how  th is  rap id  sp read  o f th e  concept becam e a  sub jec t of 

con troversy  am ongst social scien tists, includ ing  fem in ist scho lars  in  S ou th  Korea. 

T h ird , I will d iscuss th e  m edia  rep resen ta tio n s  o f m arr ie d  w o m en ’s im ages; in 

p articu la r th e  in te re stin g  w ay in  w hich th e  m ed ia  h as  dep ic ted  m arried  w om en’s 

ignored  an d  overlooked self-aw areness a n d  desire  since th e  early  1990s a n d  how  

new  id en titie s  o f m arr ie d  w om en began  to  em erge in  th e  pub lic  d iscourse by  m e­

dia rep resen ta tio n . Finally, I will re tu rn  to  m y ow n em pirical in terv iew  d a ta  to  

discuss precisely  how  th e  in fo rm an ts really  co n stru c t th e ir  fem in in ities  u sin g  th e  

concept o f  th e  M issy  derived from  th e  m edia  an d  ad a p te d  to  th e ir  ow n experi­

ences a n d  preferences.

6.2. Changing the meaning of the term “Adjumma”

As n o ted  above, th e  conventional category u sed  to  re fe r to  housew ives in  South  

Korea is “A d ju m m a ”. Literally, A d ju m m a  m ean s a  d is ta n t fem ale re lative, usually  

older a n d  m arried . I t  is, how ever, u sed  in  a  m ore  general fash ion  as a convenient 

title  fo r any  o lder fem ale, usually  p a s t h e r th irtie s  a n d  p re su m ed  to  b e  m arried  

w ith ch ild ren . H ow ever, th is  general m ean ing  re fe rrin g  to  m arr ie d  a n d  old 

w om en h as  changed  significantly  in  recen t years. In  p articu la r, th ro u g h  th e  in ­

du stria lisa tio n  process since 1960s, th e  m ean ing  o f  th e  te rm  g radually  sh ifted  

from  b eing  a  positive a n d  general te rm  to  one th a t  is negative an d  derogatory .

T raditionally , K orean society has m ain ta in ed  a  rig id  p a tria rch a l system  w here 

w om en have m en ’s ch ildren , and  w om en’s id en tity  h as  b een  p u rsu ed  only 

th ro u g h  th e ir  ch ildren . A ccording to  th is  p a tria rch a l trad itio n , in  w hich  b lo o d  line 

an d  fam ily have b een  em phasised , w om en have b een  recogn ised  only  th ro u g h  th e  

role o f being  a  m o th er, a n d  m othering  has been  th e  only  ch an n el th ro u g h  w hich 

they  cou ld  ho ld  a  good position  an d  exercise pow er in  th e  fam ily  (Cho, H . 2002 : 

172-178). W om en’s ro le  an d  im age h as  always been  d e p e n d a n t u p o n  w ith  w hom  

they have a re la tionsh ip . In  th is  sense, th e  ideal im ages o f  m a rr ie d  w om en have
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b een  su m m ed  u p  as “a  w ise m o th e r a n d  good w ife”82 (Cho, H. 1988). In  th e  re la ­

tio n sh ip  w ith  a  m an , th e  ideal im age o f a  w om an -  “a good w ife” -  is rep resen ted  

as soft, passive, o b ed ien t a n d  d ep en d en t. W hen it  com es to  h e r  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  

h e r  ch ild ren , th e  im age o f “th e  w ise m o th e r” h as  trad itio n ally  b een  sim ilarly  re p ­

re sen ted  as th e  ideal fo rm  of m o therhood . Even th o u g h  in d u stria lisa tio n  since th e  

1960s h as  rap id ly  re s tru c tu red  th e  fam ily  system , th e  g en d e red  d ivision o f labour, 

m en ’s ro les as b read w in n ers  an d  w om en’s as housekeepers, h as  largely  rem a in ed  

fixed.

Indeed , d u rin g  th e  process o f m o d ern isa tio n , w hile m en  devo ted  them selves to  

w ork  o u tside  th e  hom e as “p illa rs” o f ind u stria lisa tio n , w o m en ’s  ro le  in  th e  p r i­

v ate  sp h ere  arguab ly  becam e m o re  im p o rtan t. B ecause th is  g en d ered  division of 

labour ten d ed  to  m ake th e  responsib ility  for ch ildcare fall com pletely  on  w om en, 

th e ir  involvem ent in  th e ir  ch ild ren ’s upbring ing  w as fu r th e r  em phasised . M ore­

over, ‘th e  ra p id  in d u stria lisa tio n  o f K orea began  to  allow  an  active u p w ard  m obil­

ity  in  th e  class system , a n d  o n e’s academ ic ca reer a n d  s ta n d a rd  o f positions’ 

(Yoon, T-L. 1998). In  th ese  social circum stances, child  rea rin g  a n d  th e  education  

o f ch ild ren  w ere generally  accen tu a ted  as th e  m ost im p o rta n t d u ty  th a t  m o th ers  

m u st accom plish  -  ch ild ren ’s academ ic ach ievem ent a n d  social success w ere of­

ten  seen  as th e  sole m easu res  o f a m o th e r’s ability, n o t ju s t  s im ply  as a  re sp o n si­

b ility  tow ards th e ir  ch ildren . T his o ften  led  to  ex travagan t ex p en d itu re  on  th e  p r i­

vate  education  o f ch ild ren  a n d  huge investm en t in  ex tracu rricu la r activities. ‘I t  

has also led  to  th e  p h en o m en o n  described  by  th e  p h ra se  “sw ish  o f a sk irt”{Chim a  

B a ra m 8̂ ) in  Korea, w hich re fers  to  th e  influence o f w om en  in  general, b u t in  p a r­

ticu lar to  th e ir  in fluence in  education , sa tirising  a  m o th e r’s excessive in te rven tion  

in  schooling’ (Cho, H. 2 0 0 2 :1 6 8 ).

T hus, h e r p o sitio n  in  th e  fam ily  an d  society an d  h e r fem in in e  id en tity  have often  

been  d e te rm in ed  by  th e  ind iv idua l’s position  as a  m o th er, n o t b y  h e r  iden tity  as a 

w om an in  h e r  ow n righ t. As such, th e  sexualised  fem in in e  ch a rac te r  o f younger 

w om en can  be  seen  to  b e  n eu tra lised  and , instead , arguably , th is  k in d  o f passive

82 A Korean, “Hyunmo yangcheo” can be translated into “a wise mother and good wife”. This is 
traditional jargon and people still use this dominant discourse in contemporary Korean society.

83The Chima Baram  refers to the over-controlling behaviour of mothers who put all their energy 
into their own children’s education: for example, making her children’s teacher’s a lunch box and 
giving money to a teacher in return for more individual attention during schooling for her children.
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fem ininity is replaced, particu larly  m ore recently (as described below) with a 

rough, assertive, and  som ew hat “m asculin ised” charac ter in th e  defence o f her 

family’s  in terests in th e  concept o f the Adjumma  in th e  context o f these expanded 

responsibilities for her ch ild ren’s achievem ents.

Also, in th e  context o f th is  increasing responsibility during  th e  industrialisation  o f 

th e  1960s/1970s, th ese  housewives som etim es began to  take part in th e  labour 

m arket in o rder to  su p p o rt th e ir families. This general tendency  has been repre­

sen ted  in th e  changing m eaning o f th e  term , Adjumma. As m entioned earlier, in i­

tially, th e  Adjumma  referred  to  a m arried  w om an o r a d istan t fem ale relative. 

However, th e  original m eaning o f th e  term  has m ore recently  been replaced with 

a new m eaning. The te rm  “Adjumma” now often connotes “audacious”, “uncon­

sidered”, “unasham ed”, an d  “ignoran t” fem ininities (see footnote 81). Even th e ir 

appearances can be seen to  be typified as such, often represen ted  with th e ir  short, 

perm ed hair; ta ttooed  eyebrows; an d  clown-like m akeup. The Adjumma"s im age 

was well represen ted  by a photographer, Hyung-G eun O h’s work on “Adjumma” 

(see Lee, H -J. 1999). H is exhibition on th e  Adjumma  a ttrac ted  public a tten tion  in 

1 9 9 9 . T he im age o f Adjumma, in h is photographs a ttem p ted  to  portray  th e  dom i­

nant discourse o f Adjumma. According to  the  in troductory  com m ent on th e  exhi­

Figure 10. Adjumma. by Hyung-Geun Oh (Lee, H-J, 1999)
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b ition , th e  orig inal idea  o f th e  exhib ition  w as to  show  th e  w ay o f rep resen ta tio n , 

w hich  th e  A d ju m m a  tr ie s  to  d istingu ish  herse lf from  o th er categories such as 

A g a ss i8*. T he p h o to g rap h e r com m ents on  th e  exh ib ition  th a t  he  tries  to  show  

how  th e  A d ju m m a  express th e ir  iden tities  th ro u g h  th e  w ay o f w earing  cloths, ac­

cessories, m ake-ups, hairsty les a n d  so on  (Lee, Y-J. 1999).85 Sim ilarly, above an d  

b eyond  th e  aesthetic , th e  im ages o f A d ju m m a  dep ic ted  in  th e  d o m in an t d iscourse 

in  m ass  m ed ia  as ones w hich  typify th e ir  behav iou r as aggressive a n d  audacious, 

for exam ple, ‘squeezing them selves in to  any gap on  a subw ay ben ch  a n d  elbowing 

th e ir  w ay to  th e  fro n t o f  an y  q u eu e’ (M ai, 2001: 11). T h u s b o th  th e ir  behav iour 

a n d  ap p earan ce  are  ones th a t  a re  (perhaps) “u n fem in in e”. W ith  respec t to  th e ir  

sexuality, th e  A d ju m m a  can  b e  seen  to  be  sexually n eu tra lised , p e rh ap s rep re ­

sen ting  th e  com m on p ercep tio n  in  S outh  K orea th a t  a fte r ge tting  m arried , w om en 

are  n o t sexually  a ttrac tiv e  any  m ore. This is re flected  in  th e  co m m en t o f an  a r t 

critic, Ji-S ook  Baik, w ho s ta te s  th a t  ‘as com pared  w ith  th e  A g a ss i , th e  A d ju m m a  

do n o t su ffer any  ten s io n  w hen  th ey  face th e  w orld. In  p a rticu la r th ey  lack aes­

th e tic  tensions, a n d  th ey  are  in  th e  s ta te  o f abso lu tely  drooping . T hey are  no t 

aw are o f getting  o ld  a n d  lacking rep en tan ce  of th e ir  p a s t young  age an d  jealous of 

o th e rs’ you th . So th ey  a re  n o t ash am ed  of th e ir  ap p earan ce  a n d  bold ly  om itting  

th e ir  se lf-aw areness’ (Baik, 1999).

I t  can b e  easily  observed  in  everyday South  K orean life th a t  th is  h as  changed, less 

passive a n d  o bed ien t a n d  m ore  aggressive im age a n d  m ean in g  o f th e  A d ju m m a  

have generally  b een  reg ard ed  as negative an d  obnoxious in  society. T he te rm  is 

regarded  as in su lting  as I will explain la te r  in  su b seq u en t sec tions w ith  reference 

to  in terv iew  extracts. W hen  a w om an is called “A d ju m m a ”, it is th o u g h t to  b e  a 

k in d  o f in su lt, precisely  because, as m en tioned  above, th e  te rm  is tak en  to  m ean  

to  be  aggressive, assertive a n d  sexually u n a ttrac tiv e  fo r young w om en. I t  is likely 

th a t  it is fo r th ese  reaso n s th a t  m any  w om en are now  seeking an  alternative  w ord 

to  d istingu ish  them selves from  such conventional negative im plications. T he

84 The Agassi refers to a single woman. The term has been used as the opposite concept to the Ad­
jum m a  with respect to age.

85 However, whilst the exhibition was praised for the photography’s aesthetic representation of the 
typical image of Adjumma as “audacious”, “unconsidered”, “unashamed’ and “ignorant”, at the 
same time, it was criticised for merely showing typified images of Adjumma, which can reinforce 
the negative image of Adjumma (Jin, D-S. 2004).



ra p id  p revalence o f th e  M issy , w hich  will be  d iscussed  in  g rea te r d ep th  la te r in 

th is  ch ap te r, should , therefo re , be  u n d ers to o d  in th is  context.

6.3. A negative view of Adjum m a

I t  seem s logical th a t  th e  q u estio n  o f how  an d  w hat young  w o m en  th in k  ab o u t th e  

im age o f A d ju m m a  as ‘m a rr ied  fe m in in i ty ’ is cen tra l to  th is  research : in  p articu ­

la r  how  alte rna tive  fem in in ities can  arise  in  reac tion  to  th is  im age b o th  th ro u g h  

m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  an d  th ro u g h  w om en’s nego tia tion  o f im ages o f m arried  

w om en, th e ir  ow n lives a n d  trad itio n a l concepts. In  m y in terv iew s, m y original 

question  to  th e  in fo rm an ts w as ab o u t th e ir  fu tu re  a n d  how  th ey  feel abou t being 

called A d ju m m a .  In  th e  case o f in fo rm an ts w ho are  n o t m a rr ie d  th e  young gen­

era tion  in sisted  repeated ly  th a t  th ey  w ould n o t live th e  A d ju m m a ’s lives, a n d  they  

show ed a  stro n g  negative view  on  th e  A d ju m m a . Indeed , th e  m ajo rity  o f in fo r­

m an ts  w ho are  m arried  also expressed  strong  negative feelings ab o u t being  called 

A d ju m m a , w hich ranged  from  insu lted , sad  an d  irrita ted .

In  o rd e r to  exam ine how  w om en th in k  abou t th e  im ages o f A d ju m m a ,  I ra ised  th e  

issue w ith  tw o g roups o f w om en  d ivided on th e  basis  o f m artia l s ta tu s  - young, 

u n m arried  in fo rm an ts  aged betw een  la te  10s an d  early  2 0 s a n d  m arr ied  in fo r­

m an ts  aged  betw een  la te  2 0 s a n d  la te  30s. The in fo rm an ts  well u n d e rs ta n d  th e  

sym bolic significance o f th e  A d ju m m a ,  an d  th is  u n d e rs ta n d in g  is em bodied  in 

th e ir  expression  o f s tro n g  negative views. M ost in fo rm an ts , regard less o f th e ir 

m arita l s ta tu s , u n d e rs ta n d  A d ju m m a  in  te rm s o f ce rta in  sym bolic sem iotics, as is 

also d iscussed  below . F or exam ple, m ost in fo rm an ts th in k  th a t  A d ju m m a  a re  o u t­

d a ted  in  te rm s  o f fash ion  a n d  style, an d  th ey  are  critical o f th e ir  lack  o f invest­

m en t in  them selves. O ne o f th e  in fo rm an ts clearly s ta te d  h e r negative view:

(6.3.1) \I h a te  the app ea ra n ce  o f  the A d ju m m a ’

I have the im age o f the A d ju m m a  who has a perm ed hairstyle, wearing  
M om bae  (inexpensive jean s), and usually fat. W ell, A d ju m m a  like to wear 
bright colours and flow er prints on  their clothes. Their m anner is very rustic. 
A d ju m m a  is unfashionably dressed. I hate the appearance o f  th e A dju m m a.

(Age 24, Beauty therapist)
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I cannot im agine being an A dju m m a  when I get married. I hate the im age of  
A d ju m m a . A d ju m m a  throw their bag to reserve their own seat on the bus 
and b ecom es p u n g -p a zim  (careless appearance). I hate a typical appearance 
o f A d ju m m a

(Age 17, High school student)

T hus, in  com m ents such  as th ese  an d  also evidenced in  fu r th e r com m ents below  

th e  younger in fo rm an ts  reveal th e ir an tagon ism  to w ard s th e  A d ju m m a 's  sym bols 

such  as p e rm ed  h a irs ty le86 an d  shabby an d  o u td a ted  fash ion  styles, a n d  th e ir  

negative feelings tow ards th e  im age w hich appears in  th e  d o m in an t d iscourse on 

th e  A d ju m m a .  Young w om en’s clearly expressed  s tro n g  dislike show s w hy young 

w om en m ay  n o t w an t to  identify  w ith  w ha t they  im agine to  be  th e  iden titie s  o f th e  

A d ju m m a . T his d esc rip tion  of th e  sign -  as a sym bol such  as d ress code an d  body 

code - is convenien tly  analogous to  th e  language in fo rm an ts  u se  to  designate th e  

A d ju m m a 's  id en titie s  an d  show s how  young w om en im agine w h a t A d ju m m a  is 

can  also b e  fo u n d  in  th e ir  dep ictions an d  a ttitu d es  to w ard  th e  concept.

T he nex t in terv iew  ex tracts  show s how  th e  m arried  w om en  in fo rm an ts  feel to  be 

called A d ju m m a .  A gain, anxiety  an d  fear o f being  A d ju m m a  a re  com m only re ­

vealed  in  th e  in fo rm an ts’ discussion. In fo rm an ts  overw helm ingly  express th e ir  

feelings tow ards being  called A d ju m m a  as “bad , sad , te rr ib le  an d  irrita ted , u n ­

com fortab le a n d  h a te ”. N otably, th e  following ex trac t is from  a g roup  o f m arried  

aged betw een  30 -3 9  years old who all have ch ild ren  a n d  w ho a re  relatively o ld  

com pared  to  o th e r in terv iew  groups w ho can be ca tegorised  as young w om en. T he 

following in fo rm an ts  describe th e  im ages they  have o f th e  A d ju m m a , w hich re su lt 

to  be n o t m uch  d iffe ren t from  th o se  described  in  young  m arried  w om en’s talk , 

particu larly  in  th a t  th e ir  a ttitu d es  express a  s im ilar negative view  on  being  called 

A d ju m m a .  A lthough th ese  in fo rm an ts a re  o f an  age th a t  can  typically  be  reg ard ed  

as th e  A d ju m m a ,  th ey  strongly  challenge being  view ed as th e  A d ju m m a .

(6 .3 .2) ‘I  fe e l  terrib le  to be called A d ju m m a  w hose n a m e  ind ica tes the  m o s t  

low ly  s ta tu s  in  the  w o r ld ’

86 The permed hairstyle is representative the Adjumma’s hairstyle because the Adjumma want to 
save the money usually spent in the beauty salon. They ask hairdressers for a long lasting permed 
hair treatment rather than considering a fashionable hairstyle or a style that may suit them.
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Q: H ow  do you feel to b e called ‘A d ju m m a ’ on the street?

I feel terrible to  be called [A dju m m a ] (all together).

Q: W hy do you feel so bad to b e called A djum m a?

SB : I th ink  A dju m m a  has perm ed hair, is unm ade up, and has careless fash­
ion  style. Their sm ell is  awful like Kimchi (traditional vegetable pickle). Of 
course, A d ju m m a  is  ignorant and not sexually attractive.

IK : I feel terrible to  be so  called. The nam e of A d ju m m a  is  the lo w lie st s ta tu s  
in  the w o r ld . In one o f the special program m es o f  SBS (Seoul Broadcast Sys­
tem ) broadcast about A d ju m m a  they are described as “audacious”, “uncon­
sidered”, “unasham ed’ and “ignorant”. Maybe the A d ju m m a  is the centre o f  
corruption that is  w idespread in our country. For exam ple, “sw ish  o f  a skirt”
(Chim a B aram ), w ith w hich they offer a bribe to  teachers to  get m ore atten­
tion  to  their child in  the class. Squeezing them selves in to  any gap on a sub­
way bench and elbow ing their way to the front o f any queue Qaughing). The 
A d ju m m a  m ight provide th e origin o f corruption.

DY: I really really hate to  be so called. Once, in  the public bathroom , a kid 
called  m e ‘A d ju m m a ’. I know  w om en’s naked looks are supposed  to be m ore 
and less sam e. So, m y b ody to  the kid would be th e sam e as anybody else in  
th e public bath. W ell, I w as extrem ely angry w ith  the kid. So, I alm ost 
shouted  at the girl. “D on’t call m e A dju m m a  - call m e O nn i87 (A g a ssi) in ­
stead  o f A dju m m a. I am  an Onni!” I don’t  w ant to  b e identified  w ith A d ­
ju m m a .

(Full time house wives, age between 30-39)

O ne in trig u in g  aspect to  be n o ted  from  above in terv iew  is th a t  th e  concept o f A d ­

ju m m a  as iden tified  in  everyday usage can  be  recogn ised  b y  v isual/bod ily  d iffer­

ence. All in fo rm an ts  in  th is  g ro u p  u n d ers ta n d  A d ju m m a  w ith  reference to  such 

v isual a n d  bodily  signs includ ing  as d ress an d  body  codes, as n o ted  above. These 

v isual signs can  p e rh ap s  be  u n d e rs to o d  to  tran scen d  th e ir  n ecessary  im agination  

a n d  m an ife sta tio n  a n d  ra th e r  th a n  being  sim ple critic ism s o f appearance  im ply 

th a t  w om en  w ho possess such  visual signs a re  to  be  reg a rd ed  as “audacious,” “u n ­

co n sid ered ”, “u n ash a m e d ’ a n d  “ig n o ran t” behaviour, as n o ted  earlier.

T hus, in  th is  case, visibility  p lays as im p o rtan t ro le  d is tin g u ish in g  (social) s ta tus. 

In d eed , v isual sensib ility  in  th e  postco lonial South  K orean con tex t can p erh ap s be 

tak en  to  m ean  th a t  th e  d is tin c tio n  o f social s ta tu s  can  b e  m ad e  a lm ost en tire ly  

th ro u g h  appearance. T his is p e rh ap s  th e  reason  w hy th e  in fo rm an t above w as an ­

87 The original meaning of onni is sister. However, in this context, the informant means unmarried 
women (as another name oiA ggasi)
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gry  w ith  th e  k id  calling her, A d ju m m a .  In  h e r s ta te  o f u n d re ss , an d  th u s  w ithou t 

an y  visual signs, th e  sm all k id  m istaken ly  called h e r A d ju m m a .  T he in fo rm an t 

w as em b arrassed  by  th e  co n n o ta tio n  of being  called A d ju m m a  an d  actively cor­

rec ted  th e  ch ild  asking h e r to  call h e r  in stead  O nni (u n m arried  young w om en). It 

is p e rh ap s  p e rtin e n t to  n o te  th a t  th is  p articu la r in fo rm an t is in  h e r early  30s 

w hilst th e  o th e r tw o w om en in  th e  p articu la r d iscussion  q u o ted  above are  in  th e ir 

la te  30s. A lthough all age g roups express negative view s o n  th e  A d ju m m a , th e  in ­

terview s reveal th a t  it is th e  y ounger in fo rm an ts w ho express stro n g er views in 

com parison  th e  o lder age g ro u p  o f w om en  an d  it  is th ey  w ho a re  actively looking 

fo r an  a lte rn a tiv e  fem ininity , as can  be  n o ted  by th is  in fo rm an t’s desire  to  actively 

correct th e  child. H ow ever, it  is also n o tab le  th a t an o th e r sligh tly  o lder in fo rm an t 

ind icates th a t  th e  A d ju m m a ’s im age can be  regarded  as one o f th e  p roblem atic  

figures o f society  p articu la rly  be ing  seen  as a  source o f co rru p tio n  in  education  

a n d  she  sim ilarly  p o in ts  o u t th e  social an tagon ism  to w ard  A d ju m m a .

Arguably, th e re  is a dynam ic to  th ese  negative views im p lica ted  in  th e  in fo rm an ts’ 

d iscussion  o f th is  them e. T he negative a ttitu d es  to w ard  A d ju m m a  a re  arguably  

n o t sim ply  feelings o f “h a tre d .” R ather, th e  an tagon ism  expressed  by  th e  in for­

m an ts  could  be  seen  to  be  a  driv ing  force for resisting  th e  im ages o f trad itio n al 

w om en, expressed  as A d ju m m a ,  a n d  for creating  a space fo r b u ild ing  up  new  im ­

ages from  th e  den ia l o f th e  o ld  an d  trad itio n a l im ages o f  m arr ied  w om en. 

B habha’s re m a rk  on  “res is tan ce” m igh t b e  a clue to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th is  tran sfo r­

m atio n  as h e  claim s th a t ‘an tag o n ism  w as continually  to  p ro d u ce  supp lem en tary  

d iscourses as sites o f re s is tan ce  a n d  nego tia tion ’ (B habha, 1995: 84).

In  th e  case o f negative a ttitu d e s  o f young w om en to w ard  th e  A d ju m m a , a t first 

glance, as n o ted  above, young  w om en h a te  th e  sym bolic sem iotics o f th e  A d ­

ju m m a ,  such  as th e  A d ju m m a ’s careless appearance, ru d en ess  a n d  obnoxious b e ­

haviour. I f  you  look closely, how ever, th e  essence o f th is  negative a ttitu d e  stem s 

from  young w om en’s view s o f th e ir  ow n m o th ers’ sacrificed  lives, w hich have 

b een  o p p ressed  b y  in stitu tio n a lised  fam ily  cen tred  p a tria rchy . T his negative a tti­

tu d e  to w ard  A d ju m m a  is a  s ta rtin g  p o in t for th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  o f young 

w om en’s iden titie s  th ro u g h  re s is tin g  pre-ex isting  im ages o f fem inin ity . As m en ­

tioned , th e  orig inal co n n o ta tio n s  o f A d ju m m a  consisted  o f positive expectations 

in  fam ily life. In  o th er w ords, th e  im age has been  closely re la ted  to  th e  family- 

cen tred  ro le  o f w om en. H ow ever, th e  te rm  has m ore  recen tly  b een  tran sfo rm ed
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in to  a  negative a n d  triv ial conno tation . I w ould  a rg u e  h ere  th a t  th e  likely reasons 

fo r th e  negative view  o f th a t  young w om en in fo rm an ts  a rticu la te  vis-a-vis A d ­

ju m m a  an d  th e  possib ilities con ta ined  in  th is  n ew  a ttitu d e  could  re la ted  to  th e  

im age’s tran sfo rm ativ e  n a tu re  w hich in  itse lf allow s fo r th e  possib ility  o f new  

fem inin ities.

How ever, th is  possib ility  is n o t un ifo rm ly  articu la ted . As b riefly  observed  above, 

th e  d ifferences betw een  th e  m ean ing  of A d ju m m a  fo r th e  y ounger genera tion  an d  

for th e  o lder one can  b e  observed. I f  th e  v isual sign  o f A d ju m m a  provides th e  

b o u n d ary  o f th e  w ays in  w hich people can  d istingu ish  th e se  younger w om en as of 

lowly, ab h o rren t s ta tu s , th e n  th e  conno tation  o f A d ju m m a  can  also be  ex tended  

to  th e  q u estio n  o f th e ir  m o th e r’s generation . T h is is p a rticu la rly  th e  case for th e  

younger in fo rm an ts . Som e o f th ese  in fo rm an ts  explain  th e ir  iden tification  o f A d ­

ju m m a  in  re la tio n  to  b e ing  a  sad  (unhappy) figure th a t  gives up  h e r  life for th e  

family, th u s  suggesting negative a ttitu d es  to w ard  th e  life o f th e ir  m o th e r’s g en era­

tion . In  p articu la r, th e  following in fo rm an t s ta tes  clearly  th a t  sh e  does n o t w an t to  

rep ea t th e  life o f th e ir  m o th e r’s generation :

(6 .3 .3) ‘I  h a te  m y  m o ther 's  sacrific ia l life a n d  m y  life is m in e ’

M y m um  like any other m other carried out dom estic work painstakingly. I 
don’t w ant to b e  A d ju m m a  who scarifies for her fam ily...w ell, losing her own  
life...I want to have a job ... and have m y own life...

(Age 21, University student)

T herefore, i t  seem s th a t th e  A d ju m m a , w ho a re  d esp ised  b y  young w om en, a re  

usually  th o u g h t o f as being  p a r t  o f th e ir  ow n m o th e rs ’ gen era tio n . A n o th er in fo r­

m an t also a ttem p ts  to  sep a ra te  h er ow n life from  h e r m o th e r’s sacrificial life, an d  

declares sh e  does n o t w an t to  sacrifice h e r life fo r anybody, includ ing  h e r fu tu re  

child.

Q: W hat do you think about your m um ’s married life?

For everyone, a satisfactory life is im portant for living. However, m y m um  
gains satisfaction in  her life from  other things, not ju st from  herself. As the  
wife o f a m an, she feels worthwhile if  the dad is successfu l. As a m um , she 
feels happy w hen her child m anages school life w ell. But for m e, though I 
w ould like to  get m arried and have a baby, m y  life is  m in e  and m y husband’s 
life is  his, and to som e extent, w e com prom ise and help  each other, but the 
p r io r i ty  is  m in e  and m y husband’s life is h is, and to  som e extent, w e com ­
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prom ise and help  each other, but the p r io r ity  is m ine. In that respect, I think  
I am  different from  m um . M y  m u m ’s w a y  o f  life is self-sacrificia l, but I don't 
th ink  I can sacrifice m yself for family. N o t like m y  m u m ’s life, I  w ill do  
m in im a l d u ty  f o r  fa m ily . I  d o n ’t  th ink I  can sacrifice f o r  m y  child.

Q: That m eans you don’t  w ant to  sacrifice yourself for your family?

Yes, to som e extent, there w ill b e sacrifice, but if  there is  som ething that I 
really w ant to do, I w ill do it. For instance, if  m y husband got a job  in  another 
city far from  m y place, and says I should follow  him  and support h im , I don’t 
th ink  I w ould do that.

Q: You don’t w ant to do that?

No, I don’t. That is exactly what m y m um  did. But I am  n ot like that.

(Age 17, High school girl)

The in fo rm an t w ho is a  young h igh  school girl show s a  sy m p ath etic  view  to  w ha t 

she  te rm s  h e r m o th e r’s “sacrificial life”. She is well aw are  o f how  h e r m o th e r’s 

iden tities  as a  w om an  faded  to  devote h erse lf to  h e r fam ily a n d  ch ildren . A lthough 

th e  in fo rm an t d em o n stra te s  h e r th ough tfu l an d  engaged re sp o n se  as a daugh ter, 

she also expresses h e r desire  n o t to  have th e  sam e sacrificial life th a t  h e r m o th e r 

has lived. In stead , she  tries  to  d raw  h e r b o u n d aries  o f life a n d  s ta tes  th a t  sh e  

w ould like to  pay  m ore  a tten tio n  to  h e r  ca ree r an d  ow n life. T herefore, it is p e r­

haps possib le to  conclude th a t  sh e  show s an  active desire  to  seek  a lte rna tive  fem ­

in in ities th a t  can fulfil h e r  desires.

Indeed  all th e  young w om en in fo rm an ts  ind icate  th a t  th ey  a re  eager to  achieve 

freedom  a n d  an  in d ep en d en t life style in  a  d ifferen t w ay from  th e ir  m o th e r’s gen­

era tion , a lthough  m arriag e  still seem s to  b e  a  social necessity  as d iscussed  in  

C hap ter 5. Reflecting o th e r a reas  o f id en tity  fo rm ation  h igh ligh ted  th ro u g h o u t 

th is  th esis , a w o m an ’s jo u rn ey  in  sea rch  o f a lte rna tive  id en titie s , as a  m arried  

w om an, is also to  be  found  in  an  ongoing process o f co n tes ta tio n  a n d  th e  conflict 

betw een self-sacrifice fo r h e r  fam ily  a n d  h er ow n self-aw areness. Above all, th ese  

re lu c tan t feelings fo r th e  A d ju m m a  expressed  as “m eddling , in terfering , in te r­

ru p tin g  a n d  in te rp o la tin g ” can  p e rh ap s  be  seen  to  be estab lish ed  th ro u g h  rep e ti­

tio n  an d  m ay rep resen t d isp lacem en t o f th e ir  desire  fo r n ew  iden titie s , as show n 

below  in  te rm s  o f th e  ho p e  o f changing  th e  im age an d  m ean in g  o f A d ju m m a .

(6 .3 .4) ‘I  hope the m ea n in g  o f  A d ju m m a  w ill change w h e n  I  a m  A d ju m m a ’
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Q: Finally, can you im agine your future in 10 or 20  years from  now? W hat 
kind o f life style do you w ant to  have?

AE: I cannot im agine b eing an A dju m m a. I don’t like the im age o f  A dju m m a  
nowadays. A d ju m m a  throw  their bag to reserve their ow n seat and they sit 
down next to people and they don’t consider other people. I feel that is an A d ­
ju m m a  w hen I observe that kind of thing in  the tube. Perhaps, I w ill have the 
nam e o f A d ju m m a  in the future. Of course, they m anage their dom estic life 
very w ell financially and A d ju m m a  lead the econom y o f our country. H ow­
ever, I don’t w ant to  be like an A dju m m a. I don’t w ant to  change and becom e  
like them . I don’t w ant to  b e a typical A dju m m a  (laughing). M aybe, the con­
cept o f  A d ju m m a  o f  our generation will change. I hope...

CH: I cannot im agine m yself in  the future in 10, 2 0  years. D on’t you  know  
the im age o f “A d ju m m a ”? I have a fear o f becom ing A d ju m m a , m yself. I 
don’t w ant to  behave like an A dju m m a  after getting m arried. I w ant to  grow  
old beautifully and gracefully. In a way, I understand w hy A d ju m m a  behave 
as if  they are overly anxious to  get rich and are engrossed in  m oney m aking  
because they w ant to im prove their fam ily life. However, I cannot follow  the 
typical style o f A d ju m m a . It seem s to m e the im age o f A d ju m m a  is  repre­
sented  and repeated in  Korea. I do not w ant to  be an A d ju m m a . I hope the  
im age has changed w hen w e are to b e  A d ju m m a.

(Age between 21 and 24, University students)

T he in terv iew  above w as con d u c ted  w ith  young u n m arrie d  w om en  w ho have c lear 

hopes o f challenging th e  im age o f A d ju m m a .  As n o ted  a t th e  beg inn ing  o f th is  

chap ter, th e ir  conversation  show s clearly th a t  ra th e r  th a n  th e  orig inal im age o f 

th e  A d ju m m a  as th e  m o d ern , o m n ip o ten t im age o f m o th erh o o d  to  b e  p ra ised , it 

has becom e a  h a ted  figure, n o  longer one to  be  p u rsu ed  by  th ese  young in fo r­

m an ts. H ow ever, ra th e r  th a n  re jecting  th e  im age entirely , th ey  too  w ish  for it to  

b e  changed  as it  h as done in  th e  past. Young w om en are  try in g  to  find  an  a lte rn a ­

tive im age to  th is  o u td a ted  w ay o f living for w om en reflecting  th e  fea r an d  anxiety  

o f being  A d ju m m a ,  w hich itse lf can  b e  seen  as a  “co n tin g en t cond ition- 

ality”(M itchell, 1995: 80). In  o th e r w ords, an  im age w hich co n stan tly  shifts over 

tim e th a t  is troub ling . H ow ever, a t th e  sam e tim e  as th ey  hope to  m ake new  id en ­

tities  possib le , th e  in fo rm an ts  also hope th e  im age h as  changed  w hen  th ey  a re  A d ­

ju m m a .  Young w om en hope n o t to  b e  a w om an  like A d ju m m a ,  th a t  is, a  w om an  

w ho could  have b een  regarded  a n d  p ra ised  as a  m o d ern  im age o f m o th erh o o d  

tw en ty  years ago b u t w hich is now  again  o u td a ted  as p e rh ap s  w as th e  im age of 

A d ju m m a  p revious to  th a t  one.

F rom  in fo rm an ts’ ta lk , seem ingly, th e re  is n o  longer a  p lace fo r e ith e r o f th ese  

“ideal” m odels o f m o therhood . O ne o f th e  in fo rm an ts, in  p articu la r, show s
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aw areness o f A d ju m m a ’s con tribu tions to  m ain ta in in g  th e  fam ily an d  to  th e  de­

v e lo p m en t o f n a tion . As th e  in fo rm an t describes, th e re  a re  still res id u a l im ages o f 

A d ju m m a  as a  good house  m an ag er an d  th e  driv ing  force o f developing country. 

H ow ever, th e se  k in d  o f positive im ages o f A d ju m m a  have all b u t faded  aw ay an d  

tran sfo rm ed  in to  negative characters. In  th is  sense , th e  negative a ttitu d e  tow ard  

th e  A d ju m m a  is, as n o ted  above, b ased  on co n tin g en t cond itions, w hich have 

changed  over tim e  an d  w hich  are  constan tly  changing; from  A d ju m m u n y  (be­

nevo len t A unty) to  positive A d ju m m a  (w ell-m anaged  a n d  self-sacrificed driving 

force o f developm ent) to  negative A d ju m m a  (aggressive m o d ern  wives, backstage 

m anages o f h u stlin g  industria lisa tion ) a n d  th e re  m ay  yet possib ly  be  an o th er 

tran sfo rm a tio n  o f A d ju m m a  to  fulfil w om en’s desires a n d  ro les in  con tem porary  

society. In  th is  contex t, young  w om en in  South  K orea a re  well aw are o f th e  p roc­

ess o f tran sfo rm a tio n  o f th e  im age of A d ju m m a  a n d  th ey  h o p e  th a t th e  im age will 

change fu r th e r  in  th e  fu tu re , as can be  seen  in  in fo rm an ts ’ rem ark s above. F u r­

th erm o re , th e re  can  p e rh ap s  tw o aspects n o ted  in  young  w o m en ’s desire  for 

changing  A d ju m m a :  one  m ay  be  an tagonistic  tow ards th e  c ircu la tion  o f th e  typi­

cal im age o f A d ju m m a  w ith o u t social recognition  o f m o th e r’s g en e ra tio n ’ efforts. 

T he o th e r m ay  b e  fear a n d  anxiety  of repeating  th e ir  m o th e r’s generation , which 

th ey  reg a rd  as typifying a sacrificed life fo r th e ir  fam ily. T hus, w hilst th ey  recog­

n ise th e  value o f th e ir  m o th e r’s lives (as expressed  clearly  in  one excerp t above), 

young in fo rm an ts  desperate ly  w an t to  construc t new  id en titie s  to  fulfil th e ir  de­

sires an d  aim s o f lives as an  alternative  to  th e ir  m o th e r’s generation .

If  fear, anx iety  a n d  negative views tow ards being A d ju m m a  invoke nego tia tion  in 

th e  w ay d escrib ed  above, th e  new  term , M issy  m ay b e  an  a lte rn a tiv e  fem ininity  

for m arried  w om en th a t  express th e  need  for change in  th e  im age o f A d ju m m a . 

T he in terv iew  excerp t below  show s th e  necessity  o f tran sfo rm in g  th e  m ean ing  of 

A d ju m m a  an d  reveals th a t  th e  in fo rm ants a re  well aw are  o f th e  ac tua l changes in  

th e  m ean in g  to  d a te  an d  in  process. As can be  seen  here , th e  in fo rm an t seem s to  

b e  co n ten t th a t  m arried  w om en are b o th  desire  a n d  seek  id en titie s  u n d e r con­

struction .

I think  the im age o f A dju m m a  has been  changed. You know  married w om en  
around m e are actually investing their tim e and energy for their own self- 
cultivation. They are self-cultivating and enjoy their p leasure... different from  
th e  A d ju m m a  w hen I thought. Well, th e y  m ig h t be M issy .

(Age 38, Full time housewife)
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N otably , in  th e  rem ark s o f in fo rm an ts such as th e  on e  exam ple above, th e re  

seem s to  b e  an  expressed  desire  to  invest in  self-cu ltivation  a n d  th e  p u rsu it o f 

p erso n a l p leasure . In teresting ly , th is  p a rticu la r in fo rm an t also enuncia tes th e  

M issy  as an  a lte rna tive  im age to  A d ju m m a .  H ere, th e  co n ten t a n d  m ean ing  o f th e  

la tte r  could  b e  so radically  tran sfo rm ed  as to  tak e  a n o th e r  fo rm  u n d e r  a d ifferen t 

n am e, i.e. th a t  o f  th e  M issy . T he in fo rm an t’s s ta tem en t th a t  it  "m ight be  M issy ” 

p e rh ap s  ind icates th a t  th e  co n ten t an d  m ean ing  o f id en titie s  a re  n o t fixed an d  are  

u n se ttled  w ith o u t certain ty . R ather, th e  M issy  cou ld  b e  a rticu la ted  tem pora lly  

an d  spatia lly  a n d  in  a  m ed ia ted  way.

It  is im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t th is  articu la tion  o f th e  M issy  as an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  

A d ju m m a , a lbeit in  a  tem p o ra l an d  m ed ia ted  form , is n o t w ith o u t con tex t and , in  

p articu la r, a  m ed ia  context. A n aw areness o f th e  m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n  o f th e  

M issy  is usefu l fo r u n d e rs tan d in g  how  in fo rm an ts  o f th e  m ass m ed ia  generation  

a re  b eg inn ing  to  tran sc en d  new  fem inin ity  in  th e  S ou th  K orean  con tex t as d e ­

scribed  above. T he young w om en who co n stitu te  th e se  in fo rm an ts  re p resen t th e  

younger gen era tio n s  w ho are  m ore educated  (as I m en tio n ed  in  C hap ter 1) a n d  

w ho have b een  exposed to  w estern  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  m ed ia  tex ts  such  as H olly­

w ood m ovies an d  telev ision  d ram a. Sou th  K orean m ed ia  h as also b een  ad ap tin g  

to  th e  increasing  influence o f W estern  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  such  m ed ia  tex ts  an d  th e  

em ergence o f th e  M issy  from  w ith in  th e  m ed ia  in  m an y  w ays rep resen ts  th is  in ­

fluence.

6.4. Emergence of the M issy

(6.4.1) E m erg en ce  o f  the M issy

In  1994, a  sm all-scale advertising  cam paign o f on e  o f th e  m ajo r d ep a rtm en t 

s to res in  Seoul m ade a  g rea t cultura l im pact in  S ou th  K orea. In  th e  advertise­

m ent, copyw riters inven ted  a  novel te rm , M issy  (“M issy jo k ”, uj o k ” m ean s trib e  o r 

group). I t  is a  com bined  te rm , w hich m ean s “sing le-w om en-like-m arried- 

w om en”. In  th e  advertisem en t, th e  m ain  m o tto  w as “I am  a  M issy , th e  M issy  is 

d ifferen t”. T he te rm  literally  m eans a g roup  o f w om en  w ho are  m arr ied  b u t w hose 

appearance  is th a t  o f a  single w om an. I t  h as  b een  w idely u sed  a n d  rap id ly  com e to  

rep resen t an  a lte rna tive  lifestyle for w om en. Even th e  copyw riter w as su rp rised  a t 

th e  speed  w ith  w hich  th is  te rm  took  on a  social m ean in g  a n d  th e  w ay in  w hich it
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has com e to  evoke a specific im age of wom en and  fem ininity  (Lee, S-H. 2002: 

149).

Figure 11. Ji-Young Park

W ith gaining explosive popularity, th e  m ain m odel o f th e  advertisem ent, th e  fe­

m ale actress, Ji-Young Park, becam e an icon o f th e  M issy. At th e  tim e she  was 

appearing in a soap opera, called “W hen I  m iss y o u ” (D ang-sin i greew o-jil-tae, 

producer: Lee Young-Hee, KBS, 1993) in which she played th e  role o f a  “single 

w om an-like m arried  young w om an”. As such, she was seen to  represen t som eone 

who can stan d  up for her own opinions in front o f her husband  and  m other-in- 

law differently from  older generations. Conveniently, th e  im age of th e  ro le in the  

soap opera m atched w ith th e  im age o f th e  advertisem ent.

From  th e  advertising cam paign, people began to  construct th e ir own im ages of 

th e  M issy. As Kim Hoo-Ran (1996) described, th e  typical M issy  is ‘a w om an walk­

ing th rough  a shopping m all in a tigh t lea ther m iniskirt and  long boots and  with 

her short hair flipped’. As can be seen from  th is im age o f M issy, th e  im age is cen­

tred  on appearance, i.e. visual categorisation. However, in addition to  th is  initial 

criterion o f appearance, o th er im ages are added to  the  concept: Firstly, th e  image
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of M issy  is closely re la ted  to  a  ca ree r-o rien ted  im age.88 I t  is p e rh ap s  particu larly  

in te re stin g  to  observe th a t  people have b u ilt th e  im age o f th e  M issy  as w ell- 

ed u ca ted  w om en an d  th is  m ay be  p artly  because th e  concep t reflects a  reaction  to  

th e  young  w om en’s m o th e r’s g eneration  w ho have stayed  in  th e  dom estic  sp h ere  

a n d  have sacrificed th e ir  lives for th e ir  fam ily an d  ch ild ren  as d iscussed  in  th e  

prev ious section . In  o th er w ords, th e  im age of M issy  is closely assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  

coun ter-im ages o f th e  A d ju m m a .  Secondly, th e  M issy  is im ag in ed  to  be  anxious 

to  live active a n d  in d ep en d en t lives, p e rh ap s derived  fro m  w este rn  im ages o f in ­

d ep en d en t w om en. T hus, th ey  ten d  to  tak e  p a r t in  various social p rog ram m es an d  

activities rang ing  from  local educational p rog ram m es to  life long  learn ing  educa­

tion . T his p a rticu la r aspect reveals th a t  M issy  im ages a re  closely re la ted  to  invest­

ing m ore  tim e  a n d  energy  on  self-im provem ent, i.e. investing  m ore  o n  herself, 

ra th e r  th a n  on  h e r  fam ily. The active a n d  in d ep en d en t im ages a re  also re la ted  to  

an  add itional im age th a t th e  M issy  is th o u g h t to  have a  s tro n g  desire  to  have h e r 

ow n career. T h ird , th e re  is a clear consum er elem en t clearly  reflecting th e  fact 

th a t, w ith  th e  general im provem en t in  th e  econom ic s itu a tio n  o f S outh  K orea 

since th e  la te  1970s, alongside th e  g lobalised  co nsum er cu ltu re , w om en can afford  

to  invest m oney  n o t only fo r th e ir  fam ily m em bers b u t also  fo r them selves. In  p a r­

ticu lar, as d iscussed  fu rth e r below , w om en  of th e  30s to  4 0 s  age group  becam e 

th e  cen tre  o f th e  co nsum er group  in  th e  1990s. Indeed , th ey  a re  reg ard ed  by  m any  

to  b e  th e  m o st pow erful an d  in fluen tial consum er g ro u p  in  K orea (Yoon, H-S. 

2 0 0 4 :1 6 ).

It w as there fo re , in  th is  context, th a t  a copyw riter in v en ted  an  im age th a t  re p re ­

sen ted  ‘a  young housew ife w ho is som ew hat in d ep en d en t, reaso n ab le  an d  w ho 

know s how  to  m ake h erse lf look like a single girl, n o t a m arr ie d  w o m an ’ (Cho, H. 

2 0 0 2 :1 8 6 ). T his explosive concept w as n o t only th e  p ro d u c t o f  a  m arke ting  cam ­

paign  b u t w as also re la ted  to  th e  general conditions u n d erp in n in g  th e  em ergence 

of a  new  concep t o f fem ininity , influenced  by  globalised im ages o f fem in in ity  an d  

by  changing  econom ic conditions. As n o ted  earlier in  th is  ch ap te r, in  South  Ko­

88 The image of a good educational background could be argued to be closely related to class back­
ground probably negotiated through issues of generation and education. However, since this thesis 
deals with a specific group of urban young women and there are a vast variety of complex historical 
processes relevant to the issue of class which are no doubt of great significance but which are not 
central to this thesis and which it does not have the space to cover; the issue of class is not given 
attention here.

- 2 1 2 -



rea , th e  concep t o f m arried  fem inin ity  h as  changed  as  th e  n u m b er o f w orking 

w om en  in creased  w ith  in d u stria lisa tio n  du ring  th e  1970s an d  1980s. D uring th is  

period , th e re  w as a  general tendency  for w om en to  have m o re  o p p o rtu n ity  to  u n ­

d ertak e  h ig h er education  an d  p u rsu e  th e ir  own career. T he M issy  re fers to  young 

m arr ie d  w om en  w ho w ere b o rn  in  th e  1960s, an d  grew  up  in  th e  1970s u n d e r a 

deve lopm en t d ic ta to rsh ip . Because of in d u stria lisa tio n  a n d  huge lab o u r m igration  

from  ru ra l areas to  big cities like Seoul, m o st o f th em  lived in  u rb a n  settings a n d  

grew  u p  in  n u clea r fam ilies. T his generation  received from  10.37 years (w om en) 

to  11.78 years (m en) o f education  on  average (Kang, I-S. 1996: 594). W hen  th is  

g en e ra tio n  becam e th e  young ad u lt group  in  th e  1980s, m an y  o f th em  su p p o rted  

an d  b ecam e involved in  th e  dem ocratic  m ovem ent ag a in s t th e  m ilitary  regim e. 

F rom  th is  experience, th e  w hole generation  ten d ed  to  b e  som ehow  m ore socially 

sensitive a n d  active th a n  any o th er generation  in  th e  S ou th  K orean h isto ry  

(M oon, S. 2005:102-103).

A ccording to  Cho H aejoang  (2002), for w om en  of th is  genera tion , th e  im age o f 

in d ep en d en t an d  self-sufficient w om en w as p ro p ag ated  w idely, b o th  reflecting  

an d  in fluencing  th is  tren d . They began  to  ta lk  abou t “se lf-rea lisa tion”, asse rting  

th a t th ey  w an ted  to  b e  defined  n o t by  fam ilial re la tions b u t  as ind iv iduals. In  p a r­

ticu lar, since 1990, South  Korea becam e a genuine co n su m er society w here th e  

force o f ad v e rtisem en ts  in  th e  m ass m ed ia  accelerated . T he M issy  gen era tio n  

(w om en ran g in g  from  th e ir  la te  20s to  th e ir  early  4 0 s) b ecam e th e  b iggest con ­

su m er g roup: fo r in stance , they  are th e  m ain  m o n ito rin g  g roup  fo r d ep a rtm en t 

s to res a n d  th e  fash ion  industry . F or th is  reason , th e  ad v ertisin g  in d u stry  has fo­

cused  o n  identify ing  th e  specific cu ltura l code o f th is  g ro u p  o f w om en, w hich is 

qu ite  d istingu ishab le  from  o th er generations. The M issy  em erg ed  in  th is  specific 

social setting , an d  th e  te rm  w as accepted  successfully n o t only  in  a  com m ercial 

sense, b u t also as a system  of social classification.

(6 .4 .2) M ed ia  R ep resen ta tio n s  o f  the M issy

As n o ted  above, th e  in itia l response from  society to  th e  advertising  cam paign 

w hich in v en ted  th e  te rm  M issy  w as very en thusiastic . C onsum ers, in  p articu la r 

young housew ives, accepted  th e  concept a n d  identified  them selves w ith  th e  te rm . 

The p revailing  im age o f th e  M issy  w as im m ediately  ab so rb ed  b y  th e  m ass m edia, 

as m uch  as it h ad  b een  p ro m o ted  an d  influenced by m ed ia  in  th e  firs t place. T he
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w idespread popularity  o f the  new im age in m edia representa tion  in th e  1990s ac­

celerated  in film and television dram a. The genres o f w estern m elodram a and  

rom antic  film s were being recycled an d  transla ted  in to  th e  South Korean cultural 

context, w ith th e  M issy  as one key tran sla ted  im age from  w estern  im ages o f fem i­

ninity  (as linking fem ininity to  desire  and  to  rom antic love, as described in Chap­

te r  5). According to  M orris, th is  phenom ena o f recycling and  transla tion  ‘also al­

lows us to  reflect historically on transna tiona l industrial, as well as aesthetic, 

im aginings, which do not solely derive from  th e  west an d  which “flow” as it were, 

tow ards and  though W estern cinem as as well as a round  th e  region itse lf 

(2004:182). At th e  sam e tim e, th e  soap  opera in which th e  m odel figure o f the  

M issy, Ji-Young Park, appeared becam e veiy popular. Soon after th e  M issy  be­

cam e popular, a film called, M o m m y  h a s a  lover (director: Dong-Bin Km, 1995) 

was released in May 1995. It describes th e  extram arital love affairs o f two M issies. 

A lthough it belonged to  th e  category o f  comedy, it was practically th e  first film to 

deal w ith extram arital affairs positively from  th e  w om en’s po in t of view. T he m ain 

advertising copy for th e  film deals w ith th e  sexual desire  o f young Korean wives 

stating, ‘O ne o ’clock in th e  afternoon, why isn’t  she a t hom e? W hat is s tronger 

than  the  late  w ind is th e  spring w ind, w hat is stronger than  th e  spring w ind is th e  

M issy  w ind (b a ra m )’89. The film was reasonably successful a t th e  tim e, viewed by 

100 ,000  people during th e  first tw o w eeks o f screening in Seoul.

aiA|. 
2HnL1§£ m  K*l?

* • * « « * !  M V-M# <•
M V m M H  V~lft  I , . '

Figure 12. Mommy has a lover (director: Dong-Bin Kim, 1995)

89 In the Korean language, the wind and having a secret affair are homonyms. It is pronounced as 
“baram
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T h e  film  describes th e  m ain  featu res o f th e  M issy . In  th e  film , th e  m ain  charac te r 

w as d escribed  as  having  a  luxurious ap a rtm en t, good a n d  professionally  success­

ful h u sb an d , a n d  a  daugh ter. This has b een  th e  typical im age o f th e  M issy . F u r­

th e rm o re , th e  film  deals w ith  th e  issue o f an  ex tram arita l love affair openly  an d  in  

a  w ay th a t  is co n sis ten t w ith  th e  im age show n here. P reviously a n d  u n til now, it 

h a s  b een  com m on to  p o rtray  w om en’s re luc tance a n d  sh am e w hen  th ey  have a 

lover o u ts id e  o f m arriag e  (Lee, S-H. 2 0 02 : 150). H ow ever, th is  film  ignored  th e  

trad itio n a l a ttitu d e  to  sexual conduct, b u t ra th e r show ed one in fluenced  by  m ore 

libera l w este rn  a ttitu d es , albeit tran s la ted  to  th e  K orean context. In stead , th e  

M issy  housew ife actively searches for h e r sexual p leasu re . Ind eed , w ith in  th is  

k in d  o f p o rtra it, hav ing  a secret lover (o r a t least a  boyfriend) is reg ard ed  as th e  

essen tia l cond ition  fo r being  a M issy .

I t  is w o rth  n o tin g  th e  ideal im age o f th e  “secre t lover” o f th e  M issy . In  m any  m e­

d ia  rep resen ta tio n s , th e  boy  friend  is rep resen ted  m ain ly  as  caring, ten d er, reveal­

ing  em otions openly, w eeping an d  rag ing  an d  confessing love. T his k ind  o f d e­

scrip tio n  is q u ite  d ifferen t from  typical K orean im age o f m en; cold, w orkaholic, 

a n d  concealing em otions. T he m ost typical charac te r o f th is  boy  frien d  im age is 

th e  m ain  ch a rac te r in  a pop u lar m elodram a, W in ter  L o ve  So n g  (d irecto r: Sokho 

Yoon, KBS, 2 0 0 2 ), Y ongjoon Bae. H is ch arac te r becam e so p o p u la r in  K orean and  

Ja p a n  afte r th e  d ram a  h as  been  exported  to  Jap an . T he p o p u larity  o f th e  d ram a is 

explosive an d  h is figure becam e th e  m ost pop u lar m ale ac to r in  J a p a n  (USA To­

day, 9 D ecem ber 2 0 0 4 ; BBC News, 25 N ovem ber 2 0 0 4 ).9°

T he im age o f th e  M issy  becam e m ore  p opu lar an d  a sub jec t o f con troversy  w hen a 

telev ision  d ram a, The L o ver  (Aein, d irector: C hangsoon Lee, MBC, 1996), was 

b ro ad cas t in  S ep tem ber 1996. I t  w as ab o u t an  ex tram arita l love sto ry  of tw o suc­

cessful p ro fessionals in  th e ir  m id-th irties. T he d ram a h ad  an  en o rm o u s im pact on  

society. T he aud ience ra tin g  reached  36.3%  in  O ctober 1996 (Kim, H-R. 1996). 

C om pared  w ith  film , telev ision  h as  a g rea te r im pact because  it is a  m ore  popu lar 

m ed ium  a n d  has a  w ider audience range. T housands o f h u sb an d s  m ade enquiries 

in  th e  te lep h o n e  office to  check th e ir  w ives’ call list (Lee, J -H . 2 0 0 3 ). T he actress

90 Many women expect and dream to have this romantic boy friend, as I will show in the next sec­
tion.

- 2 1 5 -



w ho h ad  th e  ro le  o f th e  h ero in e  in  th e  d ram a, S in-H ye H w ang, becam e an o th er 

icon o f th e  M issy . In  add ition , th e  m otto  o f th e  d ram a , “beau tifu l im m orality” b e ­

cam e a very  p o p u la r p h ra se  a t th e  tim e.

T he d ram a  caused  a  huge controversy  in  th e  conservative S ou th  K orean contex t of 

1996. T he social im plica tions o f th e  d ram a w ere even d iscussed  in  p arliam en ta ry  

session. T he ex tram arita l affair is a  very p o p u lar an d  fam ilia r th em e  in  w estern  

film s a n d  d ram as. H ow ever, as a fem inist scholar, Lee So-H ee no tes, j n  th e  Ko­

rean  cu ltu ra l con tex t, ex tram arita l affairs have usually  b een  labelled  as im m oral 

an d  a  w ife’s ex tram arita l affair is seen  as dam aging  to  th e  fam ily  (Lee, S-H. 2002 : 

155)« N evertheless, all o f a  sudden , th e  im m orality  o f th e  ex tram arita l affair was 

being  reg ard ed  as beau tifu l an d  fashionable by  m any  o f th e  younger generation  as 

em bod ied  in  th e  te rm  “b eau tifu l im m orality” m en tio n ed  above. M any people of 

th e  o lder g en e ra tio n  com plained  abou t th e  sto ry  line o f th e  d ram a. They th o u g h t 

th a t  th is  type  o f d ra m a  w ould  destroy  trad itio n a l fam ily values, particu larly  as th e  

gen re  o f d ram a  is a  co rn ers to n e  o f cu ltu ra l h isto ry  in  S ou th  Korea. T hey w ere d is­

tu rb ed  by  th e  fact th a t  th e  ex tram arita l affair w as n o t rep resen ted  as im m oral o r 

sham eful from  th e  w o m an ’s p o in t o f view. Indeed , in  th e  p lace o f such  a  tra d i­

tio n a l conservative view, th e  sexual d iscourse o f housew ives an d  m iddle-aged  

w om en w as being  d iscussed  openly, and , w ith  th is  d ram a , w as b ro u g h t in to  th e  

dom ain  o f pub lic  d iscourse . As th e  d irec to r o f The L over, C hang-Soon Lee 

claim ed h is  in ten tio n  w as to  expose th e  con tem porary  m o m en t as th e  Age o f H y­

pocrisy. H e said , ‘it  is h igh  tim e  we fo rm ulated  a  new  m ora lity  th ro u g h  a  social 

consensus a rriv ed  a t th ro u g h  d iverse k inds o f d iscussion ’ (Lee, C-S. 1996).

Since The L o ver  f irs t ra ised  th e  issue o f th e  ex tram arita l affair, m any  film s an d  

d ram as have flourished . T he difference betw een  The L o ver  a n d  th e  p o st -L over  

film s an d  d ram as  is p e rh ap s  th a t  th e  sexual re la tions an d  d iscourses a re  yet m ore 

openly  im p lica ted  an d  described  in  la te r pro jects. In  fact, th e  d irec to r o f The  

L o ver  m ad e  th e  ex tram arita l affair a ro m an tic  fantasy , w hich  m ean s th e  re la tio n ­

sh ip  in  th e  d ra m a  w as described  as p u re  love. In  th is  con tex t o f em phasis  on  a 

ro m an tic  fan tasy , th e  m ain  stra tegy  w as th e  absence o f sexual re la tions. H owever, 

th e  p o s t-L o ver  film s a n d  d ram as p u t th e  sexual re la tio n sh ip  a t  th e  cen tre . F u r­

th erm o re , th e  M issy  is always located  in  th e  cen tral stage o f th e  ex tram arita l af­

fa ir and , as such, libera l sexual a ttitu d es have becom e th e  m a in  p ro p e rty  o f th e  

M issy . Lee So-H ee po in ted  o u t th a t  th e  sto ry  o f th e  ex tram arita l affair has ex­

- 216 -



p erim en ted  w ith  th e  possib ility  o f recognising a  new  m o rality  governing m iddle- 

aged w ives’ subjective sexuality  an d  individuality.

In  1998, a  film  called A n  A ffa ir  (Jeo n g sa , d irector: Jae-Y ong Lee, 1998) deals 

w ith  a  love sto ry  be tw een  a housew ife an d  h e r s is te r’s fu tu re  husb an d . In  th is 

film , th e  h ero in e  o f th e  film , Seo-hyun, is a  m arried  a n d  h ap p y  fu ll-tim e house­

wife w ith  a  son. W hen  sh e  p rep ares  h e r  s is te r’s w edd ing  w ith  h e r s is te rs ’ fu tu re  

h u sb an d , h e  w akes h e r fo rgo tten  em otion  o f love, w hich  d isap p eared  w ith  her 

m arriage. Eventually , she  falls in  love w ith  h im . T hus, th is  film  deals w ith  a taboo  

sub ject in  K orea, i.e. th e  love sto ry  betw een  a  m arried  w om an  a n d  h e r s is te r’s fu ­

tu re  h u sb an d , a n d  b reak s th e  cha ins o f trad itio n a l m orality  an d  custom s located 

w ith in  fam ily -cen tred  values o f th e  region. In  th e  film , Seo-hyun in itially  hesi­

ta te d  a n d  w as re lu c tan t to  have a re la tionsh ip  w ith  th e  s is te r’s fu tu re  husband , 

b u t w hen  she eventually  en co u n te rs  a  new  sexual re la tio n sh ip  w ith  W oo-in, she 

begins to  sea rch  fo r an  a lte rna tive  life w ith  h im . A t th e  e n d  o f th e  film , th e  h ero ­

ine, Seo-hyun gets d ivorced a n d  th e  re la tionsh ip  w ith  th e  s is te r’s fu tu re  h u sb an d  

is b ro k en . H ow ever, th e  film  ends w ith a scene show ing h e r  tak ing  a flight to  

travel ab ro ad  as sh e  h as  alw ays d ream ed  of doing. H ence, th e  film  does n o t follow 

th e  typical fo rm u la  o f p u n ish m en t an d  a trag ic  en d  to  th e  ex tram arita l affair. Il­

lu s tra tin g  w h a t is d ifferen t from  th e  con tem porary  film s th a t  deal w ith  th e  ex tra­

m arita l affairs, th e  film  in s tead  follows th e  h ero in e’s desires an d  d ream s ra th e r 

th a n  show ing h e r  as being  victim ised an d  m orally  judged .

T herefore, th is  s to ry  line can  b e  said  to  rep resen t th e  em erging  process o f th e  

M issy . As sh e  searches fo r a  new  life, th e  M issy  provides a  new  fram ew ork  to  ful­

fil new  id en titie s  o f young  m arried  w om en w ho w an t to  d istingu ish  them selves 

from  th e  conven tional ro le  an d  im age o f sexually n eu tra lised  fem ininity . T he so­

cial d iscourse  a ro u n d  th ese  k inds o f film s an d  d ram a  show  th a t fem ale sexuality  

in  m o d ern  K orea conflicts w ith  th e  C onfucian ideas o f fidelity  an d  chastity  (Lee, 

S-H, 2002 :157-158). In  th is  contex t o f m edia  rep resen ta tio n , it  is easy to  see how  

th e  concep t o f th e  M issy  h as rep laced  th e  o ld  concept o f th e  wives, o r A d ju m m a , 

as th e  one w ith  w hich  m arried  w om en identify  them selves.



Figure 13. An Affair (Jeong-Sa, director: Jae-Yong Lee, 1998)

O ther film s have fu rther built upon th is  tendency to  increasingly provide spaces 

for w om en’s desires and characters and  scenarios with which they can identify 

them selves as th e  new concept o f M issy  and  aigurably as reflecting certain  as­

pects o f globalised im ages o f fem ininity. For example, since ‘M om  has a lover’ 

(U m m ayegae aeiny  sa n g kyu ssyu yo ), th e  com m on and  rem arkable po in t o f dif­

ference from  past m edia represen ta tions o f ex tra-m arital love affairs is th a t the  

w om an’s perspective is given. T he film  describes th e  aw akening o f w om an’s de­

sire which com es to  light in th e  process o f having an affair. It is argurably th e  first 

tim e film th a t a Korean film deals w ith ex tra-m artial love affairs positively. 

W om en having an ex tram arital affair (o r love affair) used to  end up  being trag i­

cally killed o r com m itting suicide. M oreover, the  w om an who is seeking h er sex­

ual desire  was described as a kind o f hybrid o f m onster. For exam ple, in her 

analysis o f a fam ous Korean d irec to r in the  1960s, Ki-Young Kim, So-young Kim 

points ou t th a t the  fem ale charac ter in one o f his films; th e  H ousem aid  ([Hanyo , 

d irector: Ki-Young Kim, i9 6 0 ) is rep resen ted  as a hybrid m onster born  o u t of th e  

repression o f fem inine sexuality and  class m obility (Kim, S-Y, 1998). However, as 

So Young Kim, th e  fem inist film  critic describes, in th e  post-Aem period, th e  im ­

age o f w om en has radically shifted  and  th e  m ass m edia attem pt to  represen t 

w om en’s voices. T he com m on th em e o f those film s an d  d ram as is th a t they  are 

beginning to  show  fem ale sexual desires, m ore confident and  self-aw areness.
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Figure 14. A Good Lawyer’s Wife (B aram nan G ajok , director: Sang-Soo I111, 
2003)

The estab lishm ent o f th is  novel iden tity  o f sexual desire  and  self-aw areness in 

m edia represen tation  culm inated w hen a film, A Good Lawyer's Wife (Baramnan 

Gajok, d irector: Sang-Soo Im, 2003) an d  a dram a, Women next door (Abzip Yoja, 

producer: Seok-Jang Kwon, 2003) w ere bo th  issued in 2 003  and  once again 

caused controversy in society. However, th rough th e  process o f th e  controversy, 

th e  concept o f th e  Missy  was consolidated and  becam e yet m ore popu lar en ­

trenched  in society, becom ing a now accepted w ord referring to  th e  group of 

wom en who are  m arried  an d  in pu rsu it o f independence an d  th e ir  own desires, as 

represen ted  in these two m edia products. Both th e  film an d  th e  d ram a w ere re­

leased a t th e  sam e tim e and both dealt w ith extram arital affairs very directly. In 

th e  first week o f its release, A Good Lawyer's Wife had an audience o f 4 4 0 ,0 0 0  in 

Seoul, o f which th e  m ajority w ere m iddle-aged housewives (Baik, E-H. 2003). 

The film portrayed th e  m ain fem ale character, a professional dancer, w ho is d is­

satisfied w ith h er sexual life an d  fo r whom  her life is boring. H er husband  is a 

good lawyer, b u t when sh e  finds he is seeing ano ther w om an, she reacts by having 

an affair w ith a young m an.

The dram a, Women Next Door has a sim ilar story line in th a t it is about a 

w om an’s ex tram arital affair and  th e  process o f searching for her identity. It also 

attracted  a large audience. The d ram a reached the  to p  ra te  (21%) w ithin two 

weeks o f broadcasting. The m ain character, Miyeon, is a typical full-tim e house­
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wife. In itially , h e r  im age can  be  iden tified  w ith  th e  typical A d ju m m a  w ho is su p ­

portive o f h e r  h u sb an d  a n d  a  good m anager o f h e r fam ily. H ow ever, a fte r having 

an  affair sh e  d ivorces h e r h u sb an d  an d  separa tes from  h e r lover. T he m ost signifi­

can t asp ect is th a t  she  becom es an  in d ep en d en t ow ner o f a  sandw ich  shop  reveal­

ing h e r possib ilities a n d  abilities to  p u rsu e  success a n d  a  life in  h e r ow n right. In  

o th er w ords, by  th e  en d  o f th e  film , M iyeon has changed  h e r  id en tity  from  an  A d ­

ju m m a  to  a  M issy . 91

The M issy  rep resen ta tio n s  in  th ese  film s an d  TV d ram a  co n trib u te  to  th e  p opu lar­

ity  o f M issy  as an  a lte rna tive  lifestyle for w om en. T he co n n o ta tio n s  o f th ese  film  

an d  d ra m a  im ages a re  th a t  hero ines a re  self-confident, ca ree r o rien ted  a n d  desir­

able lovers. Young w om en have tak en  u p  th ese  im ages an d  u sed  th em  in  th e  p roc­

ess o f co n stru c tin g  th e ir  ow n alternative  iden tities, com ing to  re fer to  them selves 

as M issy , rew ork ing  an d  rep lacing  th e  im age o f A d ju m m a .  G iven th e  increasing  

significance o f th is  im age, it is, therefore , p e rh ap s o p p o rtu n e  to  exam ine th e  

process o f its  em ergence, as I a ttem p t to  do below.

6.5. Controversy over the M issy: By-product or genuine?

(6.5.1) The  M issy as a  p seu d o -rea lity  o f  com m ercia lism

Since its  em ergence as a  novel concept, th e  M issy  h as  b een  a  sub ject o f debate 

am ongst social sc ien tis ts  a n d  fem in ists in  South  K orea reflecting  varying opin ions 

regard ing  th e  m any  p ro s  a n d  cons o f th e  real -  o r o therw ise - en tity  o f th e  specific 

group  o f w om en - M issy . As I will d iscuss in  th is  section , m an y  com m ent th a t  th e  

concept o f  th e  M issy  is an  illusory en tity  only driven  by  th e  d o m in an t force of 

consum erism  since it w as inven ted  an d  p ro m o ted  solely fo r th e  pu rp o se  o f com ­

m ercial advertising . H ence, critics o f th e  M issy  claim  th a t  it is a fab ricated  con­

91 The open discourse of sexual desire, and women’s search for a new identity, are both reflected in a 
survey carried out by a polling company just after the release of A Good Law yer’s Wife in 2003. The 
sample of 3,857 married men and women (men: 2,175 and women: 1,682), were questioned about 
their attitudes towards sexual behaviour and desire. The results showed that 49.4% of women 
showed their desire to have extramarital sexual relationships. Thus, it showed that it has become a 
common phenomenon for women to have a boyfriend apart from their husbands. Many even 
thought that an extramarital lover can almost be regarded as “another member of family” (Park & 
Kim, 2003).
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cept, w hich creates m o re  pow erful im ages o f “su p erw o m en ”: progressive an d  

m o d ern  ch arac te rs , re jecting  o ld  an d  trad itio n a l conservative ideas, a n d  influ­

enced  b o th  by  a  changing  K orean social contex t an d  by  global m ed ia  im ages an d  

consum erism . H ow ever, th ese  critics argue th a t, a lthough  th e  im age w as n o t nec­

essarily  a  rea lity  p rio r to  th e  advertising  cam paign, th e  d issem in atio n  o f th is  

pseudo-progressive  an d  active im age has led  w om en to  im agine th a t  th e  M issy  

really  ex isted  in  society, ra th e r  th a n  being inven ted  by  consum erism . This critical 

position  can  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  arg u m en t o f a  lead ing  fem in is t in  South  Korea, 

Y oung-Ja Lee. In  h e r  analysis o f th e  ph en o m en o n  o f th e  M issy , sh e  argues th a t 

th e  M issy  is an  illusory  a n d  pseudo  reality , w hich w as encouraged  an d  u n d e r­

p in n ed  by  th e  m ass m ed ia  (Lee, Y-J. 2 0 0 0 ). W om en are  exposed  repeated ly  to  th e  

concept th ro u g h  adv ertisem en ts a n d  m ass m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s  (such as th e  

d ram as an d  film s described  above). A ccording to  h e r analysis, ‘a t th e  m o m en t of 

th e  ad v ertised  im age tu rn in g  in to  real charac ter, nobody  can  m ake sense  of 

w h e th e r th e  M issy  is a com m ercial by -product o r  vo lun tarily  co n stitu ted  genu ine 

en tity ’ (Lee, Y-J. 2 0 0 0 : 60).

T his type o f critic ism  is rem in iscen t o f s im ilar a rg u m en ts  a ro u n d  th e  construc tion  

o f new  fem in in ity  in  w este rn  contexts. T here  exists th e  n o tio n  th a t  new  fem inin ity  

is em phasising  on  self-surveillance, m onito ring , an d  d iscip line. M oreover, c riti­

cism  of new  fem in in ity  is n o t only focusing on  ind iv idualism , choice, an d  em pow ­

erm en t, b u t also em phasising  consum erism  an d  th e  com m odification  o f differ­

ence (M cRobbie, 2 0 0 6 ; Gill & A urthor, 2 006). This im p o rtan t co n trib u tio n  from  

th e  W est reveals how  a n d  w here  fem inism  are  a ttem p tin g  to  u n d e rs ta n d  con­

su m p tio n  a n d  new  fem in in ity  w ith in  th e  processes o f global cap ita lism  an d  is 

sim ilar to  how  th e  M issy  h as  b een  u n d ersto o d  as new  fem in in ity  in  th e  South  Ko­

re an  con tex t o f globalisation . In  p articu lar, u n d ers tan d in g s  a n d  critic ism s o f th e  

concept o f th e  M issy  by  fem in ists have cen tred  on  th is  aspec t o f consum erism  an d  

com m oditisa tion  o f difference, ra th e r th a n  an  actual assessm en t o f th e  re s tric ­

tions facing m arr ie d  w om en in  South  Korea. Lee’s critical assessm en t reflects 

m any  fem in is ts’ p o in t o f view  in  Korea claim ing th a t  th e  M issy  h as  several p ro b ­

lem s: th e  o rig inal ad v ertisem en t w hich “in v en ted ” th e  concep t o f th e  M issy  im ­

plies th a t  m arriag e  is no longer a  restric tion . How ever, Lee claim s th a t th is  is ju s t  

illusion a n d  th a t  th e  false im age o f superw om en co n ta in ed  in  th e  M issy  is n o t 

possib le to  achieve. F u rth erm o re , th is  false consciousness an d  illusion leads
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w om en to  b e  tra p p e d  in  consum erism  in stead  o f realising  th e ir  d isco n ten t an d  

re sis tan ce  to w ard s th e  system  of m arriage (Lee, Y-J. 2 0 0 0 : 65-66).

H ow ever, th is  critical view  of th e  M issy  is p e rh ap s only b ased  on  tw o d im ensional 

fem in ist ideas, in  w hich young w om en as m ass consum ers a re  seen  to  b e  sim ply 

d u p ed  o r v ictim s o f consum erism  w ith  functional n eeds a n d  no  se lf desires. As 

such, such  views ignore  th e  process o f th e  active tran sfo rm a tio n  o f w om en. From  

th is  perspective, th e  M issy  is n o t th o u g h t to  b e  seeking a n d  co nstruc ting  h e r id en ­

tity  actively. In d eed , if  on e  follow ed th is  type o f critical analysis, th e  w om en’s su b ­

jec t p o sition  w ould  p robab ly  d isappear. In stead , th e  sub ject fo rm a tio n  seem s only 

to  be  reg ard ed  as an  object o ppressed  by  com m ercialism  a n d  p a tria rch a l system  

a n d  th is  co n trib u tes  to  th e  pheno m en o n  th a t Spivak (1988) p o in ts  o u t - th a t  

w o m en ’s sub jec t fo rm a tio n  in  global cap italism  is often  overlooked.

The relationship betw een global capitalism ...and nation-state alliance is so  
m acrological that it cannot account for the m icrological texture o f  power. To 
m ove toward such an accounting one m ust toward theories o f ideology-of 
subject form ations that m icrologically and often erratically operates the in ­
terests that congeal the m acrologics

(Spivak, 1988:279,306 in Ramamurthy, 2003:542)

%

In  th is  ch ap te r (an d  in d eed  in  th is  thesis), th e  s tu d y  o f cu ltu ra l p ractice requ ires 

s tudying  “m acrological alliances an d  th e  “m icrologies” o f w om en’s sub ject posi­

tions in  o rd e r to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t th is  position  can  be  actively tran sfo rm ed , ra th e r 

th a n  be ing  m ere ly  an  ob ject o f oppression  of co n su m er forces. T he practice as 

M issy  can  p e rh ap s  b es t to  seen  as a  m eeting  p o in t w h ere  m ultip le  factors (e.g. 

an tagon ism  to  A d ju m m a ,  anxiety  of m o th er’s g eneration  a n d  w om en’s ow n desire 

d riven  by  consum erism ) constitu tes th e  subject- cu ltu ra l p ractice  a n d  th e ir  in h e r­

en t tem pora lities . O f course, th e  M issy  w as originally  fo rm u la ted  a n d  encouraged  

by th e  su p p o rt o f  consum erism  an d  m ass m edia. In  add ition , it  is p e rh ap s  valid  to  

s ta te  th a t  th e  im age o f th e  caree r-o rien ted  an d  “u nm arried -look-a-like” house­

wives w as ju s t  an  illusion  in  th e  firs t place. H ow ever, if w e en tire ly  accept South  

K orean fem in is ts’ criticism s (Lee, Y-J. 2 0 0 0 : Cho, H. 2 0 0 2 ) a n d  th e  w estern  

fem in ists criticism  (M cRobbie, 2 0 0 6 ; Gill & A urthor) o f w o m en ’s position  w ith in  

global cap ita lism , th e n  th e re  w ould  be  no possib ility  o f th e  ac to r com m itting  to, 

o r p a rtic ip a tin g  in, h e r  ow n tran sfo rm atio n  o f iden tity . In  practice, th e  im ages of 

th e  M issy  p o rtray ed  by  com m ercialism  a n d  m ass m ed ia  m ay  open  u p  w om en’s 

im ag ination  to  th e  possib ilities o f bu ild ing  a  new  id en tity  th a t  expresses th e ir  de­
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sires a n d  self-realisation . A ccording to  K aplan (1995), ‘it w ould  be  difficult to  find  

sub jects n o t in te rp e lla ted  in  th e  w orld  m aking  activity  o f consum ption ...[w e need] 

s tud ies o f co rp o ra te  practices, site  of consum ption  an d  sub jec t fo rm ation ... w ith ­

o u t accoun t fo r agency, resistance, subjectivity... w ithou t co n stru c tin g  narra tives 

of oppositiona l b in a rie s ’ (1995:61). Sim ilarly, I w ould  argue th a t  th e  cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice o f M issy  a re  p erh ap s  co n stitu ted  culturally  an d  m ed ia ted  by  th e ir  ow n active 

social re la tions. As I will a ttem p t to  show  la te r  in  th is  ch ap te r, th ro u g h  exam ples 

o f w o m en ’s perfo rm ativ ity , an d  construc tions o f th e ir  id en tity  w ith in  m y in fo r­

m a n t’s s ta tem en ts , it  seem s clear th a t  th e  w om en are  well aw are o f s itua tions in  

w hich th ey  are  po sitio n ed  an d  are  choosing th e ir  id en tity  b a se d  on  self-realisation  

as well as cooperating  w ith  consum erism .

T herefore, it  seem s th a t  th u s  fa r fem inist analysis o f th e  p h en o m en o n  o f th e  

M issy  h as  re su lted  in  overlooking th e  possib ility  o f w om en’s sub ject fo rm ation  in  

co nstruc ting  th e ir  iden tities, as I have sough t to  show  in  th is  section. W ith  th e  

deficiencies o f th ese  m ain  com peting critiques o f th e  M issy  d iscussed  above, it 

w ould  b e  helpfu l th e re fo re  a t th is  p o in t to  re tu rn  to  m y em pirical d a ta  an d  th e  

revelations o f young w om en them selves to  d iscover if  a  m o re  convincing explana­

tio n  can  b e  fo u n d  in  th e ir  ow n voices. Indeed , in  m y in terv iew s, th e  in fo rm an ts 

d iscuss th e  th em e  w ith  a  certa in  clarity, w hich show s how  th ey  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  

issue w ith  reg a rd  to  con stitu tin g  th e ir  identities. H ence, in  th e  n ex t section , w hich 

is b ased  on  m y in terv iew  data , I will show  how  th e  in fo rm an ts  a re  struggling  an d  

nego tia ting  w ith  th e ir  iden tity  in  th is  way.

6.6. Is M issy  a new femininity?

In  m y in terview s, I ra ised  th e  issue o f th e  M issy  in  several lines o f question ing  

re la tin g  to  w ho th e  M issy  is, w ha t th e  defin ition  o f M issy  is, a n d  how  in fo rm an ts 

identify  them selves w ith  M issy . M ost m arried  w om en w ho I in terv iew ed clearly 

expressed  th e ir  desire  to  b e  M issy . O ne o f th e  in fo rm an t’s rem ark s, “I w ould  love 

to  b e  a  M issy  an d  I w ould  love to  be  seen  as a M issy .” In d eed , th e  following ex­

trac t from  m y in terv iew  is a com m on response;

Q: Do you think you are a M issy?

H: I th ink  I am  a M issy . You know, I am a married w om an b ut m y colleagues
told  m e that I don’t look  like an A dju m m a. Rather, I look  like A g a ss i  (unm ar­
ried w om an) on the street.

(Age 34, Assistant editor of children’s book)
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As h as  b een  n o ted  ea rlie r in  th is  chap ter, th e  cen tral defin ition  o f M issy  refers to  

m arried  w om en  w ho w an t to  be  look like u n m arried  w om en  (A gassi). A lthough 

th e ir  m arita l s ta tu s  is th a t  o f m arried  w om en w ho expect to  achieve all th e  du ties 

to  b e  conduc ted  inside  an d  ou tside  o f th e ir  house, in  a  sense , th ey  still w an t to  be 

considered  as u n m arrie d  w om en. In  o ther w ords, M issy  tran scen d s  across th e  

m arita l s ta tu s  b o u n d ary  from  m arried  to  u n m arrie d  w om en, as th is  in fo rm an t 

clearly considers h e rse lf to  do as a M issy.

At a  glance, th e  M issy  can  b e  a techn ique o f v isual know ledge as iden tified  as 

d ress a n d  body  codes. T he visual techn ique is p e rh ap s th e  b e s t w ay o f m asq u erad ­

ing a  w om an  as u n m arried . As such , th e  M issy  can  b e  reg ard ed  visually  as ‘u n ­

m arried  w om en’ b y  adop ting  o r assum ing  th e ir  style. O n th is  po in t, th e  visual 

tech n iq u e  o f th e ir  app earan ce  seem s to  d em o n stra te  how  m asq u erad in g  as M issy  

b rings in to  p lay  con tingen t, com plex an d  negative iden tification  to  A d ju m m a , as 

revealed  in  th e  in fo rm an t’s revelation  above, Sim ilarly, th e  follow ing ex tract 

show s how  M issy  is co n stru c ted  as visual appearance.

Q: W hat m akes you is a M issy?

A J: I am  follow ing the trendy styles such as fashion and hairstyle, decorating  
m y appearance and using m ake-up

Q: Do you  think M issy  is about appearance?

BY: Appearance is  one o f strong factors o f being a M issy  because, at first 
glance, w e can recognise M issy  visually.

(Age 32-39, Full housewives)

The visibility  o f M issy  enables h er to  p ractice bodily  d ifferences betw een  A d ­

ju m m a  an d  M issy . T hus, th e  M issy  becom es reco n stru c ted  th ro u g h  techn iques 

th a t serve to  app rox im ate  an  im age o f A gassi. M issy  seem s, therefo re , to  take 

place in  th e  assu m p tio n  o f an  im age: d ress code, body  code a n d  visual code (signi- 

fier) o f u n m arrie d  w om en (Agassi). T he active tran sfo rm a tio n  o f th e  in fo rm an t 

th en  takes p lace  in  th e  assum ption  o f an  im age o f u n m arrie d  w om en (A gassi)  she 

portrays. H ere, th e  M issy  is m ore  o f a  process o r a  ‘becom ing’ th a n  a  s ta te  o f b e ­

ing, w here  one sim ply  ‘is’ (B utler, 1993). In  o th e r w ords, revealing  th a t th e  activ­

ity im plied  in  th is  p rocess m akes it difficult to  view th e  concep t as a  passive im po­

sition  o f id en tity  by  global cap ita lism  an d  consum erism .

If  th e  M issy  is an  id en tity  th a t  con ta ins desires to  d isguise as u n m arrie d  w om en 

(A gassi), w hy is it  th a t  m arita l disguising is a  significant desire  for young w om en
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in  th e  co n tem p o rary  Sou th  K orean context? I t  m ay  b e  b ecause , as I have d is­

cussed, young  w om en re ject th e  trad itio n a l im age o f th e  “w ise m o th e r an d  good 

w ife”, w hich  h as  been  rep resen ted  as an  A d ju m m a . “A d ju m m a ” h ad  becom e th e  

un iversa lised  concept u sed  to  re fer to  m arried  w om en  as th e  signifier. However, 

th e  concept, A d ju m m a ,  has b een  tak en  for g ran ted  w ith  a  long  lis t o f expected 

codes o f conduct, w hich are  only accom plished by  sacrificing  h e rse lf in  favour of 

h e r fam ily. T hus, as n o ted  earlier, th e  im age h as  becom e u n re liab le  fo r em bracing  

w om en’s desires a n d  p u rsu it o f self-realisation . In  th e  co n tem p o rary  context 

w hich in co rp o ra tes  influences from  a changing co n su m er society  an d  from  a 

g lobalised  m ed ia  context, th e  im age o f m arried  w om en  th a t  th ey  now  w ish  to  p o r­

tray  o f them selves is one, w hich encom passes th e ir  d esire  to  p ro long  self- 

rea lisa tion  an d  developm ent as th ey  d id  before m arriage . T h e  in fo rm an ts  in  th e  

prev ious sec tion  have expressed  a negative view to  A d ju m m a  an d , fo r th em . The 

new ly c rea ted  concep t o f th e  M issy  fo r w om en in  th e  la te  2 0 s a n d  30s age group 

m ay b e  s im ilar to  th e  A g a ss i  (u n m arried  young w om en) w ho could  have m ore 

freedom  a n d  pow er to  contro l th e ir  ow n lives.

T herefore, if  th e  M issy  can  b e  seen  as rebellious to  th e  A d ju m m a  d iscourse, it 

also p erh ap s m akes v isible th e  frac tu red  iden tities  o f old fem in in ities . T his can be 

seen  in  th e  w ay th e  M issy  iden tity  is actively occupied  by, a n d  in, th e  subject 

w hen  she assum es an  im age in  co n trast to  these  o ld  im ages o f fem in in ities, as can 

b e  seen  in  th e  ex trac t below:

Q: W hat is  the Missy?
H J: U nlike the Adjumma w ho has terrible style. Bbogeul bbgeul (badly m an­
aged curly) perm ed hair style... a terrible colour m atch b etw een  top and trou­
sers/sk irts, Adjumma has no style.

JB : Missy's appearance is absolutely like Agassi (unm arried w om en).

H J: If Missy w ould not carry her child, people w ould never recognise the  
Missy w om an as m arried wom en.

J N : Missy w ould be com ing out o f the rebellion to  Adjumma...
(Age 29-35, Fulltime wives)

F rom  th e  in terv iew  above, th e  difference betw een  M issy  an d  A d ju m m a  becom es a 

m a tte r  o f v isual style such  as hairsty le  an d  d ress code th a t  th e  M issy  can  p u t on  

an d  take off. T herefore, appearance is a  s trong  facto r fo r th e  M issy . T he M issy  

im age creates a p a rticu la r im age o f stylish w om en w ho have a  good  fash ion  taste. 

T his im age is p e rp e tu a ted  in  th e  m ass m ed ia  an d  exem plified  b y  con tem poraries.
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T he desire  o f being  "gazed” up o n  as a ttractive  w om en  in  th e  sam e w ay as u n m a r­

ried  sty lish  w om en can b e  seen  to  be  driven  by  th e  an tag o n ism  to  th e  o u td a ted  

loose physical im age o f m arried  w om en, A d ju m m a ,  as well as th e  an tag o n ism  to  

th e  co n ten t o f th e  la tte r  im age as d iscussed  ea rlie r in  th is  chap te r. In  th is  sense, 

th e  M issy  cou ld  b e  u n d ers to o d  as th e  im agined  id en titie s  o f false illusions, overly 

concerned  w ith  w om en’s appearance, a n d  w hich invoke consum erism  an d  th a t  

th e  essen tia l cond ition  o f being  a  M issy  is a  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  appearance. 

S outh  K orea h as  becom e a genuine co nsum er society w here  th e  force o f adver­

tisem en ts  in  th e  m ass m edia  h a s  accelerated  (Cho, 2 0 0 2 :1 8 2 ). In  add ition , adver­

tis ing  a n d  w om en’s m agazines have rep ro d u ced  th e  im age o f th e  M issy . S im ilar to  

th e  critiques d iscussed  above, som e fem inists in sist th a t  th e  M issy  is a  fo rm  of 

d iscrim ination . T he w om en’s id en tity  fo rm ations a re  lim ited  by  w h a t Lazar called 

th e  "aesthetic isa tion  o f th e ir  physical ap p earan ces”, w hich  is d irectly  associa ted  

w ith  co n su m erism ’ (Lazar 2 0 0 6 ; Scott, 2005). Y oung housew ives, w hose m ain  

p layground  is th e  d ep a rtm en t store, have been  particu la rly  vu ln erab le  to  th e  ca re­

fully o rch es tra ted  consum er system , an d  have b een  tra p p e d  b y  th e  desire  it c re ­

ates.

O n th e  o th e r h an d , if th is  “o rd inary” form  of co n sum ption  ac t as an  expression  of 

iden tities  (G onow  & W arde, 2001), young w om en are  n o t only su b o rd in a ted  to  

th e  co n su m er w orld , b u t also re inven ting  them selves, accord ing  to  th e ir  ow n 

p leasu re  an d  desire  (K endall, 1996), as revealed  in  th e  clear sub ject positions ex­

p ressed  in  th e  in terv iew  ex tracts above w hich show  th a t  it  is ra th e r  a  com peting  

an d  ongoing process o f bu ild ing  up  th e ir iden tities. In  o th e r w ords, th e  M issy  as a 

concept o f ren eg o tia tio n /stru g g lin g  w ith  incom plete  id en tity  d em o n stra te s  th e  

w ay o f frag m en ted  w om en’s new  iden tities a re  co n stitu ted  by com peting  d is­

courses. T hus, th e  M issy  can  b e  seen  as a  space o f conflict an d  struggle betw een  

confined  self-im age by  consum erism  a n d  th e  self-im age o f being  a new , active 

young w om en w ith  agency an d  a s trong  sense  o f se lf (A apola, G onick & H arris  

2005 ; Kelly, 2 0 05 ; H enry, 2004).

As th is  ch ap te r h as  a ttem p ted  to  show, th e  m ean ing  o f M issy  is co n ta in ed  in  th e  

m ean ings th e  in fo rm an ts  a ttach  to  th e  p ractices involved. O n  th e  basis  of th ese  

m ean ings expressed  by  th e  young w om en, a n d  as an  un reso lv ed  id en tity  o f com ­

peting  fem in in ities, th e  M issy  refers to  im agined  iden titie s  co m pounded  w ith  u n ­

certain ty , in security  an d  anxiety. T hus, th e  d iscussions o f M issy  observed  in  th e
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in fo rm an ts’ conversation  are  com peting m ean s by  w hich  it  can  b e  seen  th a t  new  

fem in in ities have n o t yet arrived  an d  have n o t b een  fully realised  b u t  ra th e r still 

conno tes a com peting  an d  conflicting im age. As can b e  easily seen , w hen  m ost 

in fo rm an ts  ta lk  ab o u t th e  M issy , th e ir descrip tions sketch  th e  ab s tra c t v isual im ­

ages o f th e  M issy  (fashion, appearance, style an d  age) w hich  p e rh ap s  reflect, an d  

are  reflected  by, co nsum er an d  m edia im ages, th e n  m ove to  describ ing  th e  im age 

o f A d ju m m a ,  an d  finally  re tu n in g  to  th e  M issy  to  define it as a  co u n te rp a rt of, 

a n d  rebellious concept to , A d ju m m a .

Indeed , th u s , th e  M issy -jo k  (group) has b een  p re sen ted  as em bodying  confidence 

and , n o ted  earlier in  th is  chap ter, as p u ttin g  th e ir  energy  in to  se lf-cu ltiva tion / 

th e ir  ap p e a ra n ce / im provem en t of th e ir  ow n life. T he follow ing in terv iew  show s 

clearly w h a t in fo rm an ts  th in k  abou t th e  M issy;

H E : I think I am a M issy  because I am  investing a lo t o f energy for m y inner 
and external developm ent to  have m y own satisfaction. For M issy , her weight 
o f life is  m ore centred on herself rather than husband or children.

Q: W hat is  difference between the A dju m m a  and M issy?

H E : I think the A dju m m a  is som eone who is loose and careless about her 
life, only thinking about her husband and child. Unlike A d ju m m a , the M issy  
is keeping up ten sion s in everyday life.

Q: W hat does it m ean, tension?

H E: W ell...tension, I think, is the m otivation to  develop m y life.

(Age 34, Full-time housewife)

As can b e  seen, th e  in fo rm an t po in ts o u t w ha t th e  M issy  m ean s from  h e r  po in t of 

view  w hich, as show n earlier, includes on e  o f th e  m ain  defin itions th a t  th e  M issy  

is m ore  focussed  o n  th e ir  ow n developm ent ra th e r  th a n  fam ily affairs o r rearing  

children. H ow ever, w ith  reg ard  to  th e  defin ition  o f th e  M issy , d esp ite  th e  preva­

lence o f th e  im age in  th e  m edia  an d  in  co nsum er society, it  seem s n o t possible to  

define w ith o u t com parison  w ith  th e  concept o f A d ju m m a .  F rom  th e  ex tract, it is 

no ticeable th a t  th e re  is a  precise difference betw een  th e  M issy  a n d  A d ju m m a ,  

nam ely  ten s io n s  in  everyday life. The in fo rm an t th in k s th a t  th e  A d ju m m a  is care­

less an d  n o t in te re sted  in  taking care o f herself, w hereas th e  M issy  is always 

m ain ta in in g  h e r consciousness in  te rm s o f m otivating  h e r life. T hus, if  th e  M issy  

can be  seen  as opposed  o r rebellious to  th e  A d ju m m a  d iscourse , it is in  th e  p roc­

ess o f m aking  visible th e  frac tu red  iden tities  of old fem inin ities.
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O n con trary , th e  in fo rm an t in  th e  following in terv iew  is usually  iden tified  as a 

M issy  b u t som etim es she  iden tifies herse lf w ith  A d ju m m a  w hen  she behaves 

“w rongly”;

S: I never had been  called  A dju m m a  till that m om ent; people usually called  
m e a M issy  even w hen I had m y second son, Joonyoung. One day, I was stuck  
in a terrible traffic jam  on m y w ay back hom e. So I tried to change m y direc­
tion, and drove m y car in to  a private car park although I w as aware that I 
should  not. At that m om ent, one guy shouted at m e uA d ju m m a \ You should  
not park your car here.” I w as thinking at the m om ent, yes, that’s right, I am  
A dju m m a.

(Age 37, Full time housewife)

T he ap p earan ce  o f th is  in fo rm an t m ay  be  th a t of a  M issy , as sh e  identifies herself, 

b u t h e r id en tity  can  sh ift b e tw een  A d ju m m a  an d  M issy  in  d iffe ren t instances. T he 

in fo rm an t allow ed th e  m an  to  call h e r  A d ju m m a  w h en  sh e  n o ticed  th a t  she  b roke 

a  ru le  in  th e  park in g  lot. T herefo re , in  h e r construc tion , th e  A d ju m m a  im age 

seem s to  b e  closely re la ted  to  negative behav iou r n o t ju s t  a  negative appearance, 

w hile th e  M issy  im age is assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  positive a n d  active side o f h e r  every­

day  life. T his can  read  in  th e  sam e w ay as o th er h isto rical exam ples o f “p assing” - 

as th e  fo rm ing  o f id en tity  m ark ed  by  perm eab le  b o u n d arie s ; i.e. th e  anxiety  of 

being  ‘m is-read ’ o r  ‘correctly  re a d ’. T he in fo rm an t above does n o t w an t to  be  an  

A d ju m m a .  How ever, a lthough  th e  im ages can be  seen  as oppositional, in  th e  real 

practice, b o th  id en titie s  a re  in te rm in g led  a n d  coexisted, show ing th a t th e  two 

concepts a re  situ a tio n  d ep en d en t. As an  unreso lved  id en tity  o f com peting  fem in­

in ities, th e  M issy  re fers to  im ag in ed  iden tities co n p o u n d ed  w ith  uncerta in ty , in ­

security  an d  anxiety. T hus, th e  M issy  iden tities a re  com peting  m ean s by  w hich it 

can  be  seen  th a t  new  fem in in ities  have n o t yet a rrived  a n d  have n o t b een  fully re ­

alised  b u t  ra th e r  a re  re p resen te d  in  a  com peting  an d  conflicting im age. W hen 

m ost in fo rm an ts  ta lk  ab o u t th e  M issy , th e ir  descrip tions sketch  th e  ab strac t vis­

ual im ages o f th e  M issy ,  th e  m ove to  describ ing th e  im ages o f A d ju m m a ,  an d  fi­

nally  re tu rn  to  th e  M issy  to  define  it  as a co u n te rp a rt o f A d ju m m a .

O ne com m on aspect I observed  in  various in terview s w as th a t  m ost w om en  s ta r t 

to  ta lk  ab o u t A d ju m m a  im ages to  fo rm ulate  th e  new  im age th ey  w an t to  de­

scribee. In  th e  follow ing in terview , one in fo rm an t is d esp era te ly  looking for a 

w ord  to  locate  h e r fem in ine  id en tity  b u t does n o t find  on e  im plying th a t th e re  is 

no  co rresp o n d en t co n ten t w ith  th e  M issy  concept. T he m ajo rity  o f in fo rm an ts  all
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agreed  th a t  th e  A d ju m m a  im age canno t b e  a vessel to  ca rry  th e ir  desires a n d  ex­

pected  im ages. T his fea r an d  anxiety  o f being  A d ju m m a  is th e  s ta rtin g  p o in t for 

describ ing  th e  M issy . However, th is  process o f enu n c ia tio n  fu r th e r  show s th a t  th e  

M issy  is n o t a  u n ifo rm ed  an d  fixed im age b u t ra th e r, is still com peting  an d  stru g ­

gling w ith  o ld  im ages. In  th e  follow ing extract, th e  in fo rm an t show s h e r struggle 

to  define th e  M issy , an d  explains th is  by using  old im ages;

Q: Who is the Missy?

J : A  M issy  is an Adjum ma, but, it’s like an Agassi-like A djum m a ...how can I 
say... (Mumbling and looking for the word). W ithout her child, we would 
never recognise the M issy as a married woman. M issy absolutely looks like 
Agassil

(Age 32, Fulltime housewife)

T he in fo rm an t J  is m um bling  h e r w ords an d  takes tim e  to  explain  h e r u n d e r­

s tan d in g  o f th e  M issy . As she indicates, th e  M issy  is trav e rs in g  th e  n o tio n  o f th e  

tw o, A d ju m m a  a n d  M issy . T he sp lit seconds o f h esita tio n  a n d  m um bling  a re  th e  

p o in t o f show ing its  am bivalence. In  fact, th e  in fo rm an t c a n n o t prov ide a  clear 

p ic tu re  o f th e  im age o f th e  M issy . In stead , she m obilises th e  p re-ex isting  re ­

courses o f A d ju m m a  an d  A g a ss i to  explain th e  new  im ages. I t  seem s th a t she  p u ts  

h erse lf in  a  con trad ic to ry  position; th e  M issy  is in  fact q u ite  d iffe ren t from  con­

v en tional im ages o f m arr ied  w om en, ra th e r  looking like an  “unm arried -lo o k in g ” 

m arried  w om en. T hus th ese  im ages can b e  sum m ed  u p  w ith  in  th e  conclusion 

th a t  th e  M issy  is an  “A gassi-like A d ju m m a ”. H ow ever, th is  con trad ic tion  an d  

struggling  is p e rh ap s  p a r t o f th e  process o f creating  a  new  space fo r bu ild ing  id en ­

tities.

In  fact, th e  w hole process o f struggling to  define new  id en titie s  s ta r ts  w ith  th e  cri­

sis o f th e  o ld  im ages o f m arried  w om en. As discussed, th e  o ld  im ages o f m arried  

w om en can n o t fulfil w h a t w om en desire  an d  accom plish. T he  existing  concept 

an d  im ages o f m arried  w om en w ith  A d ju m m a  have been  to o  u n ifo rm  an d  fixed to  

offer a so lu tion  to  th e  crisis. A t th is  po in t, th e  action  th ey  tak e  is m im icking th e  

u n m arrie d  w om en  w ho is categorised as A g a ss i  an d  m asq u erad in g  as unm arried . 

Indeed , in  th is  in stance , w ha t w om en ap p ear to  w an t is to  b e  gazed by th e  o th er in  

an  ‘in ten tio n a l m isrecogn ition ’ betw een m arried  an d  u n m a rr ie d  w om en.

(6.6.1) M issy as a n  im a g in ed  space
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As I have a ttem p ted  to  show  b o th  th ro u g h  th e  m ed ia  re p resen ta tio n  an d  m y in ­

fo rm an t’s d iscussions, th e  M issy  can  be estab lished  th ro u g h  rep e titio n  an d  d is­

p lacem en t o f th e ir  desire  fo r new  iden tities. T herefore, M issy  m ay  p erh ap s be 

b e s t u n d e rs to o d  as th e  possib ility  to  open  spaces fo r tran sfo rm a tio n  in to  new  

fem inin ities. F u rth erm o re , it  could be  argued  th a t  th e  M issy  is c reating  an  “im ag­

in ed  space” th a t  is never se ttled  an d  is on ly  defined  by  im ages th a t  a re  constan tly  

ad d ed  to , a n d /o r , rep laced . For w om en w ho w an t to  co n stru c t new  iden tities  to  

em brace th e ir  desires an d  hopes, th e  o ld  im age o f m arried  w om en, A d ju m m a , 

could  be  reg ard ed  as con tain ing  less possib ilities to  include new ly recovered  id en ­

tities  an d  m ay  b e  considered  to  have been  all b u t d iscarded . In  o th e r w ords, exist­

ing concepts like A d ju m m a  serve to  re inforce d epersonalised  a n d  desexualised  

im ages o f m arr ie d  w om en. I t  w as clear, as h as  b een  show n, th a t  m an y  in fo rm an ts 

a re  re lu c tan t to  com m it to  th e  A d ju m m a , as th ey  do n o t w an t to  sacrifice th em ­

selves a n d  conceal th e ir  desires. This m ean s th a t  th e re  is a  gap  betw een  an  im age 

th a t is a lready  assu m ed  an d  an  im age th a t is yet to  be  assum ed . T he w ay o f filling 

th is  gap seem s to  b e  by  creating  an  im agined  space fo r b u ild ing  new  identities. 

T hus, it  becom es clear th a t  th e  im agination  plays a  s ign ifican t ro le  in  th e  fo rm a­

tion  o f iden tity . T his is p artly  because th e  new ly fo rm ed  im ages o f M issy  a re  no t 

un ifo rm ly  fixed an d  a rran g ed  like th e  im ages o f A d ju m m a , r a th e r  th e  M issy  is 

located  in -betw een  th e  A d ju m m a  an d  A gassi. In  o th er w ords, th e  M issy  can b e  

sa id  to  b e  n o t q u ite  A d ju m m a , n o r A gassi. This “n o t-q u ite -n e ss” can  be  found  in 

in fo rm an ts’ h esita tion , struggling, an d  re luc tance in  th e ir  d iscussion . N everthe­

less, desp ite  th is  struggle an d  hesita tio n  th is  untidy , incom plete  id en tity  provides 

a positive space fo r bu ild ing  u p  a  new  fo rm ation  o f iden tities.

O ne good exam ple o f th is  sh ifting  space is th is  am bivalen t a ttitu d e  tow ards hav­

ing a  “lover”. E arlie r in  th is  chap ter, I m en tio n ed  th a t  th e  M issy  TV d ram as an d  

film s have b een  p o p u la r w ith  w om en deliberately  engaging in  a  tran s la tio n  of 

them selves as desiring , free an d  self-realising in  th e  rea lm  o f fan tasy  an d  im agi­

nation . E n su rin g  th a t  th e ir  previously  lo st sense o f self can b e  tru ly  w orthy  o f care 

an d  a tten tio n  in  th e  co n sum ption  o f rom ance d ram a m ay  p e rh ap s  b e  considered  a 

fo rm  o f “self-justifying ind iv idualism ” (Jha lly  & Lewis, 1998: 57). T hus, th e ir  re ­

flexive se lf em erges in  th is  yearn ing  fo r freedom  an d  in  th e  sea rch  fo r an  ind iv id­

ual sense  o f w ho th ey  are. T his ind iv idual sense o f self is n o t ju s t  co n stru c ted  in  

th e  public  rea lm  o f m edia, a n d  th e  fan tasy  o f rom an tic  d ra m a  in  particu la r, con­

sum p tio n  an d  ex ternally  v isual ap pearance as has b een  d iscussed  in  preceding

- 2 3 0 -



sec tions o f th is  chap ter. Crucially, w om en’s im aginative n eg o tia tio n  an d  recon­

stru c tio n  o f th e  p rivate  sp h ere  is also b o u n d  u p  w ith  a  tran s itio n a l pheno m en o n  

o f in tim acy. T his reconstructive  a ttem p t o f th e  p rivate  sp h e re  can  also b e  located  

w ith in  th e  pervad ing  d iscourse o f paying a tten tio n  to  th e  ind iv idual self. Indeed , 

one o f th e  in fo rm an ts  in  th e  group o f m arried  w om en suggests th a t  th e  M issy  

p rovides a  space fo r d ream ing  o f a lover ou tside o f h er m arriages:

I have w atched the film , Jeon gsa  Gove affair). I have seen  it tw ice. It is  so  
touching. I cannot avoid that kind love if  it happens to  m e. If  I have that kind  
o f feeling...I am dream ing o f a lover.

(Age 32, Full time housewife)

As n o ted  ea rlie r in  th is  chap ter, it w as previously com m on in  K orean public  d is­

course to  p o rtray  w om en’s re luc tance an d  sh am e w hen th ey  h a d  a lover ou tside of 

m arriage. H ow ever, fo r th e  M issy , th e  sexual double s ta n d a rd s  in  con tem porary  

Sou th  K orean society  seem  to  b e  progressively ignored, as rep resen ted  in  th e  film  

an d  d ram a  d iscussed  earlier in  th is  chap te r an d  as tran s la te d  b y  th is  in fo rm an t to  

young w o m en ’s ow n lives. H ere it  alm ost sounds as if having  a  lover is th e  essen­

tial cond ition  fo r being  a  M issy . T he in fo rm an ts w ho iden tify  them selves w ith  th e  

M issy  rep ly  th a t  th ey  are  also d ream ing  a lover ou tside  o f m arriage. W hen  I m et 

th is  in fo rm an t w ho w as p regnan t, she ta lk ed  ab o u t h e r d ream  o f having a  lover:

I dream  o f having a lover. I don’t have any problem  w ith  m y husband though.
H e’s all right. One day, w hen I was pregnant w ith m y third child, a bookseller 
visited  m e at hom e. He was not a particularly attractive m an. He ju st seem ed  
OK to m e. I desperately w anted to ask him  to go out... (Laughing) not for 
anything special. I ju st w anted to take a walk and chat and have a cup o f cof­
fee. However, I didn’t...oh  no. Thinking about m y pregnant belly. I just 
dreamt.

(Age 37, Full time housewife)

H ere, th e  in fo rm an t w as d ream ing  o f an  in tim ate  re la tionsh ip . H er em otional 

feelings show  h e r im agined  self w ho could have a lover fo r an  em otionally  fulfill­

ing re la tio n sh ip  o u tside  o f m arriage. T he im agined  id en tity  seem s to  b e  a  false 

one, b u t fo r h e r it is a  d ream  th a t could com e tru e . ‘T his im ag ined  id en tity  takes 

th e  form  o f nego tia tion  betw een  sites o f agency an d  globally defined  fields o f pos­

sibility’ (A ppadurai, 1993: 274). This im agination  is closely in te rtw in ed  w ith  de­

sire, w hich  is precisely  a  desire  for “freedom ”, p erh ap s re la ted  to  th e  growing

- 2 3 1 -



aw areness o f d issatisfaction  w ith  th e  lives of th ir  m o th e r’s gen era tio n  an d  to  

w om en’s freedom  p o rtray ed  in  th e  m edia.

For exam ple, th e  nex t in fo rm an t show s how  th is  d issatisfaction  experienced  by 

w om en leads th em  to  search  fo r a new  alternative  practice. In  particu la r, w ith  re ­

g ard  to  d ream in g  o f a  lover, som e in fo rm an ts a re  seeking to  fin d  a  w ay o f escap­

ing from  th e ir  fru stra tio n s  an d  d issatisfactions w ith  th e ir  m arr ie d  life.

H: You know? H e is  so attractive92. I am  dream ing that he holds m e tight. 
Actually, it  is so tem pting! I m ight sleep  (with him ). Som etim es I lose m y fo­
cus at work w hen he is around. Som etim es I feel very confused. My husband  
is OK. My relationship w ith m y husband is based on  “C h eong”93. But I think  
it is  natural for every hum an being to have a dream  true love. I am always 
dream ing o f a lover. I don’t feel guilty. It is  very natural th ing, isn ’t it?

Q: Do you  have any plan for th is relationship?

H: I am  n ot sure... I want to keep th is relationship as a friend. I don’t w ant to  
break anything. Our friendship could be forever.

(Age 34, Full-time assistant editor of children’s book)

As seen  in  th e  prev ious section , th is  p articu la r in fo rm an t claim s th a t she  is id en ti­

fiable w ith  th e  M issy .  A fter a long conversation, she  reveals h e r  s to ry  o f an  affair 

w ith  h e r colleague. In  h e r conversation, she  d istingu ishes h e r  cu rren t re la tionsh ip  

w ith  h e r h u sb an d  from  h e r re la tionsh ip  w ith  h er lover (boy friend ). Love is absen t 

in  h e r re la tio n sh ip  w ith  h e r h u sb an d  as expressed  in  h e r asse rtio n  th a t  it is based  

on “C heong”, w hich  refers to  a rou tine  face-to-face re la tio n sh ip . She claim s she 

w an ts to  have m ore  em otional com fort, w hich  is beyond  th e  ro u tin e  re la tionship . 

In teresting ly , in  h e r  rem ark s w e can find  th e  sam e desire  o f having  an  in tim ate  

re la tio n sh ip  as th e  38  year-o ld  p reg n an t w om an’s rem ark s. A lthough th is  in fo r­

m an t does have a lover ou tside o f m arriage  in  p ractice it  also  h as  som e o f th e  

d ream ing  aspects to  th is  practice, w hich seem  to  derive from  h e r re luc tance an d

92 The media described above represent am image of the boyfriend who is caring, soft and younger. 
Similarly, my informants often describe their desire for a boy friend who is more caring and tender 
than their husbands who have a patriarchal character.

93 “Cheong (tit)” is an expression of affectionate and attached relationships between people closely 
related to one another. According to Choi, ‘Cheong is a state of mind that develops from together­
ness through a long period of being together or contact, from sharing of human heartedness such as 
warmth, comfort, caring, unconditional acceptance and trust of the other person, and from accumu­
lated shared experiences ’ (Choi, 2001: 119). The relationship is located within small boundary of 
face-to-face based relationship (Alford, 1999: 56-60).
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h esita tio n  o f co m m itm en t to  th e  re la tionsh ip . She is re lu c tan t p artly  because she 

is still concerned  ab o u t w orkplace m atters  (her pro fessional life) a n d  also because 

she  w an ts  to  keep h e r m arriage life in tact. T he re la tio n sh ip  h as  b een  already  b e­

gun  a n d  is p rac tised  betw een  th e  in fo rm an t an d  h e r caring  boyfriend , b u t she  is 

still expecting so m eth ing  th a t is n o t a  sexual re la tionsh ip , b u t  w hich is m ore  ob­

scu re  a n d  re lian t u p o n  im agination . In  o th er w ords, she  is still actually  d ream ing  

o f a lover in  m uch  th e  sam e w ay th e  37 year-o ld  housew ife w hose conversation  

w as d iscussed  above. T hus, it seem s th a t h e r M issy  id en tity  is an  im aginary  one 

an d  unsettling .

A no ther o f th e  in fo rm an ts  also does actually  have a lover w ho gives h e r w ha t she  

sees as enough  “em o tio n al” satisfaction. F or her, th e  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  a m an , 

ou tside  o f m arriage , seem s to  b e  cen tra l to  h e r h ap p in ess  a n d  she confesses th a t 

she feels b o rn  again.

I feel I am  held  in greater regard by m y boyfriend than by m y husband. H e is 
nice to m e and treats m e really well. I feel a m uch m ore fulfilled w om an my­
se lf  w hen I am  w ith  him . I feel I was b om  again. Som etim es, I spent m oney  
on expenses for our dates out o f our living expenses. H owever, I don’t feel it’s 
a w aste...it’s worth it.

(Age 36, Full time housewife)

I t  is in te re stin g  to  n o te  th a t, w ith  grow ing access to  th e  In te rn e t, th e re  is a  w idely 

prevailing  ten d en cy  for m any  housew ives to  m eet a  lover v ia  In te rn e t ch a t room s. 

C yberspace94 provides a  place o f in tim acy to  allow  iso la ted  housew ives to  com ­

m un ica te  o u tside  o f m arriag e  boundaries, as th is  in fo rm an t describes:

One day, I chatted w ith one guy who seem ed really know ledgeable. I saw  his 
review o f The B ridge  o f  the M adison  C ounty  w ith the explanation ‘it is an ex­
cellent film  for w hen  w ives are alone in a rainy day’. It m oved m e to see it. So,
I started to  exchange e-m ails and his e-m ails w ere m y only w indow  to com ­
m unicate w hile I have tw o boys for conversation and m y husband was busy  
sleeping w hen he got back hom e. I was fulfilled in happiness to  com m unicate 
about the film s w ith him. Gradually, w e also talked about each other’s m ar­
ried life.

(Age 34, Full time housewife)

94 ‘A typical development of cyber-love is as follows: public discourse, private emails or private chat­
ting, sending picture, telephoning and arranging face-to-face meetings’ (Ben-ze’ev, 2004:155).
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I t  is in te re stin g  to  n o te  th a t  th e  in fo rm an t likes th e  H ollyw ood film , The B ridges  

o f  M a d iso n  C oun ty  an d  th a t h e r on line en co u n te r b eg an  in  re la tio n  to  th is  film. 

For K orean w om en, w estern  cinem a can  often  be  seen  as th e  cen tre  o f gravity  of 

th e  im ag ination , th e  “living, social m ed ia tio n ” (M artin -B arbero , 1993: 166) th a t 

co n stitu tes new  cu ltu ra l experience an d  iden tities  (as d esc ribed  in  C hap ter 6). 

T he p resence  o f th e  o ther, w este rn  w om an -  in  K orean eyes -  offers an o th e r pos­

sib ility  fo r th e  co n stru c tio n  o f th e ir  iden tities. T hus, th e  reaso n  for th e  desire  to  

have a  lover m ay  s tem  from  th e  feeling th e re  is no  o th e r w ay o u t o f th e ir  own 

m arried  life, w hich  does n o t equate  w ith  th e  rom ance  th a t  th ey  see in  w estern  

film s, a n d  from  h atin g  an d  resen ting  m arried  life. T hus, th ey  s ta r t  re th ink ing  

th e ir  ow n h ap p in ess  in  te rm s  o f having a lover, som eth ing  th a t w ould  have previ­

ously b een  inconceivable fo r m arried  w om en in  Korea.

How ever, m o st in fo rm an ts  w an t to  keep th e ir  fam ily b o u n d arie s  as m uch  as they  

w an t to  keep  th e ir  lovers, although  th e  fact th a t  som e w om en have boyfriend 

could  be  seen  as derailed  behav iou r from  th e  trad itio n a l p o in t o f view. F o r them , 

lovers m ay  be  seen  as an o th e r fam ily b u t th ey  w an t to  keep  b o th  th e ir  form al 

fam ilies a n d  th e ir  lovers. For exam ple, th e  following in terv iew  show s how  th e  

bo u n d arie s  o f having  a lover is sep a ra ted  from  th e  b o u n d arie s  o f th e  fam ily to  

w hich th e  w om en belong  a n d  is p e rh ap s an o th e r exam ple th a t th e  act o f having a 

lover (o r boyfriend), w hich is closely associa ted  w ith  th e  new  id en tity  o f M issy, is 

reflects th e  struggling  an d  am bivalen t n a tu re  o f th e  identity .

I do not want to  give up m y children and m y family. I am cool. I share m y  
heart w ith  m y lover only 2 0  percent. I do not give m y lover everything that I 
have. I do not feel guilty. W hy should I feel? I am n ot harm ing anybody; I am  
not dam aging m y family.

(Age 32, Secretary)

F or th is  in fo rm an t, th en , having  a lover o r boyfriend  does n o t seem  to  equa te  w ith 

giving up  h e r fam ily boundaries. H ere, fam ily b o u n d ary  a n d  h e r  p ersonal b o u n d ­

ary  ap p ear to  b e  sep a ra ted  in  th e  in fo rm an t’s rem ark s w ith o u t feeling sham e or 

guilty. As d iscussed , prev iously  w om en’s bo u n d arie s  in  S ou th  K orean have always 

been  closely associa ted  w ith  fam ily b o u n d aries  an d  m ain ly  d e te rm in ed  by  p a tri­

a rchal system . How ever, as seen  in  th e  series o f in terv iew s from  w hich I quote 

above, th is  un ifo rm  b oundary , w hich h as  previously  been  a  space fo r construc ting  

w om en’s id en titie s  has begun  to  ru p tu re . In  o th er w ords, w om en in  Sou th  Korea 

begin  to  conduc t a  series o f p ractices to  construc t th e ir  p erso n al boundaries
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w hich  is seem s to  b e  d e tach ed  from  th e  conventional fam ily  boundary . At th e  

sam e tim e, it also show s th e  struggle an d  am bivalence o f th is  ru p tu re . In  o rd er to  

co n stru c t th e ir  b o u n d arie s  a n d  iden tities, they  a re  constan tly  changed  a n d  tra n s ­

form ed, i.e. th ey  a re  n o t fixed a n d  settled  boundaries. T he rem ark s th a t  they  w ant 

to  keep th e ir  fam ily  a n d  boyfriend  (or lover) separate ly  seem s to  m ean  th a t they  

a re  n o t able to  com m it them selves to  one location o r an o th er. T hus, in fo rm an ts 

a re  p e rh ap s  b e s t u n d e rs to o d  to  b e  located  w ith in  an d  w ith o u t th e se  b o u n d arie s  in  

th e  process o f co nstruc ting  th e ir  own identities.

6.7. The in-and-out-ness of the M issy

T hus, m y analysis, as o u tlin ed  above, suggests th a t  th e  in fo rm an ts’ d esire  w as n o t 

necessarily  a  p ro d u c t o f m ass m ed ia  in  th e  first place, b u t in  fact em erged  from  

th e ir  ow n nego tia tion  w ith  th e ir  position  as well as w ith  th e  m ed ia  in  th e ir  own 

specific context. How ever, th e re  is no sim ple read ing  o f M issy , w hich seem s to  be 

associa ted  w ith  th e  d ifferen t p recise locations o f in fo rm an ts. In  fact, w om en ap ­

p ea r to  u tilise  “th e  im ag ined  id en tity ” to  get w ha t th ey  w an t a n d  to  change new  

ways o f life in to  th e  M issy . T hus, th is  M issy  can be  seen  as a  y earn ing  to  achieve 

o r w ith  w hich to  identify . H ow  th en  can  w e u n d e rs ta n d  th e  M issy  in  te rm s of 

th e ir  engagem en t w ith  strugg le  an d  negotiation  o f th e ir  ow n id en tity  as a process 

as ongoing tran sfo rm a tio n  w ith in  th e  cond itions of th e  postco lon ial contex t of 

South  Korea?

As I have d iscussed , th e  M issy  id en tity  is n o t se ttled  o r fixed uniform ly , although 

th e re  a re  seem ingly  som e p a tte rn s  in  te rm s  o f desire  o f a lover, se lf p re sen ta tio n  

o f appearance, a n d  m arriag e  s ta te s  th a t  m ark  th e  b o u n d arie s  o f th e  M issy , as rep ­

re sen ted  b o th  in  th e  in fo rm an t’s d iscussion  o f th e  im age a n d  in  m ed ia  rep resen ta ­

tions. In  o th e r w ords, a lthough  th e re  is n o t necessarily  any  co rresp o n d en t con ten t 

to  th e  M issy  concept, we can  trace  b o u n d aries  th a t  a re  constan tly  shaping  

th ro u g h  ce rta in  ten d en c ies  such  as rebellion  aga inst th e ir  m o th e r’s generation  

an d  th e  im ages o f A d ju m m a .  T hus, th e  im age o f “M issy ” is p robab ly  open-ended  

im agined  spaces to  re sh ap e  th e ir  ow n con ten ts  o f th e  id en tity  fo rm ation . This 

sym ptom atic  p rac tice  can b e  fo u n d  in  th e ir  con tingen t usage o f resources, which 

a re  som etim es m obilised  from  negative views tow ard  th e  A d ju m m a ,  b u t also from  

given im ages in  m ass  m ed ia , w hich  a lready  constitu tes th e  w hole package o f th e  

M issy . T he im ages o f th e  M issy  have b een  provided  th ro u g h  a  consum erism  an d
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m ass m ed ia  th a t  can  be  tran s la te d  as a  “new  w om an” in  p u rsu it o f a w estern  life 

style, i.e. sexually-liberated , an d  self-centred . Yet in  cu ltu ra l practice, w om en are 

struggling, an d  re lu c tan t ju s t  to  m im ic th o se  given im ages exactly. I will fin ish  

th is  ch ap te r by  d iscussing  th is  in  re la tion  to  th e  em pirical evidence gained  from  

m y in fo rm an ts. S om etim es m y in fo rm an ts endorse  th e  concept, a n d  som etim es 

th ey  h es ita te  to  accep t th is  im age of M issy . In  th is  sense , th e  M issy  can  p erh ap s 

be seen  as a  creative tin k erin g  process.

O ne in trigu ing  p o in t I found  to  em erge in  m y in terview s is th a t  a lthough  in fo r­

m an ts  re ta in  th e  n am e  of th e  M issy  to  express th e ir  id en titie s , th e  actual iden tity  

fo rm atio n  is n o t exactly w h a t m any  social scien tists have described  n o r  precisely 

th a t  p o rtray ed  by  th e  m edia. R ather, they  are  construc ting  th e  fo rm atio n  itself by  

approx im ating  th e  given package o f th e  M issy  an d  w ithd raw ing  from  it. T his in - 

an d -o u t-n ess  o f th e  M issy  id en tity  show s th e  com plexity  w ith  w hich th e  in fo r­

m an ts  a re  strugg ling  a n d  contesting  w ith  m arried  fem in in itie s  in  con tem porary  

society. F u rth erm o re , it shou ld  be  n o ted  th a t th is  in -an d -o u t-n ess  seem s to  be 

to tally  b ased  on  locally con tingen t contexts. T here is no  sim p le  in fo rm an ts’ re ad ­

ing o f M issy  rep resen ta tio n  in  m edia an d  th e  in fo rm an ts  tactica lly  u se  th e  re ­

sources includ ing  given packages o f th e  M issy  an d  A d ju m m a  im ages in  o rd e r to  

co n stitu te  th e ir  iden tities.

For exam ple, th e  follow ing in terv iew  observes th a t  in fo rm an ts  endorse , h esita te  

an d  refuse  som e factors o f th e  M issy. Som e in fo rm an ts th ro w  several factors ou t 

o f th e  M issy  a n d  con tex tua lise  h e r w ith in  th e ir  ow n perspective. I t  seem s easy to  

recognise th a t  th e  M issy  is n o t really  en tirely  conferring  a positive m ean ing  on 

d iscourse in  S ou th  K orean society. R ather, it  is im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t, alongside 

th e  e lem en ts o f self-fu lfilm ent an d  freedom , m ed ia  rep resen ta tio n s  o f th e  M issy  

also prov ide a  selfish  a n d  vain  im age o f fem in in ity  th a t  th is  in fo rm an t th e n  tries  

to  to n e  dow n a n d  in terp lay  w ith in  h e r im agination  by  revealing  a  c ircu la ted  re p ­

re sen ta tio n  o f M issy .

I don ’t  w ant to  be the A dju m m a. M issy  is com ing out from  antagonism  to  
A d ju m m a , but I w onder w hy the m edia provides M issy  and people ju st fol­
low  the trend in the m edia. M issy  w ould be a trendy follow er. They are not 
graceful looking. I like to be graceful.

(Age 39, Full time housewife)
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T he in fo rm an t is well aw are o f th e  fem in ist criticism  such  as th a t  o f Y oung-Ja Lee 

(Lee, Y-J. 2 0 0 0 :6 0 )  th a t th e  M issy  as a  tre n d  follow er is a  com m ercial by­

p roduc t. T he in fo rm an t claim s th a t  th e  M issy  is an  illusory  an d  pseudo-reality , 

w hich  w as encouraged  an d  u n d erp in n ed  by  th e  m ass  m edia. She criticises th e  

com m ercialised  M issy  as well as tak ing  p recau tions ab o u t becom ing  th e  v ictim  of 

con su m erism  herself. So h e r position  is d is tan t from  p o p u la r m ed ia  im ages of 

M issy  an d  w h a t sh e  w an ts to  construc t is a  “graceful” im age o f M issy . In  th is  in ­

stance, th is  rep resen ts  a  process o f tran sfo rm in g  from  th e  w idely p revailed  im age 

o f th e  M issy , i.e. A g a ss i-like looking a n d  appearance-focused  im ages, in to  th e  

charac te rised  im age o f th e  M issy  as a graceful c h a ra c te r^ . Sim ilarly, in  th e  fol­

low ing in terview , in fo rm an ts  do  n o t accept th e  M issy  as new  fem ininity ; since 

th ese  are  n o t to ta lly  vo lun tarily  endorsed  im ages an d  som e w om en sim ply canno t 

m ake th ese  choices. Indeed , th e re  are  also d ifferen t costs im plied  fo r th o se  who 

are  able, in  som e w ay o r an o th er, to  do so:

IK: I don't think I am  a M issy  

Q: W hy do you think you are not?

IK: I am  n ot following that trendy way  

Q: You don't follow ...?

IK: I am  not interested in decorating m y appearance.

Q: Do you  think the M issy  is all about appearance?

IK: Yes, probably, about appearance. I don't like to stay h om e looking hum ­
ble w ithout any m ake-up. I really w ant to wear m ake-up w hen I am  hom e  
and go to  the supermarket. I never wear hum ble clothes.

Q: You m ean you think you are the M issy , don’t  you?

IK: I th ink  that w hen I am  working...m aybe having a lover (laughing)

Q: Do you  think it is better to be the M issy?

DY: Yes, I think I should decorate m yself very well w hen I go out.

Q: W hat do you think?

95 Intriguingly, this transformative process is reminiscent of what women characterised to be ideal­
ised beauty in Chapter 4. When they discuss about plastic surgery and ideal beauty, informants 
show their desire of having the imagined characteristics such as being graceful, pure and benevolent 
by means of plastic surgery, which could only alter their physical appearances. The remarks from 
the informant show a similar process of transformation from the Missy as the media represents 
such images to the characterisation of M issy as a graceful image.
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SB : I never decorate m yself. Those w ho are trendy are progressive like that 
although I am  so  far from  interested in being the M issy .

(Ages 27-33, Full time housewives)

T he in terv iew  above show s in terestin g  reactions to  th e  concep t o f M issy  from  

each in fo rm an t: th e  in fo rm an t IK is clearly show s h e r am bivalen t a ttitu d e  tow ard  

th e  concept, a lthough  sh e  is consciously m ocking it. She is cau tious an d  hesita ting  

to  com m it to  th e  M issy  concept fully because she  is aw are o f th e  consum erism - 

driven  ch a rac te r o f th e  M issy . However, h e r am bivalence to w ard s th e  im age is 

also revealed: sh e  is s tepp ing  in  an d  ou t of th e  b o u n d ary  o f th e  M issy  by  rem ark ­

ing th a t  sh e  does n o t like to  b e  seen  as following th e  tre n d y  w ay b u t actually  she 

expresses h e r desire  to  have a  good appearance. O n th e  con trary , in fo rm an t DY 

re in  scribes th e  M issy  as being  ab o u t appearance. F u rth erm o re , th e  in fo rm an t SB 

does n o t iden tify  h erse lf a t  all as M issy . T he in fo rm an ts’ d iscussion  as to  w hether 

o r n o t th ey  iden tify  w ith  th e  M issy  is com peting. They do  n o t w an t to  accept th e  

given im age o f M issy  in  te rm s  o f being  purely  ab o u t appearance . T h e  in fo rm an ts 

seem  aw are  o f critic ism s o f th e  M issy  as a co nsum er dope. F rom  th e  interview , it 

is in te re stin g  to  see th a t  th e  M issy  does n o t seem  to  prov ide a  clear nego tiation  

p o in t for th e  fo rm a tio n  o f identities. In  fact, th e  ch arac te ristic  o f app earan ce  is 

p robab ly  n o t provid ing  a nego tia tion  poin t. T his m ay b e  p a rtly  because people are  

consciously aw are o f th e  orig in  o f th e  concept, w hich w as, h as been , a n d  still is 

closely assoc ia ted  w ith  consum erism . H ow ever, as in fo rm an t IK  a n d  SB unveiled  

cautiously, th ey  have still desires to  resurface th e ir  se lf-iden tities an d  desires, 

w hich are  still la te n t an d  are  only re luc tan tly  to  exposed, if  a t  all, in  th e  interview . 

In  th a t  sense , th e  M issy  does n o t rep resen t a  safe an d  se ttled  b oundary . R ather, it 

is w ha t th ey  w an t to  be , w ithou t having any  safe h arbour.

W ithou t a  safe h a rb o u r, th e  d iscourse o f th e  M issy  reaches a n  am bivalen t posi­

tion . T he in fo rm an ts  in te rac t w ith in  th e  M issy  d iscourse. A ccording to  th e  in fo r­

m an ts, th e  co n ten ts  o f th e  M issy  a re  “self-cultivating” a n d  “keep ing  tig h t.” The 

M issy  has a  se lf-cen tred  lifestyle, ra th e r th a n  staying a  victim  o f self-sacrifice, an d  

she invests in  h e r  ow n developm ent. T he follow ing ex trac t show s how  th e  in for­

m an ts  can  p u t on  a n d  tak e  off th e  M issy , each re inven ting  th e  concept from  th e ir 

ow n p o in t o f view, an d  contex tualising  it from  th e ir  ow n position .

Q: Do you think you  are M issy? Or are you identifiable w ith  M issy?  Do you  
th ink  people recognise you as a M issy?  W ith regard to  your previous d iscus­
sion , you  don’t seem  to  w ant to be called M issy .
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D W : I w ould  love to be called the M issy. Som etim es, I am  suspicious about 
the concept o f M issy . I can im agine M issy ’s  h ouse w ould b e m essy  and un­
tidy. She is  focusing on herself only, w hile sh e is not doing proper dom estic 
work. The dom estic work m ay not her priority. She could escape from  all 
dom estic obligations. She is  only taking care o f her appearance and her im ­
provem ent. Selfish wom an!

(Age 39, Fulltime housewife)

T he in fo rm an t above clearly also has am bivalen t feelings ab o u t M issy . She likes 

to  b e  called M is s y , b u t she  show s h e r anxiety  an d  p rio ritises th e  dom estic  w ork  as 

h e r obligation . She th ere fo re  seem s to  be struggling  a n d  oscillating betw een  a 

self-sacrificed ch a rac te r as old iden tity  an d  a  selfish w om an  as new  identity . For 

her, th e  M issy  im age is in scribed  as only tak ing  care o f he rse lf a n d  neglecting h er 

dom estic  w ork. W h at th e  in fo rm an t im agines being  th e  M issy  im age m ay be  too  

selfish fo r h e r  to  identify  w ith. In  h e r rem arks, th e  b o u n d arie s  betw een  h e r p e r­

sonal a n d  fam ily b o u n d arie s  a re  sep a ra ted  a n d  th e  sep a ra tio n  seem s to  cause 

som e struggle an d  hesita tions. In  th is  sense, sh e  is still s tep p in g  in  an d  o u t of 

boundaries. T hus, all fo rm s o f th e  M issy  identification  m ay  n eed  to  be  seen  as a 

‘m ode o f d iffe ren tia tion  realised  as m ultip le, c ross-cu tting  d e te rm in a tio n , poly­

m o rp h o u s a n d  perverse, always dem and ing  a  specific ca lcu lation  o f th e ir  effects’ 

(B habha, 1990:67), as th is  in fo rm an t illustra tes:

I am  dream ing o f a lover, it’s not about sexual desire, n ot as an A dju m m a, I 
w ant to m eet a m an. I am  dream ing o f sharing an interesting conversation. 
Sim ply I w ant to  have good com m unication. My dream  is not about sexual 
desire... it  is dirty to  think that. I heard that a m an usually w ants to  sleep  with  
you at the end o f a m eeting though. I don’t w ant to have that kind o f relation­
ship.

(Age 38, Full time housewife)

In  th is  contex t, th e  M issy  d iscourse ra ises several in te re stin g  po in ts. T he b o u n d ­

ary o f th e  M issy  looks q u ite  volatile a n d  unsettled . As th e  in fo rm an t above and  

p receding  ex trac t show ed, b o th  these  in fo rm an ts have a  stro n g  desire  to  construc t 

th e ir  p erso n al b o u n d arie s  (i.e. iden tities), b u t b o th  o f th em  com m only  show  th e ir 

h esita tio n s a n d  anxiety  to  com m it th em  to  w ha t th ey  see to  b e  a  volatile  concept. 

A lthough th ey  a re  u sing  th e  concept o f M issy  to  co n stru c t th e ir  iden tities , th e  

M issy  seem s n o t to  provid ing  safe an d  fixed ground . In  a  s im ilar vein , th e ir  ta lk  

show s a  specific ten d en cy  o f fan tasising  boundaries. In  th e  p reced ing  in fo rm an t 

talk , h e r anx ieties o f M issy ’s neglect o f dom estic w ork  an d  strugg le to  com m it h e r
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prio rities  a re  s tem m ed  from  th e  u n g ro u n d ed  fan tasies (o r im ag ined  spaces) o f th e  

M issy . T he in fo rm an t specula tes th a t  th e  M issy ’s  h ouse  m ig h t be  u n tid y  an d  

m essy  because sh e  th in k s th a t th e  M issy does n o t have enough  tim e  to  pay  a tten ­

tio n  to  h e r fam ily life. Even th e  in fo rm an t above show s h e r  im ag in atio n  in  te rm s 

o f accusing  A d ju m m a  o f having sexual desire  to  convince h erse lf th a t  h e r ow n de­

sire  o f having a  lover is d istinctive an d  special. T his ten d en cy  could also b e  found  

in  th e  d iscussion  in  th e  prev ious section  in  w hich on e  o f th e  in fo rm an ts  im agines 

th a t a lthough  sh e  criticises A d ju m m a ’s behaviours, a t  th e  sam e tim e  she  im agines 

th a t ‘th ey  m anage th e ir  dom estic  life w ell’. This re m a rk  show s th a t  th e  in fo rm an t 

is still struggling  a n d  am bivalent. This am bivalen t n a tu re  o f th e  M issy  is clearly 

show n in  th is  instance . F u rth erm o re , it again  becom es c lear th a t  th e  concept of 

M issy  is n o t solely s tan d in g  on  its  own ground. R ather, it  is co n stan tly  in teracting  

w ith  th e  existing concepts, A d ju m m a  a n d  A g a ss i  a n d  does n o t co n stitu te  in  o f 

itself a rep laceab le  concept fo r e ith er o f these. In  fact, th e  b o u n d arie s  betw een  

those  concep ts always seem  to  be  tran sfo rm in g  an d  in te rac tin g  each  o ther, as has 

b een  previously  noted .

T herefore th e  concep t o f th e  M issy  seem s to  be  perfo rm ativ e  in  on e  particu larly  

strong  sense: th e  tran sfo rm atio n  an d  in terac tio n  o f b o u n d arie s  does n o t sim ply 

im ply o r describe a p re-ex isting  w orld, b u t ra th e r helps c rea te  an  im agined  space 

an d  creative p ractice  w hich m ay b e  am bivalen t in  re la tio n  to  th e  existing im ages 

an d  concepts. T his creative practice does n o t typically  follow  se t ru les o f m ethod: 

it  is ‘p a rticu la r courses o f action  w ith  m ateria ls  a t  h an d , w hich  a re  fin ite an d  h e t­

erogeneous’ (Lynch, 1985:5, M acKenzie 2003: 834). In  s im ilar vein , S reberny 

(2 0 0 6 ) also called th is  p rocess th e  p o st-m o d ern  “brico lage”(62o). She p o in ts  ou t 

th a t  ‘th e  com plex (re) nego tia tion  o f id en tity  (ies) vis-a-vis th e  “d o m in an t” an d  

th e  “foreign cu ltu res” b o th  sh ift in  focus depend ing  on  th e  specific locale o f th e  

ac to r’ (619). T he M issy  is, therefo re , usefully  concep tualised  as a k in d  o f “tin k e r­

ing” o r “patch w o rk ” process to  find  a so lu tion  by m odifying p re-ex isting  assu m p ­

tions a n d  usin g  o thers . In  o th er w ords, th is  possib le id en tity  fo rm a tio n  is shaped  

by  rew orking  ex isting  se ts  o f ru les an d  no rm s. I t  is a creative tin k erin g  process 

w ith  “w hatever is a t h a n d ”, th a t  is to  say, w ith  a se t o f resou rces th a t  a re  always 

finite, an d  a re  alw ays heterogeneous. T his p e rh ap s explains w hy m y in fo rm an ts 

show  th e ir  struggle, h esita tion , an d  re luc tance to  u se  th e  te rm . I t  can  also b e  said  

th a t th e  M issy  id en tity  seem s to  be  b ased  on  contingency  an d  th e  im aginary  

w ith in  very  p articu la r contexts. If  th ey  w ould  accept th e  w hole given package o f
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th e  M issy  im age, it cou ld  be  sa id  th a t th e  co rresp o n d en t co n ten ts  o f th e  M issy  

cou ld  b e  easily  traced . How ever, in  th is  case, th is  w ould  b e  to  accuse th em  of b e ­

ing  tra p p e d  in  consum erism  a n d  ju s t  copying th e  w este rn  im ages, as m any  social 

scien tis ts  includ ing  lead ing  K orean fem in ists have claim ed  (Lee, Y -J. 2 0 0 0 ; Cho, 

H. 2 0 0 0 ; Choi, B-E. 2001) b u t w hich clearly does n o t seem  to  be  su b s tan tia ted  in  

th e  in fo rm an t’s d iscussion  o f th e  them e.

T hus, th e  M issy  is h e re  th e  fan tasy  o f ability  - o r a  tech n iq u e  to  becom e w ithou t 

adop ting  o r tak in g  on  signifiers o f th e  su b o rd in a ted  o th e r -  M issy  th ere fo re  b e ­

com es a  m echan ism  fo r reconstitu ting  o r rep roducing  th e  o th e r as th e  “n o t- 

A d ju m m a ” from  w ith in , ra th e r  th a n  beyond, th e  s tru c tu re  o f th e  “A d ju m m a ”. If 

M issy  is com ing  o u t an tagon ism s to  A d ju m m a , w e can th e n  possib ly  reg ard  th e  

em ergence o f th e  concept, “M issy ” as n o t an  en tire ly  a lte rn a tiv e  concept to  p re ­

existing te rm s  th a t  re fe r to  fem in ine iden tities  in  S ou th  Korea, a lthough  m any 

w om en a tte m p t to  iden tify  them selves w ith  th e  M issy  category. How ever, on  th e  

o th e r h an d , th e  im age o f M issy  is n o t firm ly h arb o u red  to  any  ex isting  categories 

like A d ju m m a  o r  A g a ss i, m ean ing  th a t it  is n o t possib le to  fin d  any  secure ground  

to  explain  th e  new  id en tity  fo rm ation  such as econom ic class o r po litical p re fer­

ence. M issy  could, there fo re , be  a  p roduc t o f consum erism , o f tran sfo rm atio n  o f 

A d ju m m a  o r a rep resen ta tio n  o f new  fem ininity . N one o f th ese  a re  clear. How­

ever, w h a t is clear is th a t  for in fo rm an ts th a t  M issy  is an  im agined , un se ttled , an d  

unfixed  te rm  a n d  u n d e r  co nstruc tion  an d  n o t one w hich is sim ply  im posed  as a 

ready  m ad e  package by  th e  m edia  an d  consum erism .

6.8. Conclusion

In  th is  ch ap te r, I have exam ined  a new ly em erged  te rm , th e  “M issy ” an d  its  im pli­

cation  fo r tran sfo rm ed  fem in in ities in  th e  S outh  K orean con tex t. In  th e  1990s, th e  

new  te rm , “M issy ” w as fab ricated  by  a sm all g roup  o f advertising  agents. Since 

th e n  it h as  becom e a  p o p u la r te rm  referring  to  young m arr ie d  w om en  w ho w ant 

to  avoid th e  im age a n d  experience o f A d ju m m a , w hich h as  trad itio n ally  b een  used  

to  re fer to  m arr ie d  w om en. I have described  how  an d  w hy th e  p re-ex isting  term , 

A d ju m m a  changed  from  a  positive te rm  to  an  ab h o rren t on e  in  con tem porary  

South  K orean society show ing how, in  th e  course o f in d u stria lisa tio n , th e  ro le o f 

m o th er w as significan t a n d  th e  A d ju m m a  rep resen ted  th e  “good housew ife” who 

sacrifices h erse lf on  b eh a lf of h e r family. In  th e  w ider con tex t, th e  A d ju m m a  was
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reg ard ed  as a  driv ing force o f m odern isa tion  because  o f th e ir  ro le  in  m anaging  

th e ir  h u sb a n d ’s incom e an d  o rchestra ting  th e ir  ch ild ren ’s ’ education  in  re la tio n  to  

econom ic grow th  a n d  rap id  u rban isa tion . H ow ever, as I have show n in  a  series of 

in fo rm an ts’ rem ark s, young w om en, b o th  m arried  an d  u n m arried , cu rren tly  ex­

p ress a  s tro n g  negative view  o f A d ju m m a  w ho signifies fo r th em  a  ch arac te r th a t  

is aggressive, assertive an d  sexually unattractive . In  p articu la r, th e  te rm , A d ­

ju m m a  is n o t fo rm u la ted  to  encom pass th e  new  desires o f m arr ie d  w om en in  th e  

co n tem p o rary  Sou th  Korea. I t  is th ese  new  desires o f w om en  th a t  lead  th em  to  

seek  new  fo rm atio n s o f identity .

In s tead  o f A d ju m m a ,  th e  “M issy” em erged in  th e  m edia , in fluenced  b y  th e  new  

fem in in ity  o f th e  w este rn  m ed ia  an d  tran s la ted  in to  th e  local con tex t o f South  Ko­

rea. W ith  th e  early  1990s advertising  cam paign, th e  im age o f th e  M issy  becam e 

cen tred  a ro u n d  m arr ie d  w om en  dressing  an d  acting  like u n m a rr ie d  w om en (Lee 

S-H. 2002:150). M issy  h as  since evolved to  becom e a  very  p o p u la r te rm  for those 

w ho w an t to  fin d  th e  rig h t iden tity  to  rep resen t th e ir  new  desires an d  self­

developm ent. M ost in fo rm an ts  in  m y in terview s show  th e ir  desire  to  b e  M issy , 

revealing th e ir  desire  to  trav erse  across th e  m arita l s ta tu s  boundary . M issy  is 

g radually  assum ing  co nno ta tions of positive an d  libera ting  ch arac te rs  o f m arried  

w om en’s fem in in ity  th a n  th o se  im ages previously available.

T he clear d ifference betw een  th e  tw o com peting  d iscourses is th a t  th e  “M issy” is 

m ore  focussed  on  self-developm ent, w hile th e  A d ju m m a  im plies a  sacrificial 

m o therhood . A d ju m m a  h as  th u s  becom e an  un re liab le  im age, w hich does no t 

em brace w o m en ’s desires a n d  w ishes to  pu rsu e  self-realisation . T hus, F irst, M issy  

has b een  defined  it as a  co u n te rp art of A d ju m m a ,  as n o ted  by  one in fo rm an t 

m en tioned , “M issy  w ould  be  com ing ou t th e  rebellion  o f  A d ju m m a ”. In  th is  sense, 

M issy  re p resen ts  a  concept o f renego tia tion  an d  struggling  w ith  an  incom plete 

iden tity  th a t  d em o n stra te s  th a t  th e  fragm en ted  n a tu re  o f w o m en ’s iden titie s  and  

th e  com peting  an d  conflictual n a tu re  of th e  available im ages to  express th ese  

iden tities. Second, a t firs t glance, th e  M issy  is a  tech n iq u e  o f v isual know ledge 

such  as d ress a n d  body  code. T he M issy  h e re  becom es reco n stru c ted  th ro u g h  a 

tech n iq u e  th a t serves to  approx im ate  an  im age o f A g a ssi. T h ird , tran sfo rm atio n  is 

re ad  as a  new ly em erged  sign o f m arita l s ta tu s, w hich th re a te n s  to  u n d erm in e  th e  

stro n g  trad itio n a l b o u n d arie s  o f m arried  w om en’s s ta tu s  as a  m o th e r an d  wife. In  

th is  rea lm  it becom es yet c learer th a t  M issy  is n o t a  u n ifo rm  a n d  fixed im age b u t
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ra th e r, in fo rm an ts  seem  to  describe M issy  as an  A d ju m m a ,  b u t in  te rm s  o f being  

an  A g a ss i-like  A d ju m m a .  F ourth , M issy  can  be  seen  to  b e  c reating  an  “im agined  

space” th a t is never se ttled  an d  defined  by th e  im age a lready  assum ed .

T herefore, I suggest th a t  w ith in  th e  m u ltitu d e  an d  sh ifting  im ages an d  im agined  

spaces d esc ribed  h ere  it  has becom e clear th a t  th e  in fo rm an ts ’ desire  w as n o t in  

th e  firs t p lace m ere ly  th e  p ro d u c t o f w estern  m ass m edia, b u t in  fact em erged  

from  th e ir  ow n n ego tia tion  w ith  th e ir  positions in  th e ir  ow n context. In  fact, 

w om en seem  to  have u tilised  “th e  im agined  id en tity ” to  get w h a t th ey  w ant, to  

change th e ir  new  w ays o f life in to  th e  M issy . Finally, th is  in -an d -o u t-n ess  o f th e  

M issy  id en tity  show s th e  com plexity o f how  th e  in fo rm an ts  a re  struggling  an d  

con testing  w ith  m arried  fem inin ities in  South  Korea. T his can  m o st clearly be 

seen  in  th e  w ay th e  in terv iew  d a ta  reveals th a t  in fo rm an ts  endorse , h esita te  an d  

refuse  som e facto rs  o f th e  M issy. F u rtherm ore , as show n, th e  open  d iscourse of 

th e ir  new ly expressed  desires is accom panied  by  th e ir  n eg o tia tio n  o f m arita l life. 

This desire  is still undecided , is m aybe never going to  b e  decided, an d  is b ased  on  

th e ir  im ag ination . I t  can  be  sa id  th a t  it is a  “space o f d re a m ” o r “paradoxical 

space” -  never se ttled  o r defined. In  o th er w ords, th e  M issy  cou ld  b e  b es t u n d e r­

stood  to  b e  a  co n ju n ctu re  o f conflicting desire  an d  n ew  fem inin ity , continually  in  

th e  process o f tran sfo rm atio n .



CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION: WOMEN’S VOICES AND 

TRANSFORMATIVE IDENTITIES

T his re search  h as  exam ined  th e  com plexity o f young w o m en ’s iden titie s  in  a 

Sou th  K orean contex t, w here  accelerated  global cu ltu ra l flows have becom e 

enorm ously  in fluential, particu la rly  since th e  1990s. I t  h as  a ttem p ted  to  d em on­

s tra te  how  global cu ltu re  is u sed  an d  ap p ro p ria ted  in  w o m en ’s everyday life, 

w ith in  th is  specific h isto rica l an d  cu ltu ra l context. F u rth erm o re , it  has a im ed to  

illu stra te  how  w om en - as audiences - b o th  conflict a n d  nego tia te  w ith  new ly in ­

tro d u ced  values th ro u g h  consum ing  global m ass m ed ia  a n d  th e ir  everyday ex­

periences. T he q uestion  driv ing th is  thesis  was, therefo re , w h e th e r “g lobalisation” 

is sim ply a synonym  o f w este rn isa tion  or, as I u ltim ate ly  found , a  m ore  in trica te  

an d  m ultid irec tiona l p rocess. By highlighting th e  answ er to  th is  question , I th u s  

a im ed to  exam ine how  th is  process w as p articu la r re levan t to  w om en’s iden tity  

fo rm ation ; how  new  hyb rid  form s o f cu ltu ra l in te rac tio n s  w ere  tran s la te d  an d  re ­

co n stitu ted  in to  p articu la r w om en’s iden tities fo rm ation  in  S ou th  Korea. In  o ther 

w ords, on  th e  basis  o f answ ering  th is  question , th e  tran sfo rm ativ e  n a tu re  of 

young w o m en ’s id en tities  cam e to  be  revealed  th ro u g h  th e  conflict an d  negotia­

tio n  w hich  cou ld  be  observed, so highlighting th e  com plex dialectics betw een  

postco lonial au d ien ces’ resis tance  to , an d  collusion w ith , th e  force o f globalisa­

tion .

W ith in  th e  specific h isto rical experiences o f South  Korea, w h ich  can  b e  defined  as 

a  postco lonial contex t, postcolonial theo ry  offers possib ilities to  a rticu la te  

w om en’s id en titie s  as m u ltip le , sh ifting  an d  even self-contrad ictory . H ere, I have 

q u estioned  th e  lim its  o f th e  existing theo re tica l fram ew ork. I have re-exam ined  

B habha’s concep t o f hybrid ity , an d  selectively b o rrow ed  from  h is  conceptual 

fram ew ork  fo r th e  p u rp o se  o f contex tualising  m y em pirica l d a ta , an d  to  provide
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add itional help  in  com prehend ing  th e  specific tem p o ra lity  an d  com plexity  o f th e  

fo rm atio n  o f w o m en ’s iden titie s  in  South  Korea. H ow ever, th is  thesis  also aim ed 

to  open  u p  som e d iffe ren t ways o f th ink ing  abou t g en d er an d  cu ltu re  in  global 

tim es by  hopefu lly  m ak ing  a connection  betw een  th e  global an d  th e  postcolonial. 

In  p a rticu la r, ab s trac t postcolonial theo ry  has b een  te s ted  in  deta iled  local se t­

tings. C onnecting  th e  postco lonial w ith  th e  global can  p e rh ap s  b rin g  in to  being  a 

renew ed  sen se  o f th e  space an d  tem pora lity  o f Sou th  K orean w om en’s experience, 

in  w hich a  d ecen tred , c ross-bo rder rew riting  o f ea rlie r n a tio n -cen tred  im perial 

n arra tiv es  h as  “re -th o u g h t” th e  global. This renew ed p ercep tio n  o f postcolonial 

people clearly  reflects South  K orean w om en’s conflicting iden titie s , an d  th e ir  n e ­

go tia tion  o f th em , th e ir  ow n cu ltu ra l survival strategy. T his w as revealed  th rough  

an  analysis o f th e  epm pirical d a ta  in  th is  work.

This re search  h as  also, explicitly an d  im plicitly, paid  a tten tio n  to  th e  issue o f giv­

ing u p  th e  priv ileged  position  o f th e  w estern  fem in ist p o in t o f view, as suggested  

by  Spivak (1985). As d iscussed  in  th e  theo re tica l chap te r, Spivak p rob lem atises 

th e  w este rn  fem in ist view  on  T h ird  W orld w om en, p o in tin g  o u t th a t  th e ir  analy­

ses have re su lted  in  dam aging  effects on th e  d ifferen t lives o f w om en, in  ways 

w hich can  b e  called  “ep istem ic v iolence”. As b o th  Spivak a n d  M ohan ty  (1984) 

claim , w ith o u t giving u p  th e  privileged position  of W este rn  fem in ist view, T h ird  

W orld  w om en  have very  o ften  found  them selves b o u n d  u p  w ith  im ages o f passive 

an d  obed ien t, v ictim s o f p a tria rch y  an d  im perial pow er. T he analysis o f th e  d a ta  

h ere  h as a ttem p ted  n o t to  be trap p ed  by  th is  stance  o f th e  ep istem ic violence, an d  

has th u s  p a id  explicit a tten tio n  to  th e  s itu a tio n  o f w o m en ’s id en tity  position  in  

one o f th e  postco lonial contex ts, Sou th  Korea; a  con tex t w here  w om en  can be  

seen  to  b e  s itu a ted  in -betw een  th e  local an d  th e  global.

7.1. The practice of representation

Indeed , m y th eo re tica l considera tion  s ta rted  from  th is  po in t: by  deconstructing  

d o m in an t w h ite  fem in ist know ledge w hich ignores th e  experience o f non-w hite  

w om en, qu estio n in g  how  to  avoid research ing  m y in fo rm an ts  as an  object of 

know ledge, a n d  how  to  give u p  th e  privileged position  as a  re search er in  o rd e r to  

cap tu re  th e  dynam ic scenes o f young w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractice. I p a id  a tten tio n  

to  postco lonial th eo ry  hop ing  th a t it w ould offer a w ay o f analysing  non-w estern  

w om en’s lives w ith o u t “epistem ic violence”. T hus, w ith  re g a rd  to  th e  issue o f re ­
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covering w o m en ’s voices a n d  th e ir  agentic capacities (w hich som e fem in ists have 

th o u g h t to  b e  unrecoverab le  an d  hard ly  traceab le  because  o f th e  double su bord i­

n a tio n s in  ad d itio n  to  th e  new  em erging force o f global consum erism ). I tr ie d  to  

p u t in to  p ractice  Spivak’s significant con trib u tio n  to  postco lonial th eo ry  in  te rm s 

o f p rob lem atising  th e  rep resen ta tio n  o f th ird  w orld  w om en. H ow ever - as n o ted  

above - 1 also fo u n d  th a t  B habha’s concept o f hybrid ity  to  b e  a  usefu l analytic con­

cept, specifically fo r illum inating  th e  struggle, dynam ism  a n d  tem pora lity  of 

w om en’s cu ltu ra l p rac tice  o f iden tities fo rm ation , in  th e  e ra  o f  globalisation.

In  p ractice, I rea lised  th a t  th e  ta sk  w as highly difficult to  achieve w ithou t com ­

prom ise. F ro m  th e  em pirical study, it can  b e  observed  th a t  th e  ap p ro ach  w hich 

m igh t have b een  expected  to  lead  to  th e  privileged view  of a  re search er w as n o t 

always effective in  practice. In stead , th e  m ost effective w ay o f cap tu ring  th e  vivid, 

tem p o ra l, dynam ic tran sfo rm atio n  o f w om en’s id en tity  p rac tice  is b ased  u p o n  th e  

in te rac tio n s  w ith  m y in fo rm an ts, w here  m y privileged p o sitio n  as research er, an a ­

lyst a n d  fem in is t w as positively u n d erm in ed  an d  reco n stitu ted  by  processes of 

learn ing  a n d  in terac tio n . I t  seem ed  to  be  one w ay o f giving u p  m y priv ileged posi­

tion , b u t  also a  w ay to  gain  credibility  an d  au th o rity  from  m y in fo rm an ts. In  th e  

course o f th e  g ro u p  in terview s, th ree  im p o rtan t th em es  w ere ra ised  by  in fo r­

m an ts , all o f w hom  closely associate them selves w ith  young w o m en ’s lives in  con­

tem p o ra ry  S ou th  Korea: th e  th ree  them es w ere body  im age, love an d  m arriage. 

T hese th em es  show ed them selves to  play a significant p a r t  in  form ing  th e ir  iden ­

tities, an d  m o st conversations in  th e  group interview s converged  in to  discussing 

th e  decisive m o m en ts  an d  issues in  th e ir  lives, an d  th ese  th em es  provided  a 

com m on th read . F or th is  reason , I focused on  th ese  th re e  issues in  m y analysis, 

an d  have a ttem p ted  to  show  how  young w om en in  S ou th  K orea are  facing s tru g ­

gles th a t a re  re la ted  to  th ese  th ree  im p o rtan t issues, a n d  how  th ey  struggle to  ad ­

ju s t th e ir  w ay o f so lu tions th ro u g h  w hich th e ir  iden titie s  m ig h t be  co n stitu ted  an d  

reconstitu ted .

I t  w as th e re fo re  th e  iden tification  o f sign ifican t th em es b y  th e  in fo rm an ts  th em ­

selves w hich gu ided  th e  focus an d  s tru c tu re  o f th is  thesis, hopefu lly  fu r th e r recov­

ering  voice o f th e  in fo rm an ts  ra th e r to  m y ow n p resu m p tio n s. H ow ever, th e re  are  

still lim ita tio n s  o f rep resen ta tio n  of d a ta  a n d  in te rp re ta tio n  in  th is  research . In  

th e  process, I rea lised  th a t  m y  position  as a  re search er inev itab ly  au th o rised  to  

select a n d  analyse da ta , a lthough  I tr ie d  to  recover an d  a rticu la te  th e  in fo rm an ts’



dynam ic voices. T hus, I h ad  been  in  an d  o u t position  o f “ep istem ic violence” as 

Spivak p ro b lem atised  th e  w este rn  fem inist re search er in  te rm s  o f th e  n o tio n  of 

“speaking  a s” (1990). In  add ition , m ore  is yet to  b e  le a rn t ab o u t th e  processes of 

cu ltu ra l accom m odation  an d  articu la tion  o f global m ed ia  in  th e  d ifferen t localities 

such  as m o th e r’s generation .

7.2. Body image, love and marriage

As n o ted  above, th e  th ree  them es o f body im age, love a n d  m arriag e  show ed th e m ­

selves to  b e  o f pa rticu la r significance to  th is  research . T hro u g h  th ese  th em es, on 

th re a d  o f in te re s t can be  observed: th e  consum ption  p ractices o f global cu ltures, 

w hich have b een  reco n stru c ted  in  th is  research , w ere expected  to  provide good 

exam ples o f th e  tran sfo rm atio n  an d  construc tion  o f “n ew  im ag ined  fem in in ities”. 

Significantly, it w as observed  th a t  in fo rm an ts ju stified  th e ir  cu ltu ra l p ractice  by 

tran s la tin g  global m ed ia  in  ways th ey  im agined  to  b e  re lev an t to  th e ir  ow n lives 

an d  experiences. T hus, th ese  im agined  fem inin ities could  be  u n d ers to o d  as t r a n ­

s itio n a l/tran s la tio n a l form s. T hese sh ifting  fo rm s w ith in  h isto rical an d  geo­

graphical contex ts a re  re la ted  to  th e  in terp lay  o f id en tity  construc tion . C onsider­

ing th e  S ou th  K orean contex t as a  postcolonial p re sen t, young w om en’s 

in te rp re ta tio n s  o f global cu ltu ra l flows are  d e te rm in ed  by  ‘th e ir  position  betw een  

social s tru c tu re s  o f pow er an d  th e  lived realities o f everyday life’ (G rossberg, 

1989:416). I have argued  here  th a t em pirical s tud ies o f young w om en could  play  a 

key ro le  in  effectively revealing th ese  re la tionsh ips be tw een  social an d  historical 

contexts, a n d  cu ltu re  practice, in  everyday life. South  K orean  w om en’s cu ltu ra l 

p ractice seem s to  re n d e r th e  hybrid  cu ltura l p ractice th a t  em erges from  th e  re la ­

tio n sh ip s  as “o rd in a ry ” (for exam ple, a n o rm alised  reco n stru c ted  version  of 

C hungm ae  could b e  located  as som eth ing  in -betw een  trad itio n a l m atrim on ia l 

fo rm s an d  ro m an tic  love, an d  th e  p lastic su rgery  could  b e  seen  as a  cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice to  reco n stitu te  th e  hybrid  body  im age). T herefore, in  th e  th re e  analy tic chap ­

te rs , I have a ttem p ted  to  illu stra te  th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  in  th e  te rm s  o f “in- 

betw een”, “th ird  space” a n d  “hybrid  iden tity”. I t  also show s how  th ey  re la te  to  in ­

fo rm an t’s o rd in a ry  lives. T hese th ree  th em atic  stud ies o f bo d y  im age, rom an tic  

love a n d  m arriag e  offered un iq u e  opportun ities  for u n d e rs ta n d in g  th is  fo rm ation  

of tran sfo rm ativ e  fem in in ities am ongst South  K orean w om en b ased  u p o n  th is  

cu ltu ra l p rac tice  a n d  m y analytic chap ters w ere th u s  fram ed  a ro u n d  th ese  th e ­

m atic  stud ies.
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In  C hap ter 4 , 1 illu stra ted  how  young w om en’s co n sum ption  o f th e  cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice o f global m ed ia  th ro u g h  p lastic  su rgery  in  th e  Sou th  K orean con tex t b lu rs  th e  

b o u n d arie s  o f global a n d  th e  local, th e  O ther an d  th e  Self, an d  cu ltu re  versus n a ­

tu re . I d iscussed  th e  co n stru c tio n  o f d iverse fem inin ities in  te rm s  o f th e  consum p­

tio n  o f p lastic  su rgery  in  S outh  K orean a n d  how  young w om en a re  conflicted  w ith, 

an d  nego tia ting , th e ir  id en titie s  th ro u g h  th e ir  co n su m p tio n  o f p lastic  surgery. 

T hus th e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  o f p lastic su rgery  has becom e “n o rm alised ” as p a rt o f 

everyday life. T he in fo rm an ts  I in terview ed claim ed th a t  th e  goal o f p lastic su r­

gery w as n e ith e r to  becom e beautifu l, n o r to  be beau tifu l fo r th e ir  h u sb an d s an d  

boyfriends. In d eed , th ey  in sisted  th a t  a ltering  th e ir  body  im ages fo r th e ir  ow n sa t­

isfaction, u sing  th e  concep t o f creating  “norm al ap p earan ce”. This cu ltu ra l p rac­

tice o f p lastic  su rgery  d irectly  an d  ind irectly  helps to  m odify  o u r everyday com - 

m on -sen se  u n d ers ta n d in g  o f how  bodies w ork, as F ea th ers to n e  suggested  

(F ea th ersto n e , 2 0 0 0 : 2). In  add ition , m y in fo rm an ts show ed  th e ir  desire  fo r p las­

tic  su rgery  by  identify ing  n e ith e r a South  K orean native  look  n o r  a  w estern ised  

one. In  p a rticu la r, cu ltu ra l p ractice o f p lastic su rgery  such  as eyelids, b rig h ter 

sk in  a n d  a  h ig h er nose could  probab ly  b e  read  as charac te ristic s  o f th e  construc­

tio n  o f a  new  fem inin ity . It becam e clear th a t, w hilst S ou th  K orean w om en d e ­

sired  to  rec rea te  th e ir  body  im ages, th ey  also seem ed  to  w ish  to  p reserve th e  

m ark ers  o f th e ir  s ta tu s  th a t  visually d istingu ish  th em  from  “w este rn ” look. 

B habha’s suggestion  is helpful h ere  in  explain ing S outh  K orean w om en’s iden ti­

ties  as “conflic ted”, “am bivalen t” an d  “in -betw een” id en titie s , th a t  is, iden tities 

ch a rac te rised  by  “n o t-q u ite -w estem ” featu res, b u t “n o t-q u ite -S o u th  K orean” fea­

tu res  e ither. By focusing on th e  dynam ics o f cu ltu ra l hyb rid  co n testa tio n  in  th is  

way, a m o re  effective in te rro g a tio n  o f th e  in terp lay  o f race a n d  g ender construc­

tio n  in  re la tio n  to  p lastic  su rgery  could  b e  accom plished. I have a rg u ed  th a t p las­

tic  surgery , as a  surgically  tran sfo rm ativ e  practice, is a  fa r  m o re  com plex cu ltu ra l 

p ro d u c tio n  th a n  sim ply  a n  im itative m ed ia-in stru c ted  p ractice, one th a t  reasserts  

w este rn  w h ite  p a tria rch y  as a  re m n a n t o f cu ltu ra l o r po litical co lonisation. As 

show n, th e  p rac tice  o f body m odification  can  be  reg ard ed  n o t only as altering  

on e’s biological appearance, b u t also as changing a  sign ifier o f pow er re la tions 

w ith in  th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  o f h istorical, n a tiona l an d  geographical contexts.

In  C hap ter 5 , 1 exam ined  th e  cen tra lity  o f ongoing id en tifica tion  w ith , a n d  tra n s ­

la tion  of, ro m an tic  love, as m ain ly  expressed  th ro u g h  H ollyw ood a n d  S outh  Ko­

rean  ro m an tic  film s. I d em o n stra ted  how  rom an tic  love h as  b een  tran s la ted , an d
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how  C h u n g m a e  (a rran g ed  m arriages) a re  p rac tised  in  th e  S ou th  K orean context. I 

have argued  th a t, th ro u g h  th e  conflicting desires o f ro m an tic  love (new  desire) 

a n d  th e  trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage (old desire), in fo rm an ts  p lay  o u t th e ir  con­

flicts in  o rd e r to  se ttle  on  m arried  life as an  “o rd in ary  life sty le”. R om antic  m ean ­

ings an d  m essages a re  n o t sim ply  “tran sm itte d ” by th e  w este rn  rom ance film; 

th ey  a re  always tran s la ted . As m en tioned  above, th e re  is a  p rev a len t general con­

cep tion  th a t  p u re  ro m an tic  love w ithout approval will alw ays re su lt in  a  trag ic  

ending. T his seem s to  have gen era ted  th e  m yth  th a t ro m an tic  love can n o t be 

com pleted  o n  its  ow n w ithou t a  legitim ised m arriage. In  th e  con tem p o rary  South  

K orean contex t, if  m arriag e  is th e  te rm in a l p o in t o f ro m an tic  love, th en  it should  

be  evolve in to  a  k in d  o f com prom ised  fo rm  o f m atrim o n y  th a t  con ta in s th e  tra n s ­

la ted  ro m an tic  love, as h as  indeed  h ap p n ed  in  th e  S outh  K orean context. I d em ­

o n s tra ted  th e  hyb rid  fo rm  o f cou rtsh ip  (C hungm ae ) con ta ins old a n d  new  cultura l 

concepts; occupies a  p lace betw een trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriag e  an d  rom an tic  

love; an d  is b a se d  on  a  com plex an d  con trad ic to ry  fo rm a tio n  o f iden tity  am ong 

th e  in fo rm an ts . F rom  trad itio n a l a rran g ed  m arriage to  casualised  a rran g ed  m ee t­

ing, C h u n g m a e  becom es an  outcom e of a  tran sfo rm a tio n  -  as an  evolving form  of 

m arriage p ractice. H ere, ideas o f “w este rn” im agined  ro m an tic  love, an d  th e  t r a ­

d itional a rran g e d  m arriage, a re  inseparab le, a n d  ind istingu ishab le  in  th e ir  p rac­

tices th e  in fo rm an ts  re la te  of th e ir  ow n lives. T hough som e people still p ractise  

th e  trad itio n a l form  of m atrim ony , w hich h as  b een  n eg o tia ted  an d  m odified, th e  

trad itio n a l facto rs have effectively becom e invisible in  th e  cu rren t form  o f m a tri­

m ony. T he in fo rm an ts’ desire  for rom an tic  love, an d  th ey  try  to  fill th e  gap, b e ­

tw een  ro m an tic  love as fan tasy  an d  th e  realisa tion  o f “o rd in ary  life” as a reality  

th ro u g h  th e  C h u n g m a e  p ractice o f m arriage. T hus, th is  co u rtsh ip  practice in  

South  K orea prov ides a  good exam ple o f th e  am bivalence o f n o tio n s  o f progress, 

o f an  en lig h ten ed  “now ” versus a repressive “th e n ”, an d  o f th e  d isadvan tages an d  

advan tages fo r w om en  in  new  form s o f m atrim o n ia l nego tiations. C hungm ae  re ­

m ains a  v ital o p tio n  fo r th e  in fo rm an ts to  reduce  risks o f “in secu rity ” an d  “un ce r­

ta in ty ” o f m arriag e  fo r o rd in ary  life in  South  Korea.

T he co n ju n ctu re  o f ro m an tic  love a n d  m arriage can be  seen  as a  transfo rm ative  

p ractice in  cou rtsh ip , a im ed  to  achieving an  “o rd in ary ” lifestyle. C hungm ae  is 

th a t  som e in fo rm an ts  a re  still p ractising  it, because  it is reg ard ed  as a secure way 

o f achieving “o rd in a ry  life”. T he im portance o f th is  “o rd in ary  life” can  b e  seen  in  

how  am bivalen t re ferences to  w om en’s iden tities are , a n d  sh o u ld  p e rh ap s  be  fu r­
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th e r  u n d e rs to o d  as a  rhe to rica l a ttem p t to  estab lish  a secure boundary . T hese 

bo u n d arie s  o f o rd in ary  life a re  socially construc ted  in  in fo rm an ts’ perfo rm ative  

cu ltu ra l p ractices a n d  th e ir  ind ividual im agination , th ro u g h  g lobalisation . T hese 

a re  tran sfo rm ativ e  cu ltu ra l p ractice  unfo ld ing  in  S outh  K orea’s postco lonial p ren - 

sent.

In  C hap ter 6, th e  analysis o f  South  K orean w om en’s iden titie s  is ex tended  to  look 

a t th e  new  fem in in ities o f m arried  w om en. I exam ine how  th e  experiences of 

young S outh  K orean w om en are  re la ted  to  th e  fo rm ation  o f th e ir  iden titie s  as 

wives an d  m o th ers  in  th e  new  globally in fluenced an d  locally tran s la te d  context. 

O ne q u estio n  p o sed  to  th e  in fo rm an ts w as abou t th e ir  fu tu re . O verw helm ingly, 

they  answ ered  th e  q u estion  abou t th e ir  fu tu re  in  re la tion  to  th e ir  m arried  life, 

p robab ly  ind icating  th a t th is  is th e  com pulsory  basis  fo r th is  d iscussion  w hen th ey  

do n o t have an  a lte rn a tiv e  system  to  crea te  a sim ilar sense  o f p lace a n d  belonging 

to  society, as d iscussed  in  th e  chap ter. H ow ever, th e  in fo rm an ts  in sisted  rep ea t­

edly th a t  th ey  w ould  n o t live th e ir  m o th ers , an d  th ey  show ed a  s tro n g  an tagon ism  

tow ards th e  A d ju m m a  as a  figure o f th e ir  m o th e r’s generation . A t firs t glance, 

they  seem ed  to  h a te  th e  im age o f A d ju m m a  an d  fear becom ing  her, as em bodied  

in  aspects such  as A d ju m m a ’s careless appearance, ru d en ess  an d  obnoxious be­

haviour. I f  one looks closer, how ever, th e  essence o f th is  an tag o n ism  stem s from  

th e ir  view  of th e ir  ow n m o th e rs ’ lives o f sacrifice, w hich, as de ta iled  in  th is  ch ap ­

te r, have b een  o p p ressed  by  in s titu tio n al a n d  fam ily patria rchy .

In  th is  ch ap te r, I argue th a t  th e  reasons expressed  vis-a-vis A d ju m m a ,  an d  th e  

possib ility  co n ta in ed  in  th e ir  negative view, can actually  b e  tran sfo rm ed  to  create  

new  fem in in ities  as in fluenced  by  global m edia. Above all, th e  negative view  to ­

w ards th e  A d ju m m a  as “m eddling , in terfering , in te rru p tin g  a n d  in te rp o la tin g ” is 

estab lished  th ro u g h  rep e titio n , an d  can  b e  seen  as a  d isp lacem en t o f th e ir  desire  

for new  id en titie s  as filte red  th ro u g h  th e  influences o f global m ed ia  d iscussed  in  

th e  prev ious ch ap te rs . In s tea d  o f  A d ju m m a ,  th e  em ergence o f  th e  M issy , firs t in  

th e  advertising  gen re  a n d  th e n  as filtered  th ro u g h  in to  w este rn  in fluenced  K orean 

film  dealing  w ith  w om en’s new  desires, rep resen ts  con tex tua lised  new  fem in in ­

ities. Indeed , M issy  has becom e a  very  p o p u lar te rm  fo r th o se  w ho w an t to  find  

th e  id en tity  to  re p resen t th e ir  new  desires an d  p u rsu it o f self-developm ent. T he 

m ain  defin ition  o f M issy  cen tres  on  m arried  w om en w ho w an t to  look like an d  be 

seen  as u n m arr ie d  w om en. T he clear difference betw een  p a s t a n d  con tem porary
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im ages o f m arr ie d  w om en is th a t  M is s y  is m ore  focussed  on  self-developm ent, 

w hile th e  A d ju m m a  im plies a self-sacrificing an d  caring  m otherhood .

M is s y  can  b e  seen  as a  concep t o f ren ego tia ting /strugg ling  incom plete  iden tity , 

w hich  d em o n stra te s  th a t  th ese  fragm en ted  w om en’s id en tities  a re  com peting  a n d  

conflicting im ages in  re la tio n  to  th e ir  desire  for o rd in arin ess  an d  th e  w ish  to  ab ­

so rb  th e ir  new  desires, as rep resen ted  an d  influenced by  th e  m ed ia  re p resen ta tio n  

o f th e  M is s y .  T ran sfo rm atio n  is read  as a sign w hich th rea ten s  to  u n d erm in e  th e  

stro n g  trad itio n a l b o u n d arie s  o f m arried  w om en’s s ta tu s  as a  m o th e r an d  wife. 

M is s y  is n o t a  un ifo rm  a n d  fixed im age. In stead , it h as  b een  said  th a t  M is s y  is a 

fo rm  o f A d ju m m a ,  b u t i t ’s an  A g g a ss i-M k e  fo rm  of A d ju m m a .  In  fact th e  in fo r­

m an ts  u tilise  th is  “im ag ined  iden tity”, th e  M is s y ,  as a  re p resen ta tio n  o f th e ir  new  

ways o f life. H ow ever, th e  interview s also show  us th a t  in fo rm an ts  o ften  s im u lta ­

neously  endorse , h esita te  a n d  refuse som e factors o f th e  M is s y .  T hus M is s y  can 

b e  sa id  to  be  a “space o f d ream ” o r paradoxical space” -  never se ttled  o r defined.

7.3. Cultural practice, global media and women’s everyday lives

T hus, from  th e  em pirical s tu d ies in  th is  research , several im p o rtan t p o in ts  u n ­

fold: F irstly , cu ltu ra l p ractice  is closely re la ted  to  th e  ever-grow ing pow er o f glob­

alisa tion  an d  expand ing  consum erism . I t  canno t b e  den ied  th a t th e  force o f global 

consum erism , particu la rly  in  th e  field of m ass m edia  th a t  h as  b een  reg ard ed  as 

th e  m o st effective m ed ium  fo r th e  pro liferation  o f global consum erism , is a con­

s ta n t a n d  crucial in fluence o n  w om en’s cu ltu ra l practice.

Secondly, th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een global m edia  a n d  w om en’s everyday lives, 

practices, a n d  beliefs, in  Sou th  Korea, does n o t p resu p p o se  a  one-w ay re la tio n ­

sh ip  o r u n id irec tio n a l m ode o f influence. In  p articu lar, th e  fo rm ations o f w om en’s 

iden titie s  a re  n o t seen  as hom ogenous, coheren t a n d  static , b u t  a re  b e tte r  re ­

g ard ed  as underg o in g  co n stan t transfo rm ation . For exam ple, p lastic  surgery , as 

surgically  tran sfo rm ativ e  practice, is a  fa r m ore com plex cu ltu ra l p ractice th a n  

sim ply an  im ita tive  m ed ia- in s tru c ted  one th a t reasse rts  w este rn  w h ite  p a tria rch y  

as re m n a n t o f cu ltu ra l o r  political colonisation. In  th is  research  th e  in fo rm an ts  

claim ed th a t  th e  w este rn ised  look is n o t beautifu l, b u t sexy a n d  vulgar w hich  are  

re p resen te d  in  th e  w este rn  m edia. T here seem s to  struggle an d  nego tia tion  for 

surgical in te rv en tio n s  on  th e  eyelid as n e ith e r K orean n o r  w este rn  look. The in ­

fo rm an ts  also claim  to  have “n a tu ra l looking” eyelid th ro u g h  th is  p rocess is
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clearly  n o t synonym ous w ith  “w este rn  looking” eyes. T herefo re , th e  cu ltu ra l p rac ­

tice o f p lastic  su rgery  can n o t b e  regarded  as un i-d irec tio n a l m o d e  o f influence of 

global m edia

T hirdly , young  w om en in  S outh  K orea seem  to  be  w ell aw are o f th e  po ten tially  

dam aging  p rob lem s caused  by  global consum erism . T hey k n o w  a n d  express th e ir 

concern  ab o u t th e ir  w ay o f life, w hich they  recognise, cou ld  b e  d e te rm in ed  an d  

enforced  b y  d o m in an t global consum erism . H ow ever, in s tead  o f  en tire ly  follow­

ing th e  b ig  flux o f g lobalisation, th e  in fo rm an ts a ttem p t to  re in te rp re t a n d  recon­

s titu te  th e  re p resen ta tio n  o f global m edia  for th e  p u rp o se  o f op tim ising  th e ir  own 

ways o f life. As d iscussed  in  th e  C hapter 6, th e re  is n o  sim p le  u n d ers tan d in g  of 

th e  in fo rm an ts’ read ing  o f M is s y  rep resen ta tio n  in  m edia, a n d  th e  in fo rm an ts  ta c ­

tically  u se  th e  resources, including given im ages o f th e  M is s y  a n d  th e  A d ju m m a  

im age, in  o rd e r to  co n stitu te  th e ir  identities. T he M is s y  as a cu ltu ra l p ractice of 

m arried  fem in in ities  could  be  seen  to  follow th e  se t o f im age a n d  codes o f p ractice 

w hich have b een  reg ard ed  as b o th  a “w estern ised” as w ell as a  consum erism - 

d riven  w ay o f life th ro u g h  m edia rep resen ta tion . How ever, w h a t I found  w as th a t  

th e  in fo rm an ts  w ere n o t following those  given im ages b lind ly . Y oung w om en n e ­

gotiate th e  p articu la ritie s  o f co tem porary  South  Korea, s ta rtin g  from  th e  fear an d  

anxiety  o f being  A d ju m m a .  Young w om en 's new  desire  fo r self-aw areness has 

p erh ap s b een  an  inevitab le  consequence o f th e  grow ing d issatisfaction  w ith  th e  

lives o f th e ir  m o th e rs - th e ir  self-scarificing for th e  w elfare o f th e ir  fam ily, as ex­

em plified  by  th e  A d ju m m a .  In  particu lar, th e  in fo rm an ts  w ere  w ell aw are o f th e  

fem in ist critic ism  th a t  M is s y ,  as a  tre n d  to  b e  followed, w as a  com m ercial by­

p roduct. So, som e in fo rm an t’s position  was d is tan t fo rm  p o p u la r m edia  im ages of 

M is s y ,  a n d  yet th ey  still d esired  to  reflect on  th e ir  self-iden tities. M is s y  becam e a  

tinkering  p rocess fo r con testing  an d  reconstitu ting  new  fem in in ity , as th e  “no t- 

A d ju m m a ” form , w ith in  ra th e r th a n  beyond, th e  s tru c tu re  o f th e  “A d ju m m a ”.

Fourth ly , in  th e  process of read justing  a n d  op tim ising  th e ir  cu ltu ra l practice, 

w om en a re  estab lish ing  th e ir  b o undaries w ith in  w hich th e ir  id en titie s  a re  con­

stru c ted  an d  tran sfo rm ed  in  d ifferen t instances. T hese b o u n d arie s  seem  n o t to  be 

fixed a n d  s tab le  spaces, b u t ra th e r  a re  constan tly  ex p an d ed  a n d  sh ru n k  on  th e  

basis o f d ifferen t s itu a tio n s a n d  constra in ts . South  K orean young  w om en’s iden ­

tity  co n stru c tio n  in  th e  process o f cu ltu ra l practice th e re fo re  n o t on ly  closely as­

sociated  w ith  global cu ltu ra l consum ption , b u t also reflects b o th  local re in te rp re ­
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ta tio n  a n d  op tim isation . T his reveals th a t th e  influences o n  th e ir  iden tities  a re  n o t 

always un i-d irec tiona l. In  C hap ter 5, it w as observed  th a t  m o st in fo rm an ts  s ta te  

th a t  m arriag e  th ro u g h  a rran g ed  m eetings is a  m ore  ra tio n a l behav iou r th a n  sim ­

ply falling  in  love, because  th e  cand ida tes for rom ance a n d  m atrim o n y  have al­

ready  b een  carefully  scru tin ised  by p aren ts  an d  a  m atch  m aker. C hungm ae  (a r­

ran g ed  m arriag e) p ractices can  have casualised, a n d  a re  now  defined  as an  

a rran g ed  m eetin g  th a t  falls inbetw een  no tions o f a rran g ed  m arriag e  o r rom an tic  

love, as new  ideas ab o u t cou rtsh ip  an d  m arriage. T he te rm  does n o t com pletely 

en capsu la te  th e  m arriag e  system  because it has lost its  core  th e  ideal o f  a  fam ily- 

cen tred  m arriage, a n d  it  has com e to  include a  casual m ee tin g  betw een  tw o peo­

ple, w ho m ay  look to  beg in  a  re la tionsh ip  th a t is expected  to  fea tu re  e lem en ts of 

ro m an tic  love. T he te rm  m erges th e  b o u n d aries  o f ro m an tic  love an d  a rran g ed  

m arriage, a n d  is flexible an d  casualised. Indeed , C h u n g m a e  m ay  b e  co n stitu ted  

th ro u g h  on  ongoing process o f tran sfo rm atio n  o f its  m ean ing . In  th is  vein, 

C hungm ae  - as  th e  real p ractice of courtsh ip  for S ou th  K orean w om en - show s 

th e ir  ab ility  to  m ake challenges w hile they  articu la te  th e  sign  o f cu ltu ra l d iffer­

ence. T his cu ltu ra l p ractice  is a self-conscious choice, to  fullfil se lf-determ ined  

desirab le  cond itions fo r m arriage  as well as achieves th e  ro m an tic  love th ey  see 

rep resen ted  in  w este rn  m edia, an d  it seem s th a t w om en  believe th a t  th e  C hung­

m a e  is reducing  th e  risk  o f o rd inary  life, an d  expand ing  th e ir  ow n freedom  of 

choice.

7.4. Transformative identities

This tran sfo rm ativ e  w om an’s iden tities, d iscussed  in  th e  th eo ry  ch ap te r o f th is  

thesis, n eeds to  b e  clarified  fu rth er. T he articu la tion  o f tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tities  

betw een  local a n d  global d im ension  w as to  d em o n stra te  th ro u g h  m ed ia  re p resen ­

ta tio n  a n d  w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractices th a t th eo ries  o f localisa tion  an d  globalisa­

tio n  n eed  to  be  self-reflexive an d  m ore inclusive o f local perspectives o f w om en 

w ho can  b e  localised  as well as globalised.

In  th is  vein , th e  concep t o f transfo rm ative  iden tities, d iscussed  in  th e  th eo ry  

ch ap te r o f th is  th esis , p e rh ap s  needs to  be reclarified. M ost im p o rtan t is th a t  th e  

tran sfo rm ativ e  id en tity  shou ld  be  seen  as ubiqu itous. T h e  everyday life-related  

concept o f id en tity  fo rm ation  w ith in  th is  contex t sh o u ld  b e  expressly  analysed, 

ra th e r  th a n  overlooked a n d  tak en  for g ran ted . In  add ition , tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tity
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m ay also b e  view ed as reflecting  th e  agentic capacities o f w o m en  in  th e  postcolo­

nial context. A lthough it  is p e rh ap s  ab su rd  a n d  u n n ecessary  to  m ake th e  basis of 

an  a rg u m en t re s t on  a  co n sid era tio n  o f w he ther o r n o t w o m en ’s agentic  capacities 

exist in  th e  postco lon ial contex t, th e  question  can  be  re fo rm u la ted  to  ask  how  th e  

agentic capacities o f w om en in te ra c t w ith, an d  are  co n stra in ed  by, forces o f global 

consum erism . In  th e  course  o f describ ing th ese  in terac tio n s , re in te rp re ta tio n s, 

co n stra in ts  o f w o m en ’s cu ltu ra l p ractice, th e  vivid e th n o scap e  o f agentic  capaci­

ties m ay  b e  d raw n. I t  can  th e n  m o re  easily be revealed  how  tran sfo rm ativ e  iden ­

tity  is m o re  inclined  to  th e  u n s tab le  an d  tem pora l n a tu re  o f id en tity  practice, an d  

how  id en tity  fo rm a tio n  can n o t b e  seen  in  te rm s o f fixed a n d  s tab le  characteristics. 

R ather, as observed  in  th is  th esis , iden tities a re  m ore  re la ted  to  p ractice th an  to  

rig id  fo rm ation , an d  is a  p rocess o f constitu ting  an d  reco n stitu tin g  subjectivities 

w hich co n ta in  th e  possib ility  o f change in  d ifferen t contex ts. In  th is  sense, it is 

clear th a t  tran sfo rm ativ e  id en tity  is tem pora l an d  u n p red ic tab le . T he articu la tion  

o f tran sfo rm ativ e  id en titie s  suggests th a t it can b e  m ore  usefu l ap p ro ach  to  focus 

on w om en’s strugg ling  a n d  n ego tia ting  in  th e  local a n d  global d ialectics th a n  em ­

phasising  on  cu ltu ra l h o m ogen isa tion  o f global m edia.

7.5. Questions, limitations and future directions

To conclude th is  research , I ra ise  th e  question  o f w h e th e r i t  is possib le  to  shift th e  

concept o f w o m en ’s tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tities in to  po ten tia l politics. In  fact, th e  

answ er to  th is  is th a t  w o m en ’s tran sfo rm ativ e  iden tities  a re  a lread y  to  b e  found  in  

th e  realm  o f politics since th e ir  fo rm ation  them selves m ay  n o t have b een  m ade 

possib le ju s t  because  o f th e  h isto rical success o f neo liberal cap ita lism , w hich 

could p e rh ap s  convince u s  th a t  no  o th er d ream  exists o r is w o rth  having b u t 

ra th e r  th ey  re p re sen t a  s trugg le  betw een  th e  success o f neo -libe ra l cap ita lism  on  

th e  one h an d  and , on  th e  o th er, local agency an d  asse rtio n  o f a  tran sfo rm ed , n e ­

go tia ted  identity . I t  is u n d en iab le  th a t  global cap ita lism  a n d  neo liberalism  im pact 

pow erfully  on  th e  id en tity  fo rm a tio n  o f w om en in  th is  local con tex t -  a n d  is p a r t 

of th is  con tex t in  w hich w o m en ’s cu ltu ra l practice, p articu larly , th e ir  p ractice of 

cu ltu ra l co n su m p tio n  tak e  place. N evertheless, th is  re sea rch  h as  suggested  th a t 

th e  co h e ren t to ta lity  o f g lobal cap ita lism  an d  neo liberalism  p ro b ab ly  fails to  offer 

an  en tire ly  usefu l fram ew ork  fo r cap tu ring  th e  com plex p rocess o f w om en’s id en ­

tity  fo rm ation , w hich  is in te rm ing led , w ith charac teristics o f  struggle, co n testa­

tio n  an d  nego tiation . T hrough  th e  local p rism  o f cu ltu ra l p ractice , th e  constra in ts
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o f global forces in  con junction  w ith  th e  agentic capacities o f local w om en can be 

cap tu red  m o re  clearly  w ithou t th e  e lim inations o f local dynam ics a n d  in teractions 

th a t  a re  keys to  th e  process o f iden tity  fo rm ation . In  th is  sense , th is  research  has 

show n how  th eo ries o f g lobalisation n eed  to  b e  self-reflexive an d  m ore  inclusive 

o f “local p erspectives” o f  how  w om en can be localised as well as globalised, an d  

hopefully  p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  global-local re la tionsh ip  is n o t a m onolith ic  fo rm a­

tion . In  m an y  cases, th e  la tte r  h as  b een  eq u a ted  w ith  th e  p rocess o f global hege­

m onic cu ltu re , w hich h as been  seen  to  proceed  a t th e  expense o f a  loss o f local 

cu ltu re  an d  id en tity  am ong  young people. T his m onolith ic  fo rm a tio n  often  erases 

th e  existence o f m u ltip le  expressions o f local iden tities.

How ever, th is  research  has a ttem p ted  to  exam ined  th e  specific ro le  th a t  global 

m ed ia  plays in  th e  circu lation  an d  in te rp re ta tio n  o f m ean ing  in  th e  South  K orean 

contex t alongside th e  existence o f th ese  m ultip le  expressions o f local identities. In  

o rd e r to  focusing on  com plexity  o f young w om en’s id en titie s  fo rm a tio n  in  global 

m edia, th is  research  is p e rh ap s lim ited  in  its tendency  to  b rack e t off th e  issue of 

class a n d  m ay  have seem ed  to  overlook th e  issue. T he reaso n  fo r b racketing  off 

class as a  concep t w as th a t  I have m ore focused on  th e  p rocess o f w om en’s iden ­

tity  fo rm atio n  in  th e  re la tion  to  consum ption  o f global m edia. In  o th e r w ords, I 

a im ed to  pay  m o re  a tten tio n  to  w om en’s cu ltu ra l p ractices w hich  are  closely asso­

ciated  w ith  th e ir  fem inin ities. N evertheless, I m u st acknow ledge th a t class iden ti­

ties m ay play a  ro le  in  cu ltu ra l practice. I realise th a t  class m obility  an d  identities 

w ere constan tly  sh ifting  a n d  changing in  South  Korea. So class iden tity  fo rm ation  

could offer d iffe ren t angle on th is  research  an d  one w hich req u ires  a  m uch  m ore 

focussed a tten tio n  th a n  th is  thesis  could, an d  w ould like, to  give. It w ould  no 

d o ub t be  an  in te re stin g  angle to  p u rsu e  an d  th e  question  o f class could  be  one fu­

tu re  p ro jec t w hich  w ould  ex tend  th is  research  to  look a t  how  w om en’s class iden ­

tities  w ould  b e  co n stitu ted  an d  tran sfo rm ed  u n d e r neo liberal econom ic influences 

in  th e ir  cu ltu ra l p ractice. T his fu tu re  research  m igh t also focus on  how  to  con­

s tru c t w om en’s class iden tities  in  re la tion  to  th e ir  fem in in ities an d  w ould  also be 

helpful in  fu r th e r explain ing th e  hybrid  cu ltu re  in  th e  postco lonial context.

I t  is necessary  to  conclude by  saying th a t, as n o ted  above, desp ite  having a t­

tem p ted  to  give u p  th e  privileged position  as a researcher, I have realised  th ro u g h  

th is  research  th a t  it w ould  n o t be  possib le to  elim inate priv ileged view  on  m y in ­

fo rm ants. I rem a in  w ith  m ethodological p rob lem s o f analysis, in te rp re ta tio n  an d
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rep resen ta tio n  o f th e  in terv iew  m ateria l. I could n o t escape from  th e  position  o f 

having au th o rised  voice as a  research er in  analysing a n d  selecting  m ateria ls. 

T hus, th is  research  is always op en  to  b e  criticised, ‘g iven th a t  w h a t w e know  is 

s itua ted , p artia l, selective a n d  im perfect, rep reh en sio n s issue could  n o t be  com ­

pletely  reso lved’ (H araw ay, 1991). N evertheless, I h o p e  th is  k in d  o f  app roach  

helps to  re fo rm u la te  new  questions ab o u t th e  global-local in te rac tio n s, an d  it will 

open  u p  new  space in  w hich  to  re th in k  th e  d ifferent w ays w om en in  various con ­

tex ts nego tia te  th e ir  localities, iden tities an d  cu ltu ra l con tex t, as th ey  all th ree  in ­

te rsec t w ith  global forces. I hope th a t  fu tu re  research  can  avoid  a  d icho tom ised  

position , w here  w om en a re  only seen  as repressive o r as subversive audiences.
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