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In my dissertation Webtoons and Masculinity: Melodrama and Sympathetic 

Imagination in Contemporary South Korean Digital Media, I refine scholarly views on 

a new mode of reception that has emerged with the media consumption of web-based 

cartoons, known as webtoons. Webtoons have become popular since the 2000s in 

South Korea and have quickly spread to other Asian countries and even to the U.S. 

because of their easy accessibility through online platforms. Conventional scholarship 

on modes of literary reception has been focused on the manner in which audiences 

receive literary texts. In media studies, this discussion has been not only extended but 

shifted. Stuart Hall, for example, suggested that modes of reception may involve a 

struggle to produce meaning, and in so doing, he drew attention to the potentially 

active role of audiences. John Fiske developed Hall’s perspective and emphasized the 

agency of audiences. Following Fiske’s emphasis on the active forms of collective 

engagement by audiences in considering contemporary Korean media practices, my 

thesis gives particular attention to the active participation of webtoon users who are 

involved bodily, such as through shedding tears, or through actively writing about 

their own responses, when they engage with the virtual space reserved for webtoon 



audience comments. I refer to these “comments” features with the Korean term taetkŭl 

in my dissertation. I explore how this virtual and textual space enables emotional 

interactions among audiences.  

When I initially examined webtoon taetkŭl, I observed a noticeable number of male 

webtoon users mentioning tears when virtually sharing their own stories in the taetkŭl 

space. Particularly, the webtoon series Misaeng (An Incomplete Life, 2012–2018) 

called my attention to the phenomenon of male tears, suggesting that its reception 

might be related to changing modes of masculinity emerging in contemporary Korean 

media practices. The emotional reactions of men, including tears, have often been 

neglected in the study of practices associated with various media forms. For this 

reason, I explore this new and active form of media consumption among male 

audiences by redefining and challenging discourses on melodrama as a mode of 

reception. Melodrama, in this dissertation, entails emotional engagement, and I discuss 

ways in which emotional engagement prompts webtoon audiences to write taetkŭl. I 

conclude that their emotional engagement in the taetkŭl space can be fruitfully 

considered as a “melodramatic mode of reception.” In order to understand the new 

practices involved in producing the taetkŭl as a mediated form of sociality, the 

dissertation develops this concept of webtoon consumption as an emergent 

“melodramatic mode of reception.” 
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PROLOGUE 

 

The aim of my thesis is to shed new light on the rise of affective male 

audiences in contemporary Korean media practices, in particular to analyze its 

relationship to recent changes in attitudes regarding masculinity. I do this by defining 

a new mode of reception that has emerged with the digital media consumption of web-

based cartoons, known as webtoons, which have been popular in South Korea since 

the 2000s. In 2012, one of the biggest Korean online bookstores, Yes 24, published an 

article in its Culture Web magazine about the growing popularity of Korean webtoons. 

In this article, Ŏm Chi-hye, the editor, writes, “Today is an era of watching (and 

reading) webtoons once a day by instinct. If you see people giggling on the subway 

with their smartphones, at least one of the two is certain to be watching (and reading) 

webtoons.”1 This observation highlights how webtoons have emerged as central to the 

new cultural practices of media consumption in South Korea, along with the expanded 

use of smartphones in daily life. The popularity of webtoons has quickly spread to 

other Asian countries and even to the USA because they are easily accessible through 

online platforms. 

The thesis gives particular attention to the active participation of webtoon users 

who are unconsciously involved bodily, such as through shedding tears, when they 

engage with the textual spaces reserved for audience comments (known as taetkŭl in 

Korean) in webtoons. 

                                                            
1 Ŏm, “One Staff Was Only in Charge of Naver Webtoon in 2005, But Now…”  
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I explore how taetkŭl encourages a new and active form of media consumption, 

wherein webtoon fans find themselves responding emotionally in the process of 

engaging with taetkŭl. An essential component of this level of engagement is rooted in 

the fact that webtoon consumption involves both reading and writing. People 

read/watch webtoons on their smartphones or tablet PCs even when they are on the 

bus or subway, and, while doing so, write about their thoughts and emotions in short 

texts in the new media space of taetkŭl. Webtoon fans, regardless of time and place, 

share their feelings and spontaneously respond to others’ thoughts and feelings. Even 

if they are not in the same space or time, they can in this way communicate with each 

other. Taetkŭl writing, in other words, allows them to actively enjoy new cultural 

media by discovering their own emotions, understanding others’ feelings, or 

criticizing others’ thoughts. Many users are surprised to learn that even if they do not 

belong to some kind of literary group, for example, they have both a means, and a 

community, with which to share criticisms, ideas, and emotions. In this respect, the 

writing space of taetkŭl can be discussed as a new form of audience engagement.   

Webtoons’ “visible” popularity, which can be tracked by the number of views 

and taetkŭl recorded, has drawn the attention of film producers and broadcasting 

stations, and thus promoted growing circulation of webtoon narratives through 

multiple media productions, such as films, smartphone films, television programs, 

plays, musicals, online games, YouTube clips, and even commercial advertisements. 

One significant example taken up in this thesis is Yoon Tae-ho’s Misaeng (Incomplete 
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Life), published from January 2012 to August 2013 on the Daum portal site.2 Both the 

webtoon and its subsequent 2014 television drama adaptation were popular among 

office workers in South Korea, particularly men. Moreover, the diverse Misaeng 

media productions, some more popular than others, have brought together substantial 

numbers of  male viewers who notably describe themselves as moved to tears by 

certain scenes, and who have been the driving force of the story’s popularity across 

various media. According to the cross-platform report for Misaeng VOD and mobile 

devices in a study by AGB Nielsen Korea, male audience members watched the 

episodes more actively than women did.3 Misaeng set a record for accumulated views, 

reaching almost a billion views in 2014, and its smartphone film version and television 

drama adaptation continued the Misaeng boom, which has also spread to other East 

Asian countries, including Japan and China. 4 A Japanese remake aired under the title, 

Hope ~ 期待ゼロの新入社員〜 (Hope – Zero Expectations for New Employees) in 

2016, and a Chinese version was introduced as 平凡的荣耀 (Ordinary Glory) in 2018. 

This widespread cultural phenomenon of the so-called Misaeng syndrome, 

transcending national borders, calls attention to the insecure and “incomplete” lives of 

corporate employees in a hyper-competitive society. 

Various interpretations of the “Misaeng syndrome” have been put forth by 

journalists and scholars. Many link it to changing, social, and economic conditions in 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. China, South Korea, and Japan are 

                                                            
2 Misaeng (An Incomplete Life) was originally created as a webtoon (online comics) and published on 
the Daum portal site from January 2012 through June 2018. The first season was published from 20 
January 2012 through 19 July 2013, and the second season (Misaeng: Part II) was published from 10 
November 2015 through 5 June 2018. 
3 Refer to AGB Nielsen Korea. Research on 2014 tv ratings for Misaeng. 
4 Seo, “Potentials and Limitations of Misaeng as Transmedia Storytelling,” 283-284.   
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often seen as having achieved industrialization and economic growth under strong 

government guidance which protected certain private enterprises, as well as through a 

community-oriented outlook and practices, not to mention an emphasis on social order 

and discipline. These qualities have been referred to by politicians, as well as scholars 

like Han Sung-Joo (1998), as “traditional” East “Asian values.”5 However, such social 

values, whether correctly or incorrectly imputed to East Asian societies, cannot be said 

to characterize today’s era of neoliberal globalization, which has brought about 

limitless competition among individuals. Under neo-liberalism, an ethos oriented to 

individual survival has diminished the meaning of an individual’s labor, which was 

once valued as contributing to the building of community. In such a context, the 

diverse media productions of Misaeng have been seen as nevertheless attempting to 

depict the possibility of experiencing forms of “community” in which individuals can 

hope for survival and recognition even though the “possibilities” for both individual 

growth and communal values are uncertain in contemporary society. Individuals 

frustrated by the day-to-day sense of living a bleak and hopeless life, have been said to 

feel a sense of intimacy (親密感) with and sympathy (共感) toward the main 

characters in Misaeng, allowing them to hope that they too can find a way through 

current impasses. Indeed, Seo Seong-un (2015), a media critic, argues that “sympathy” 

is the keyword in the media discourse regarding the Misaeng syndrome.6  

My dissertation examines this sense of community based on sympathy. I 

elucidate the ways in which, in the taetkŭl space, media audiences can both deeply 

sympathize with the main character Kŭ-rae’s hardships and challenges, and share their 
                                                            
5 Han, “Asian Values: Asset or Liability?” 64. 
6 Seo, “Potentials and Limitations of Misaeng as Transmedia Storytelling,” 284. 
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own despair and suffering with one another, which in itself enables a sense of 

“sympathy” to develop among fans. My thesis analyzes how this sense of “community” 

is brought about among these fans, through the mediation of webtoon narratives, 

including Misaeng, and their corresponding taetkŭl spaces, and how the bond of 

sympathy between the media content and fans, serves as the basis for individual and 

collective emotional responses to turbulent socioeconomic transformations. 

Online audience engagement through comments (taetkŭl) is slowly gathering 

the attention of scholars in the field (see JungBong Choi 2015; Woori Han, Claire 

Shinhea Lee, and Ji Hoon Park 2017; Michell Cho 2018; Ellie Choi 2020),7 analyzing 

how these forms of audience participation are creating an emerging cyberspace 

expressed through liveness, reaction videos, or Viki timed comments. In particular, 

Woori Han, Claire Shinhea Lee, and Ji Hoon Park (2017) investigated the Korean 

reality TV show Real Men and its “online-bulletin-board” comments to argue that this 

show serves as a vehicle for men to attempt a recovery of their hegemonic masculinity 

through female viewers’ understanding and appreciation of the difficulty that men 

experience in their compulsory military service.8 In order to reveal and discuss 

damaged masculinity and reverse discrimination under changing gender roles in post-

IMF South Korea, the authors analyze online reviews and comments to identify some 

keywords, such as “female viewers,” “military service,” and “reverse discrimination,” 

in relation to audience perception.  

                                                            
7 Choi, “Hallyu versus Hallyu-hwa”; Han, Lee, and Park, “Gendering the Authenticity of the Military 
Experience”; Cho, “Three Ways that BTS and Its Fans are Redefining Liveness”; Choi “Consuming the 
Korean Laptop Nation.”  
8 Han, Lee, and Park, “Gendering the Authenticity of the Military Experience,” 66-67. 
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In relation to this exciting new discussion about what such online 

conversations suggest about the homosocial masculine sphere in post-IMF, neoliberal 

South Korea and about the changing atmosphere in Korean media consumption 

practices, I propose that the taetkŭl space itself, which mediates relationships between 

the media and audiences, can be understood as a new space of communication based 

on affectionate bonds and sympathetic imagination. Taetkŭl writing encourages men to 

develop their emotional responses in their reception of webtoons and even enables 

men to weep as they form attachments to the media content. I attempt to explore in 

detail how this intimate form of communication in the new space of taetkŭl ultimately 

helps create a community of emotionally engaged male audiences. In contrast to the 

stoicism often promoted as a favorable masculine quality in South Korea, many fans 

who post comments online appear to be comfortable with revealing their gender 

identities, writing openly as men when discussing their emotional reactions, including 

tears. Many commenters refer to themselves as fathers, dads, family heads, male 

employees, military service members, and so on. Far fewer comments are presented as 

coming from women.9 Such a gender breakdown might not necessarily be reliable, 

since most online users do not clarify their gender identities, but these observations do 

support the idea of developing an online discourse referring to men’s tears in the 

reception of media content. The action of writing about tears and sharing the 

experience of these tears in the taetkŭl space involves active engagement. Emotion or 

feeling is commonly used in reference to a personal or individual bodily reaction, but 

the taetkŭl activity encompasses a collective sense of sharing bodily actions. In 

                                                            
9 Conscription in South Korea has existed since 1957 and requires most male citizens between the ages 
of 18 and 28 to perform military service.  
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considering the blurred and intertwined boundary between active participation and 

unconscious movement in audience theory, I have recently discovered that Shanti 

Kumar (2020) also uses the term “affective audiences,” which urges scholars to move 

the debate on television and its audiences away from such conventional categories as 

active versus passive engagement.10 However, I will expand Kumar’s concept by 

suggesting that “affective audiences” are a new attribute of media audiences. Stated 

differently, “affective audiences” encompass both the receptivity and activity that have 

emerged from male webtoon audience members’ unconscious movement to tears via 

the active form of writing in the webtoon taetkŭl space.  

As I will discuss, men’s emotional reactions, including tears, have been 

relatively neglected in the study of media reception practices. Yet given scholars’ 

recent perception of how new kinds of affect are being registered by male audiences of 

webtoons, I have chosen to focus on the question of how taetkŭl as a virtual space 

enable emotional interactions among male audiences. Paradigmatic of these emerging 

affective interactions is the “new” phenomenon of the “tears” of the male fan. I 

therefore consider how active, intimate forms of audience engagement have made the 

taetkŭl a site for renegotiating the meanings and implications of masculinity.  

For reasons articulated in the chapters that follow, I have chosen the term 

“melodramatic mode of reception” to describe male audiences’ interactions with 

webtoons and the reconciliations of masculinity this has generated, a reconsideration 

that occurs inside and outside the webtoon text. In much critical terminology, the 

“mode of reception” refers to the manner in which a text is received, that is, visually, 

                                                            
10 Kumar, “The Affective Audience.” 99-100. 
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aurally, or as a combination of these two.11 However, Stuart Hall’s (1980) notion of 

reception challenges the dominant model of linearity in the manner of receiving the 

text or message.12 His “encoding/decoding” model complicates the communication 

practices of sending and receiving a message by suggesting reception as a struggle for 

meaning. Because of a dominant ideology that is conveyed in the message, people do 

not receive and interpret the message through a process that finds equivalence between 

encoding and decoding. For Hall, the “reception” in media studies reflects its “relation” 

with dominant culture. John Fiske (1987) further develops Hall’s idea and sees modes 

of reception as meaning-making processes in which audiences actively engage in 

generating pleasure or resistance. In this way, Fiske suggests replacing the singular 

form “audience” with the plural form of “audiences” to emphasize that active 

audiences help create conditions of heterogeneous reception. To consider the role of 

male audiences as a driving force in the emergence of what I will be calling the 

“melodramatic mode of reception,” then—especially given the linking of melodrama 

by much existing scholarship with female viewers—involves a rethinking of 

hegemonic forms of masculinity in relation to this new sociality. It underscores the 

need to consider taetkŭl activity as a site of broader transformations in culture, 

economics, politics, and social environments in response to new developments in 

media technology.  

The dissertation’s argument will offer some theoretical context around my 

decisions to use both the term “melodramatic” and the term “mode” in speaking of the 

fan’s active participation in the webtoon taetkŭl space. First, this dissertation seeks to 

                                                            
11 Eriksen, “Mode of Reception and Function of Medieval Texts,”1-2. 
12 Hall,“Encoding/Decoding,” 117-127. 
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challenge the commonly accepted notion that melodrama is associated with women, 

particularly in modern East Asian historical and cultural contexts. Melodrama has 

been defined, alternately, as a category of genre, as a cultural mode, or as a narrative 

style. Why has this term been defined and refined in various ways? In the historical 

moments of the revolution and the emergence of the bourgeois family in Europe, 

melodrama emerged as a critical medium to awaken people to their innate moral sense. 

The Enlightenment philosophers claimed that the readers’ tears as bodily reactions to 

their experiences of reading and watching melodramas, helped to establish a new 

moral sense-making system.  Taking up twentieth century Hollywood cinema, film 

critics and scholars broadened the horizon of criticism and theory, extending the 

notion of melodrama to cinematic form and aesthetics that displayed features of 

exaggeration and excess that reveal marked sites of ideological support or oppression.   

Of course, melodrama has continually traversed genres, form, styles, and 

geographical borders. In the case of South Korea, it was rooted in a new theatrical 

form introduced through Japan during colonization. In more recent history, it has 

become the most popular television drama form, the so-called “makchang/makjang 

(莫場)” drama, which centers on an emotional roller coaster. The flexibility and 

hybridity of melodrama noted by many scholars has allowed it to continually 

transform itself, increasing the impossibility of defining melodrama as a single word. 

Nevertheless, I find the word “melodramatic” appropriate, because it is persistently 

linked to the emotional responses of an audience. Emotion prompts webtoon 

audiences to write taetkŭl. Thus, their emotional engagement in the taetkŭl space can 

be addressed as a melodramatic mode of reception. In order to understand the new 
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practices involved producing the taetkŭl as a mediated form of sociality, I will develop 

in this thesis the concept of webtoon consumption as an emergent “melodramatic 

mode of reception.” 
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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION: THE NEW MEDIA WEBTOON AND 

AFFECTIVE MALE AUDIENCES  

 

Author, I am very grateful for your hard work! It’s really touching. However, 
as work and life does not end, I can wipe my tears away. I realized I was 
silently shedding tears in my heart, when it seemed that you wiped them away. 
Thank you.  

– Jin’s taetkŭl (comment)13 

A man sheds tears and expresses his complex feelings of catharsis. The image 

of a silently crying man shown in this short comment provokes us to ask what evoked 

his tears and why he felt as if the author had wiped them away. This type of response, 

associated with the tears of a man, may often be found in on-line comments posted 

about the immensely popular online comic series, or “webtoon,” called Misaeng (An 

Incomplete Life), which appeared on the Korean Website Daum from January 2012 

through June 2018. Male audiences of this series shed tears online and seem willing to 

share their own experience of weeping. But what is it about the experience of reading 

such a comic strip that fascinates the audience, and eventually moves them to tears?  

Misaeng gained an enormous following and many media productions created 

different versions of it, including a television drama and an online film. Misaeng set a 

record for accumulated views reaching almost a billion views in 2014 when its TV 

                                                            
13 Misaeng (An Incomplete Life) was originally created as a webtoon (online comics) by Yun T’ae-ho 
and published on the Daum portal site from January 2012 through June 2018. The first season was 
published from 20 January 2012 through 19 July 2013, and the second season (Misaeng: Part II) was 
published from 10 November 2015 through 5 June 2018. Webtoon readers and fans have shared their 
thoughts and reactions through the comments section which is available at the end of each episode. Jin 
is a Daum account name. This comment was created on the comments section of the episode 145, the 
last episode of Misaeng: Season1, on 20 July 2013.  
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and a sense of completeness. The title of the series is thus symbolic of the unstable 

lives of members of contemporary Korean society, where unemployment has become 

a critical social problem. Many corporate employees and members of the younger 

generations describe themselves as “misaeng,” identifying with Kŭ-rae and other 

characters. We could say, that is, that both the characters of, and the audiences for, 

Misaeng shed “sympathetic tears” as they strive to become completely alive. At the 

same time, they wipe away each other’ tears because the fact that both their lives and 

the narrative will go on in any event offers some comfort.  

Significant numbers of individual readers appears to have established a close 

rapport with the narrative and its characters while reading and watching this webtoon. 

Audience comments reveal that they are especially moved to tears when they 

encounter touching moments in which the main characters reconcile differences, or 

when they solve problems after experiencing adversity or misunderstanding. The 

reconciliation between the two male characters, Kŭ-rae and his superior, Senior 

Manager Oh Sang-sik (Oh Kwajang),16 in Misaeng impresses audiences and inspires 

them to write about their feelings and thoughts in the comments section located at the 

end of each episode. In the last episode, the two men meet again as a congenial 

superior and a staff member. Their reunion was anticipated by readers/viewers, but 

most of the commenters also noted their concerns about Kŭ-rae’s insecure future when 

Oh Kwajang quit the company.  

Oh Kwajang is the first person who recognizes Kŭ-rae’s potential for survival 

                                                            
16 Senior Manager Oh Sang-sik is usually called Oh Kwajang (課長) and later Oh Chajang (次長), 
depending on his rank in the company. 
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and success in the competitive corporate world. However, Kŭ-rae feels isolated even 

from his very first day because he has joined One International, one of the largest 

trading companies, through a connection, otherwise known as a “parachute” 

appointment. The company president used to sponsor baduk players and therefore 

rendered this appointment to Kŭ-rae. When Kŭ-rae joins Sales Team 3 Oh Kwajang 

leads, he criticizes nepotism and further denounces Kŭ-rae’s lack of work skills. What 

Sales Team 3 needs, according to Oh Kwajang, is an efficient employee who can put 

in excessive business work. The unwelcoming atmosphere of Kŭ-rae’s entry 

exacerbates Oh Kwajang’s misunderstanding about him. Because of the disapproval of 

Kŭ-rae among the majority of his peers and even by Oh Kwajang, Kŭ-rae feels forced 

to take responsibility for a confidential document that was accidently leaked to the 

public view, even though it was not his fault. When Oh Kwajang finds out the truth, he 

for the first time shows sympathy to Kŭ-rae. Oh Kwajang decides to defend Kŭ-rae 

and calls him “uri ai (my kid)” in front of other employees. Oh Kwajang’s approval 

encourages Kŭ-rae not only to move forward to pursue survival in this new world but 

also to develop a sense of belonging on the team. As the two protagonists strengthen 

their bond and turn their workplace into a space of trust, audiences also form an 

attachment to their sense of belonging and develop a sympathetic bond with these two 

male characters in an imagined space of empathy. Thus, Oh Kwajang’s subsequent 

resignation to set up his own small business evokes the audiences’ concerns about Kŭ-

rae, who is left behind at the company without his former protector and mentor. 

When Oh Kwajang offers Kŭ-rae a full-time position at his new company, the 

Misaeng fans may believe that Kŭ-rae’s quest to compete for full-time employment 
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will produce a positive outcome. However, the fans cannot simply appreciate the 

happy ending. After Kŭ-rae and Oh Kwajang left Sales Team 3, Kŭ-rae’s direct 

superior, Assistant Manager Kim (Kim Taeri), also quit One International due to the 

absence of these two men, who had conscientiously developed an atmosphere of trust 

and empathy in their team. While Misaeng ends with an implication that Kim Taeri 

will join Oh Kwajang’s new company, Yun depicts a different choice for the fourth 

man, named Chŏn Kwajang, who joined the team later than Kŭ-rae, after Oh Kwajang 

became chajang (Deputy General Manager). Chŏn Kwajang chooses to remain at One 

International. His decision to prioritize maintaining his financial security as a 

breadwinner and father seems reasonable particularly in the post-IMF world.17 In 

webtoon panels where the author’s narration comments on Chŏn Kwajang’s daily life 

in the office, the reader becomes aware of Chŏn Kwajang’s own reflections on his life. 

The narration states that people in the corporate environment never know whether or 

not they will be fortunate enough to work with reliable team members or not. It 

continues, “yet, the tension in the relationship can be weakened if one is a colorless 

personality.”18 A person’s color, according to the narrator’s commentary, indicates the 

variety of his or her personality. Chŏn Kwajang confesses that he is “colorless,” since 

he has relinquished his commitment to excellence as part of an ethical, hardworking 

team, and instead has made personal survival his utmost goal. His interior monologue 

in each frame suggests that he misses the days when he passionately worked with his 

                                                            
17 The “post-IMF world” means South Korean society that experienced the financial crisis in the late 
1990s, which was caused by the severe foreign exchange shortage when South Korea was on the brink 
of default in December 1997 and had to be bailed out by the IMF Standby Credit Facility and other 
international financial supports. Although the crisis was not caused by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) itself, the Korean people nevertheless have been traumatized by the name’s association with the 
national financial crisis. 
18 Yun, Misaeng, Episode 145.  
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previous team members, including Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae. Yet, Chŏn Kwajang stays 

at One International and embraces his reality. Although the first season of Misaeng 

literally finishes with “The End” in this episode, in reality the protagonists’ ongoing 

story will continue to unfold.  

 When audiences sympathize with Kŭ-rae and other characters in this webtoon, 

they share their own stories of struggle for survival and self-growth in the virtual 

space of the comments section, taetkŭl. The taetkŭl provides a new affective form of 

communication where the webtoon audiences express their emotional response online 

via digital devices, such as computers, smartphones or tablet PCs. Particularly in the 

taetkŭl section of the last episode of Misaeng’s first season, we find many commenters 

confessing that they shed tears because they feel as if they are consoled and 

encouraged by other taetkŭls. One of the commenters writes: 

This webtoon was amazing, but the taetkŭl here was even more impressive. 
What postings can be more beautiful and touching than these taetkŭls? All of 
you are really awesome, and thank you for being so great. I was really happy to 
read the webtoon Misaeng and the taetkŭl together. 

– Naibujjanggu’s taetkul (2013) 

The average number of comments for each episode of Misaeng’s first season was 

approximately 1,200 as of September of 2018. Considering that there were 145 

episodes in the first season, plus one preview and four epilogues, the total number of 

taetkŭl comments for the season would be 1.80 million. The active engagement of 

audiences in the comments section and the tremendous number of taetkŭl demonstrate 

the remarkable scope of the Misaeng boom, and have further contributed to the 

circulation of this webtoon narrative through multiple media productions, including a 
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television drama and a smartphone film. This unique phenomenon of cross-media 

productions and male audiences’ emotional participation through taetkŭl require close 

examinations and discourses on transmediation as well as audience reception in 

evolving digital culture.  

Webtoon 

The distinctive features of webtoons and taetkŭl, by contrast to other media 

forms, should be explored before elaborating on media and scholarly discourses on 

active and intimate engagement of audiences in particular reception practices. The 

term “webtoon” was coined in Korea to indicate comics published online. As a new 

form of media on the Internet, the webtoon is produced through the technological 

combination of two media – web (digital) and cartoon (comics).19 As web-based 

online comics, the genre called webtoon has emerged as a new cultural product since 

the early 2000s in South Korea, along with the expansion of smartphone use.20 

Webtoons are generally created on a computer platform and distributed via the 

Internet and mobile devices. They are read directly on the Internet and are not 

intended to be downloaded, because they are different from a scanned version of 

printed comic books, whose market has been dominated in South Korea by Japanese 

comics.21 Due to the economic recession since South Korea’s IMF (International 

Monetary Fund) financial crisis in 1997, as well as the popularity of Japanese manga 

in Korea, the Korean comic book industry struggled financially. However, the rapid 

                                                            
19 The term “webtoon” is the neologism combining web (the Internet) and cartoon or a combination of 
two media: comics and digital. Due to its primary purpose for a small screen circulation, they mainly 
consist of close-ups.  
20 Jin, “Smartphones set off webtoon boom.”  
21 Jang and Jung, “Webtoon as a New Korean Wave in the Process of Glocalization,” 168-187.  
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increase of web users in the age of internet infrastructure has spurred the consumption 

of digital content and thus urged cartoon authors to search for new markets on web 

portals. The growth of webtoon fandom inspired the largest portal sites, such as Daum 

and Naver, to launch a webtoon category in 2003 and 2004 respectively, and these 

portal sites contributed to enlarging webtoon consumption. Naver later partnered with 

Line, a communication app for smartphones, to launch an English language digital 

comic service platform called Line Webtoon in 2014 to attract more audiences from 

the global market. Thus, webtoons became the fuel to help the Korean comic industry 

and the consumer culture evolve in a digital world. 

The widespread use of smartphones brought on the heyday of webtoon 

consumption because webtoons have developed into an optimal medium for small 

screen circulation. They mainly consist of close-ups in a long vertical layout. While 

the traditional comic book, and even the largest e-book format, requires readers to 

continuously flip the page over to see its content on the next page, with this 

revolutionary layout of the webtoon, readers can read and view content simply by 

continuing to scroll down the smartphone or computer screen to see the next scene. 

This is considered a conspicuous feature of webtoons, distinguishing them from other 

types of online comic strips and the still pervasive print form of comics, manhwa, in 

South Korea. Some webtoons have different viewing systems, such as clicking on the 

screen of mobile devices to go to the next frame automatically. However, the 

dominant format is a vertical layout because gutters, the space between panels (frames) 

on the page, create dramatic effects by arousing curiosity about what comes next if the 

reader scrolls down. As Heekyoung Cho (2016) demonstrates, the gutters in the 
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vertical layout let the reader engage more with the story and images than other types 

of comics laid out on horizontal pages.22 The gutter space is used to indicate the 

duration of time without additional explanation and also used as an extended space for 

texts, including dialogue, narration, and onomatopoeic and mimetic words. In this way, 

gutters in the vertical format help the reader focus more closely on the images in the 

frames and the narrative flow on the screen. Webtoon authors even now continue their 

experimental attempts by using animation effects with background music to appeal to 

more audiences and also by utilizing current media technologies, such as face 

recognition, machine learning, and augmented reality space.23  

In addition to these technological advantages, webtoons have accelerated in 

cultural popularity, due to easy accessibility via the Internet and the high quality of 

narrative-centered visuality through the phenomenon of media convergence. The 

sudden, but massive, influx of digital technology in the manhwa industry have created 

a new form of online comics, webtoon, which is more readable and accessible to a 

new generation of media consumption while the quality of content remains as manhwa. 

The digitization of media content is an example of media convergence, which features 

the interconnection of computing, communication and content, even though there are 

                                                            
22 Cho, “The Webtoon: A New Form for Graphic Narrative.”  
23 By utilizing current media technologies, such as face recognition, machine learning, and augmented 
reality space. Naver webtoon, one of South Korea’s major webtoon platforms, partnered with Ha il-
kwon to create this interactive webtoon in 2017. Each episode invites the reader to become the 
protagonist to create a story with a female student, another main character, in a high school setting. By 
clicking the title page, the space of the webtoon is viewed as a 360-degree panoramic image, allowing 
the reader to look around as if the reader were inside the webtoon as turning the smartphone from side 
to side. The story begins when the reader encounters the heroine who asks the reader’s name and also 
asks the reader to take one’s own photography to converse with one by that name. The reader also 
appears as the image of the photo but as a male character, because the webtoon progagonist is a female 
student. The reader can blow the heroine’s hair and even touch and wipe ice cream on her face with a 
finger. Retrieved from http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20171217000267; 
https://comic.naver.com/webtoon/list.nhn?titleId=703634. 



 

20 

still a variety of different arguments on defining this phenomenon. In the case of 

webtoons, the Korean manwha intersects with the computer platform, Internet portals 

or mobile apps, and this interconnection creates the new media rather than replacing 

the existent media, manwha. By developing the traditional narrative format of manhwa 

with a well-structured dramatic plot, reality-reflecting characters and diverse genres, 

not only do webtoons draw attention from young people of the generation of digital 

culture but they also satisfy various tastes of audiences from different age groups.  

Furthermore, the visualized popularity of webtoons through the large number 

of views and taetkŭl seems to guarantee another potential success of their adaptations 

into different types of media, such as games, films, soap operas, and musicals. Some 

commenters post their imaginary castings for film or drama adaptations and discuss 

their own versions with other fans, which induce various media productions to pay 

attention to webtoons. The multiple media adaptations started with Kang P’ul’s 

webtoons since his first webtoon Sunjŏng Manhwa (Love Story) gained immediate 

popularity by attracting two million viewers in a single day when it was published on 

Daum in 2003.24 By the time Kang’s Ap’at’u  was cinematized in 2006, as the first of 

many webtoons to receive such treatment, many webtoons authors, such as Yun Tae-

ho, Cho Sŏk, Hun, and Chu Ho-min, have attracted multiple media producers and their 

webtoons have been recreated into films, TV series dramas, and musicals. Media 

convergence has proliferated over the past decade, and the cross-media phenomena 

have continued, by owing to the unabated fever of webtoons. In regard to the 

intervention of audiences in media convergence, Henry Jenkins (2006) argues that 

                                                            
24 Jin, “Smartphones set off webtoon boom.”  



 

21 

media audience plays a significant role in creating and distributing content while 

convergence proceeds actively through interactions between different media forms as 

the “flow of content across multiple media platforms.”25 Along with evoking 

significant media attention, Jenkins’ view contributes to expanding the communicative 

capacity of audiences in the convergence culture to challenge the power structure, 

which has been primarily problematized in cultural studies, by suggesting the 

possibility of democratizing culture or economic determinism in a materialistic aspect 

of history.26  

Dal Yong Jin (2015) borrows Jenkins’ approach to media convergence in terms 

of effective value to media users as well as to producers from a capitalist perspective. 

Jin states, “media convergence is about the mix of digital technologies and content for 

achieving endless transformations to maximize the benefits to both users (in a way of 

convenience) and developers (in a new way of capital accumulation).”27 In a 

traditional economic structure of capital movements, producers claim property rights 

and thus accumulate capitals in this one-sided flow of productions from producers to 

consumers, but both the producers or developers and the consumers or users are 

simultaneously involved in various aspects of production, distribution, and reception 

in the complexly-layered structure of the digital market resulting from media 

convergence. In this new cultural practice of digital consumption, all of the 

participants can maximize their benefits. However, Jin (2013) is concerned about the 

recent dominance of “American–based platforms” over the global platform market 

                                                            
25 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 3. 
26 Jenkins, “Rethinking ‘Rethinking Convergence/culture,’” 274.  
27 Jin, Digital Platforms, Imperialism and Political Culture, 195. 
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because “Google, Facebook, iPhone, and Android have functioned as major digital 

media intermediaries.”28 Platforms have emerged as hihgly influential cultural 

products and can be used to consolidate the hegemonic power of the U.S. in 

controlling the majority of the world. Jin analyzes the recent growth of these 

“American-based platforms” and their global expansion in terms of a new form of 

imperialism, “platform imperialism” in the digital age.29 By extending his argument on 

the significance of platforms in relation to the growing popularity of webtoons, Jin 

(2015) also suggests that the webtoon as a platform and also as a milestone of 

transmedia storytelling plays “a major role as the primary cultural product of the 

Korean Wave in the global cultural market.”30 

Taetkŭl 

The webtoon has won recognition in academia circles as a major cultural 

commodity of the Korean Wave, due to its unusual popularity which is attributable to 

the active participation of audiences in the taetkŭl section.31 The taetkŭl can be 

translated into “replies,” but it should be regarded as a neologism that combines the 

words for “following (taet)” and “writing (kŭl).” In terms of these acts of “following,” 

which also implies reading, and “writing” online through computer-mediated 

communication, Sang-Hee Kweon and Ik-Hyun Kim (2008) explore this new media 

form, in their study of the circulation of news and interactive communications through 
                                                            
28 Jin, “The Construction of Platform Imperialism in the Globalization Era,” 145. 
29 Ibid., 146. 
30 Jin, Digital Platforms, Imperialism and Political Culture, 193. 
31 Han, Chang-wan (2010); Yi, Sung-jin (2010); Chon, Kyong-nan and Song-dae Park (2013); Han, 
Hye-won and Yu-na Kim (2013); Ryu, Chol-gyun and Chi-yong Yi (2013); Dal, Yong-jin (2015); Cho, 
Heekyoung (2015); Kim, Eun-young (2016); Jang, Won-ho (2017); Yecies, Brian, Aegyung Shim, Jack 
(Jie) Yang, and Peter Yong Zhong (2020). These Korean media studies scholars have examined 
webtoons as a new central role of the Korean Wave. 
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taetkŭl, to measure the effects of the user’s activities in replies to newsfeed on Internet 

portal sites.32 They define the new media form of taetkŭl as the perceptions of online 

replies and pay attention to their circulation through computing and automobile 

platforms. Taetkŭl is generally created and distributed on the computer platform, 

similar to that of webtoons. But now, users may respond to any online articles or 

visual works, including to other people’s posts on various network interfaces, such as 

desktops, laptops, tablet PCs and mobile devices. As the term platform expands its 

definition in response to the development of mechanical devices and the ubiquitous 

presence of high-speed wireless Internet, the evolving digital culture turns taetkŭl into 

a new space as an active site of communication for media users.  

Indeed, the taetkŭl section invigorates online communication since it opens for 

anyone who has an account name on Internet portal sites. Compared to the notably 

one-sided line of communication usually found in the traditional media sectors such as 

newspapers, magazines, radio and television, taetkŭl has reconfigured the relationship 

between the media and their audiences by letting the audiences become more visible 

and voiced. Audiences still read, listen, see, and watch media content, but dramatic 

changes in technologies resituate audiences in the media system and allow them to 

actively communicate with the media, creators, and producers. In the taetkŭl section, 

audiences convey their reactions from an experience of reading/viewing, to clicking 

“like” or “dislike,” and furthermore to writing reviews and critiques as well as 

suggesting different ways and ideas in production and circulation. They even create 

different types of the same content by intersecting with other digital tools. Their 

                                                            
32 Kweon and Kim, “A Study of the Relationship between Perception and Activities in the News 
Replies,” 44-78.  
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engagement in reception thus engenders unexpected consequences and influences over 

an entire spectrum of media practices. Amy Madden, Ian Ruthven, and David 

McMenemy (2012) pay attention to the phenomenon of user interactions and examine 

the variety of media users’ activities by closely looking at their engagement in the 

comments section of YouTube video clips. They scrutinize how this video-sharing 

website encourages interactions between users via posted comments, but their study 

limits itself to classifying the types of comments into ten main categories, including 

information, impression, and response, according to communicative purposes.33  

In addition to vigorously interacting with media content, producers, and 

circulators, the audiences directly communicate with other members of the audience 

through the dual acts of “following” and “writing.” They express their thoughts and 

feelings by choosing and clicking on other audience members’ comments. The process 

of clicking and viewing/reading comments demonstrates the behavior of “following.” 

Besides “following,” the audiences post their writings as an active form of 

engagement. This behavior of “writing” reflects a new form of reception that relates a 

discourse on media content due to audiences encouraging one another to engage in 

internet forum. A podcaster of Digital Strips, called “The Average Joe,” points out 

“commonality” as a distinctive feature of webtoon taetkŭl in which users appreciate 

other webtoon audiences’ “followings” and sharing a sense of affection toward the 

webtoon content.34 Compared to research on communication behaviors in the 

YouTube comments conducted by John Paolillo (2008) and Madden, Ruthven, and 

                                                            
33 Madden, Ruthven, McMenemy, “A classification scheme for content analyses of YouTube video 
comments,” 693-714. 
34 The Average Joe, “Edit: OMG! This is my first top comment!” 
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McMenemy (2012), who emphasize the purpose of communication such as 

information, impression, and promotion, the webtoon taetkŭl-comments enhance 

intimacy and emotional attachment by providing a platform for audiences to speak 

about thier favorite content to a community of fellow readers/viewers.35   

Moreover, online communication in the digital space complicates the 

traditional concept of temporality and spatiality. Audiences follow certain articles, 

pictures, video clips, and other people’s opinions by clicking and scrolling down the 

screen of their portable devices at any given time or place. They read and watch 

webtoons and write comments about their own reactions and reviews on the subway, 

bus, or even on the street whenever they want. Simultaneously, they develop their 

emotional reactions by expressing their ideas and thoughts. The acts of following and 

writing excluding any physical boundaries of time and space thus encompass 

spontaneity in that the audiences create a new type of relationship with the media and 

other audiences. Unlike viewers and spectators of other media forms, such as 

television and film, the webtoon audiences no longer need to be at home or in a theater 

in order to read and watch their favorite webtoons at a given time. Therefore, there is 

no need for researchers to attend to the event of observing audiences’ reading and 

interpreting media texts with their own eyes within a required time frame. 

Examining accumulated comments in the taetkŭl section serves as a useful 

method of reception studies. Methodological advancement clearly provides such 

advantages, but some researchers point out possible limitations or side effects that 

                                                            
35 Paolillo, “Structure and Network in the YouTube Core”; Madden, Ruthven, McMenemy, “A 
classification scheme for content analyses of YouTube video comments.” 
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emerge as social concerns about the newly emerging taetkŭl culture. Reflecting upon 

Internet users’ activities through taetkŭl on social networking websites, Kweon and 

Kim indicate a relatively low accuracy or truthfulness of the online replies due to the 

users’ anonymity and the probability of manipulated information. Their research 

reveals the negative effects of online replies about the believability of the information 

sources in the reception process of various types of online news. However, they 

address a considerable degree of reading and writing on the Internet through taetkŭl in 

everyday life and suggest facilitating taetkŭl management policies, including a “track-

back” system to improve confidence in online communication. This system sends a 

notification to the website owner when a user follows and links to one of the owner’s 

writings, such as an individual blog. Webtoons have similar functions and allow 

authors and other participants to impose sanctions or restrictions on manipulative or 

offending taetkŭl entries. While these functions and management policies still need 

improvement to promote the taetkŭl culture, this new type of communication in 

webtoons enables individuals’ direct engagement in the media and further urges an 

innovative approach to the question of audience reception.  

The structure of reception in the taetkŭl section of webtoons visualizes the 

participation of audiences in reception practices through “following” and “writing” 

and further elicits their emotional reactions, such as sympathy and rapport. Therefore, 

I reexamine the taetkŭl space mediating between the media and their audiences as a 

new space of communication, based on affectionate bonds that encourage men to 

develop their emotional responses as active agents in reception and even enable male 

audiences to weep while forming emotional attachment to the content as well as to 
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other audiences. This new affectionate and intimate form of communication in the 

virtual space ultimately helps create a community of male audiences who are leading 

scholars to articulate a new discourse on men’s tears in relation with the new media 

webtoon.  

Deleuze’s concept of “social apparatus” and his term “line of force” can be 

helpful in explaining audiences’ active online engagement in the taetkŭl space.36 

Deleuze uses them in relation to Foucault’s writings on knowledge and power, but I 

will borrow his terms to conceptualize the affective and fluid space of taetkŭl. The 

taetkŭs can be considered “social apparatuses” that allow people to exchange their 

knowledge and emotions, and to form mutual connectivity. They create connections 

by clicking, following, and responding to other comments, and secure subjectivity by 

expressing their ideas and feelings. For example, by operating computers and other 

social devices, they enter the virtual space in which they can simultaneously enter the 

space of everyday practice – social space – and the place of perception – individual 

imagined space. A new self-organizing mechanism in the virtual space through taetkŭl 

helps people express themselves in fluid and constantly changing ways via 

technologies that are themselves evolving. The identity of individuals or groups in the 

taetkŭl space can be seen as a temporary set of lines that occur on a continuously 

changing line, not as the unchanged points that exist in a stable social structure. In 

other words, they express themselves and identify themselves in the process of 

connecting with others through networking lines that are fluid and altering.  

                                                            
36 Refer to Legg, “Assemblage/apparatus,” 130-131; Deleuze, “What is a dispositif?” 159-68.  
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and mom showed up fifty-six times. The phrase of “as a father [or dad]” appeared 

seventy-eight times while the phrase “as a mother [or mom]” was found twenty-two 

times. More than ten male audiences used the word “man” in their account names, 

while less than five users revealed their gender identity as a “woman” in their account 

names. Furthermore, “tears” appeared together with words indicating male identity 

two-hundred-ten times. Such a gender breakdown might not necessarily be accurate, 

since most of online users do not clarify their gender identities. However, these 

observations do support that such an empirical approach can be effective in terms of 

showing the frequency of male identity associated language in the taetkŭl section and 

helps develop an online discourse referring to men’s tears in the reception of media 

content.  

By contrast to other media forms, the new format of reception through taetkŭl 

in the webtoon allows male audiences to become not only evolving media users but 

also innovative discourse creators. Their active and intimate engagement in the 

reception of the new media form webtoon go beyond the mere stage of 

viewing/reading media content and further develop a new field of discourse on 

changing cultural aspects of masculinity. Men shed tears through the real affective 

form of communication while they commonly believe that they cannot express their 

emotional reactions in reality. Affective male audiences thus appear in the virtual 

space of taetkŭl which involves a substitute form of space of reality.  

In terms of the relations between affect and masculinity, Sam de Boise (2014) 

suggests affect in contextualizing masculinities by relating to gendered and embodied 

experiences. Boise argues that an adequate theory of “social embodiment” is absent in 
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critical studies on the plural form of masculinities developed by Raewyn Connell. In 

Masculinities (2005), Connell uses the Gramscian concept of “hegemony” to show the 

relationality of gender and power and to demonstrate how “hegemonic masculinity” 

reproduces patterns of inequality not only between men and women, but also between 

groups of men through the dynamics of structural changes in class, race, ethnicity and 

sexuality. In Connell’s findings of multiple hierarchies entangled with gender 

construction in her initial discussion of the “making of masculinities and experience of 

men’s bodies,” according to Boise, she prioritizes cognition over emotions.38 Boise 

criticizes Connell’s assumption which strengthens the mind/body divide by 

underlining cognition, and thus he alerts that this hypothesis supports the systemic 

privilege of hegemonic masculinity. Boise poses that gender power relations become 

inscribed on male bodies through cultural engagement in particular forms of bodily 

practice, such as a control of expressing “feminized” emotions.39 By referring to 

Judith Butler, physically embodied performances in the routine of everyday practice 

naturalize gender relations through television, magazines, and music. Boise further 

explores how unequal systemic power inequalities are sustained through “corporeal 

practice” by intersecting with affect as the interplay of the body, emotions, and 

society.40 He understands affect as an embodied experience which structures body and 

also helps structure social action. He also demonstrates distinctions between emotions 

and affect. While emotions are closely related to a biological process and can be 

theorized through linguistic representations, affects do not register themselves through 

language and thus cannot be discursive in the same way of emotions. In Misaeng, for 

                                                            
38 Connell , Masculinities,  830. 
39 Boise, “Learning to be Affected,” 2.1-2.5. 
40 Ibid., 4.2. 
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example, Kŭ-rae’s reunion with his superior Oh may entertain audiences and lead 

them to happiness. Linguistically, happiness is described as a good and positive 

emotion because the moment of reconciliation in the narrative maximizes the 

impression of audiences. But, considering the social context that Kŭ-rae encounters, 

audiences cannot simply participate in the character’s happiness. They shed tears for 

Kŭ-rae and themselves because they know that they should put endless effort to 

survive in the hyper-competitive society despite unequal economic opportunities. 

Therefore, audiences’ tears embody their affective experiences of painful reality.  

A media user whose account name is “KeonBae” records his reading 

experience of Misaeng in his taetkŭl-comment. KeonBae describes the wetboon series 

Misaeng as mandatory for office workers to read and also complains how long he 

should wait for the next season. He ends his comment with a question, “I wondered if 

my wife could understand a patriarch’s mind if I bought the books for her to read.”41 

The other comment on the same taetkŭl section is about a man’s inability to explain 

his loneliness to his family. The man named “Slowly but Together” notes that men 

cannot talk to their family members about what happened at company because the 

family members would be concerned about their fathers or husbands if they spoke 

about their everyday lives in the office. He shares his wife’s question about men’s 

drinking in the taetkŭl: “why do men become garrulous while they are at drinking 

sessions?” Right after this question, he writes his answer in short but clear words: 

                                                            
41 Refer to the taetkŭl in the episode 145 of Misaeng. The webtoon series Misaeng was also published 
as a print book form in 2014 and ranked on the top of bestseller books for men in their thirties in that 
year, according to the list of Korean Publication Yearbook in 2014, provided by Yes24 and Kyobo 
Books, and Online Yonhap News. 
http://www.yonhapnews.co.kr/bulletin/2014/07/08/0200000000AKR20140708059100005.HTML. 
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“because of loneliness.” He also emphasizes that the content of this webtoon and other 

people’s taetkŭl console his loneliness. Kim Wŏn-sŏk, the director of the television 

drama version, perceives the male audiences’ loneliness as a sociocultural 

phenomenon rather than individual reactions. Kim, in his interview, precisely pointed 

out that he “wanted to broadcast the television drama Misaeng” to “let housewives 

understand why their office worker husbands drink so much.”42 Kim has received a lot 

of comments about the wives’ emotional reactions to the male characters who reflect 

their working husbands in the real world. These wives spoke to their husbands in tears 

after watching the Misaeng drama.  

Male audiences in taetkŭl shed tears for their lives as men, husbands, fathers, 

and patriarchs. Their wives and other family members also shed tears of sympathy for 

their solitary husbands and fathers. Not only is a crying man disapproved in 

accordance to social construct, but the weeping man is also considered inappropriate 

in cultural context. For example, because of a double standard for men in 

contemporary Korean society, a crying man is considered unsuitable in the public 

view in which patriarchal culture still pertains. With regard to this paradoxical 

situation of Korean men, An Kyŏng-hwan (2016), a scholar of Korean law and 

literature, argues that as the influence of the patriarchal system decreases throughout 

society and home, men must cede their privilege to other family members.43 

Nevertheless, men are forced to perform masculinity by taking family responsibility 

more than ever. Men are now on the edge of patriarchy and confront this contentious 

situation. As An continues to demonstrate, men’s primary responsibility of supporting 

                                                            
42 DramasROK, “tvN 2014 office drama ‘Misaeng’ An Incomplete Life Review.” 
43 An, Namja ran Muŏt inga (What is a Man), 227. 
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family members creates a paradoxical situation in which men cannot weep in front of 

others, particularly women, although they are facing social changes that revoke the 

traditional notion of masculine power and authority. Once men show their tears to 

others, the commonly accepted idea emerges that they are weak, and that hence, other 

people, particularly women, cannot depend on them. An’s conclusion on the behavior 

of a man’s crying would thus confirm his abnormality or deviation from the category 

of a generally believed normal man who fulfills his mission of taking responsibility 

while concealing his emotional reactions.  

The recognition of a transforming mode of masculinity through this new form 

of reception in the digital space sheds new light on masculinity in reality. Masculinity 

provides a lens to understand and analyze sociocultural changes. By employing the 

structuralist perspective, the understanding of masculinity as social constructs 

complicates the dominant argument on gendered inequalities. Kenneth MacKinnon 

(2002) points out that the term masculinity, along with femininity, should be 

understood as “societal phenomena.”44 According to MacKinnon, masculinity is 

“equated in cultural terms with the notion of ‘being a man’ in society.”45 As reflecting 

sociocultural dimensions, the concept and mode of masculinity is in the reciprocal 

relationship with social phenomena. Yet, masculinity has often been examined in its 

relationship with femininity. In this tendency of polarizing on genders, as MacKinnon 

argues, the term “patriarchy” has been deployed in feminism as a powerful tool to 

criticize masculinity. The dichotomous perspective causes an obscure approach to 

masculinity, maleness, and male audiences by confusing them with patriarchy. 

                                                            
44 MacKinnon, Love, tears, and the male spectator, 54.  
45 Ibid., 48.  
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MacKinnon problematizes gender-oriented discourses on spectatorship and examines 

how feminist scholars’ obsessions with gendered viewing hinder “proper consideration” 

about the male spectator in film and television studies and wider society as well.46 He 

elaborates on this perspective in feminist film scholars such as Laura Mulvey (1975), 

Tania Modleski (1982) Annette Kuhn (1985), Lidia Curti (1988), Barbara Klingerin 

(1989), and Ien Ang (1989), in order to reveal an imbalance in the academic 

understanding of soap opera as a genre “addressed primarily to an audience of 

women.”47 MacKinnon highlights that the academic discourses on reception have 

emphasized gender concerns by relating popular television dramas to feminist 

discourses. Male audiences have been unattended in the domain of emotional reactions 

in the reception studies of various media forms particularly film and television, and 

thus their emergence in the changing cultural forms of consumption through a 

technological medium requires a different approach to theorize their attachment to the 

media content in a new and intimate space of communication.  

Given this observation about the emergence of affective male audiences in the 

reception of webtoons and related transmedia forms, I will argue that the new 

reception practices enable men’s tears, and moreover this social phenomenon leads to 

the reformulation of masculinity in response to advanced technology in media 

productions and circulations, which can be examined as an indicative of broader-

transformations in culture, economics, politics, technology, and social environments. 

Therefore, this dissertation contextualizes affective male audiences and their 

relationships to changing modes of masculinity in contemporary Korean society by 

                                                            
46 Ibid., 14.  
47 Ibid. 
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focusing on the reception of a new cultural form of webtoons and active audience 

participation. By employing melodrama as a lens to reformulate the form of affect in 

Korean cultural context, this dissertation explores a new mode of melodramatic 

reception among affective male audiences as a new entity in the space of intimate 

communication form of taetkŭl. The melodramatic mode of reception challenges the 

commonly accepted notion of melodrama transcending its narrow definition as a 

female-associated genre or emotionally excessive literary form. Through the lens of 

melodrama, this new mode also suggests shedding light on men’s tears and their 

emotional responses which remain neglected in with studies of audience reception. In 

addition, the melodramatic mode of reception urges us to attend to the ambivalence of 

masculinity as it confronts the paradoxical situation of both isolation and privilege in 

contemporary South Korean cultural consumption.  

Trajectory of Audience Reception  

To analyze the impacts of the new cultural practice of affective male audiences’ 

participations in the reception of webtoons, it is necessary to briefly explain the 

trajectory of active audience in reception studies. By referring to Pertti Alasuutari 

(1999)’s suggestion of three generations of reception studies and Divya C. McMillin 

(2007)’s grounding theory of audiences and their subjective agency, this dissertation 

foregrounds the theoretical framework of audience reception studies.48 Active 

audience reception emerged in the late 1970s in response to the paradigm shift from 

the media content centered approach in cultural studies to the media user’s autonomy 

                                                            
48 Refer to Pertti Alasuutari’s Rethinking the Media Audience; Divya C. McMillin’s International 
Media Studies. 
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and resistance in reading and reacting to the media content.49 Television studies 

centered on Britain and the North American continent in the 1980s brought about the 

critical turn in the framework of audience studies and media reception methodology 

by introducing Stuart Hall (1978, 1980)’s semiotic approach to audience analysis. Hall 

(1980)’s “Encoding/Decoding” model demonstrates the polysemic nature of 

interpreting television texts. The media texts are encoded by producers and the texts 

contain the ideologies of the people who made the text. In Hall’s theorization of 

encoding/decoding process, decoding occurs in the four, largely three, hypothetical 

positions of the “preferred,” “dominant” or “professional,” and “negotiated” and 

“oppositional” codes. The first position assures the influence of the media text which 

structured mainstream ideologies over the process of decoding the message by the 

preferred code. Through the dominant-hegemonic code, the viewer decodes the 

message of such a television newscast in terms of the reference code. The professional 

code is what the professional broadcasters assume when encoding a message which 

has already been signified in a hegemonic manner.50 This code can be considered a 

similar way of decoding messages as following the dominant preferred meanings. The 

next code contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements by partially 

agreeing to and refusing the preferred meaning. The last code shows a possibility of 

the viewer’s entire resistance to decoding the message in the preferred code. The 

viewer perfectly understands both the literal and connotative inflection given by a 

discourse and detotalizes the message and further retotalizes it within some alternative 

                                                            
49 Refer to discourses on subculture in Britain, raised by Stuart Hall (1978, 1980) and Tony Jefferson 
(1976).  
50 Hall, “Encoding/ Decoding,” 101. 
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framework of reference.51  

Therefore, audiences read/view the text and autonomously interpret their own 

ideologies. Hall’s concept of audience autonomy in decoding media texts is used as a 

criticism of theories of social reproduction that complicates Marxist analyses of 

culturalism in mass media studies. Hall originally represents the Marxist cultualist 

approach which locates media producers as closely related with hegemony. Major 

media forms, such as newspaper, film and television, are used to reinforce the view of 

the ruling class in political and economic domains and thus constitute media texts in a 

way that reproduces and strengthens mainstream ideologies. Hall’s suggestion of 

polysemy in decoding messages by audiences can weaken this view on the mass media. 

However, Hall’s theory implies the possibility of resistance to the existent power 

structure embedded in media messages. Also, his suggestion of audience autonomy 

challenges the perspective of Frankfurt School in critical media theory in which 

conservative notions of “mass media” are prevalent by extending the Marxist view on 

materialism. In their pessimistic theorization, audiences are described as a monolithic, 

passive group in their relationship with the mass media and the culture industry, which 

implement ideological functions to construct and perpetuate power relations.  

While the British and American scholars in television studies explored power 

structures and how these structures were appropriated and resisted by audiences, 

empirical analyses emerged as an innovative methodology to examine how audiences 

differently read and use media texts by employing ethnography and qualitative 

                                                            
51 Ibid., 103. 
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research.52 Qualitative methods in audience reception studies often focus on particular 

groups of audience to conduct in-depth interviews. As deriving from the fields of 

sociology and anthropology to address certain aspects of culture and individual 

distinctive experiences, this type of methodology is widely utilized to distinguish new 

approaches, such as case analysis and close observations of participants during the 

research, from existent methods of quantitative centered research.53 Within a 

conservative functionalist approach, mass communication research often tended to 

examine how much viewers watch television or what types of wrong programs they 

watch. Compared to this type of reception studies, audience ethnography attempted to 

develop discourses on the identities of audiences rather than the transmission of 

ideological messages from semiotic analyses. For example, David Morley (1980, 1986) 

opened up the way of ethnographic case studies in audience study in order to compile 

a variety of television audiences. In his research on the “Nationwide” project with 

Charlotte Brunsdon (1980, 1999), Morley’s ethnography of BBC’s Nationwide (1980) 

program audiences confirmed Hall’s hypothesis of different interpretations according 

to largely three different categories of decoding codes. Their tremendous amounts of 

case studies proved that people read and interpret the same media message very 

differently based on their social and political backgrounds. Furthermore, their research 

contributes to shifting the reception paradigm from the conventional politics to 

identity politics by articulating gendered roles in the domestic place.54 According to 

the discovery of Morley and Brunsdon, men spend their time entirely watching 

                                                            
52 McMillin (2007), International Media Studies, 139. Also, refer to Morley and Brunsdon (1980); 
Hobson (1982); Katz and Liebes (1984); Liebes (1984); Morley (1986); Ang (1985); Liebes and Katz 
(1990); Clifford (1992); Nigtingale (1993), Brunsdon (1999).   
53 McMillin, International Media Studies, 139. 
54 Alasuutari, Rethinking the Media Audience: The New Agenda, 5. 
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television at home whereas women simultaneously do other housework while they are 

watching it. Their different viewing patterns draw attention to gendered relations of 

power in family life.   

In the late 1980s, according to Alasuutari’s categorization of three generations 

in cultural audience studies, scholars started to criticize the major premise of audience 

ethnography as imagined “interpretive communities” and also pointed out the 

impossibility of taking empirical research because the term called “audience” does not 

exist as coherent.55 Alasuutari, in Rethinking the Media Audience: The New Agenda 

(1999), classifies this generation with a constructionist view because they postulate 

that audience is “a discursive construct produced by a particular analytic gaze.”56 The 

third-generation scholars, such as Fiske (1987, 1989), Allor (1988), Grossberg (1988), 

Radway (1988), and Ang (1989), question the role of media studies itself in everyday 

life and emphasize that the objective of media studies should be to pursue the critical 

understanding of the particularities of contemporary culture. They suggest “rethinking 

of the place of the media” by bringing the media and media messages in a broader 

sense back to media studies rather than purely taking the early functionalist 

perspective of encoding/ decoding messages.57 For Alasuutari, the third-generation 

scholars do not claim to forsake ethnographies. Instead, they demand the meaning of 

ethnographies in the “‘reception’ of media messages by addressing the audience’s 

                                                            
55 Ibid., 6. According to Alasuutari, the first generation of reception studies is characterized as 
employing a semiotic approach in analyzing how the media message is created and received. The 
second generation is classified with the audience ethnography paradigm. The third generation is 
described as focusing on constructionist views in audience research.   
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., 6-7. 
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notions of themselves as the ‘audience.’”58 They also urge to question discourses and 

frames within which they conceive of the media and content as reality and as 

representations or distortions of reality. 

Active Audience and Resistant Pleasure 

As a response to the emerging discourses on counter-hegemony in subcultures, 

such as youth culture in fashion and music in the domain of Western culture, the 

framework of active audience became influential in cultural studies and led to various 

reception analyses of communities and practices.59 Particularly, Janice A. Radway 

(1984)’s argument on active audience, in her well-known book Reading the Romance 

(1984), is compelling by showing how forty-two romance novel readers engaged in 

reading romance and created their own pleasure. Contrary to the popular assumption 

that romantic fictions inculcate the fantasy of the prince charming in the mind of 

female readers and thus reinforce women’s dependence on men in reality, Radway 

reaches an interesting result that women find “escape” from their domestic roles as 

nurturing wives and mothers by acknowledging “the lack of similarity between events 

in fantasy realm and those in the real world” through their reading experiences.60 In 

addition to the pleasure of “escape” from their tiresome routines, these women have 

the experience of “emotional identification with the central character” which is also 

                                                            
58 Ibid., 7. 
59 McMillin, International Media Studies, 138. Refer to Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures 
in Post-War Britain, edited by Tony Jefferson and Stuart Hall; Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The 
Meaning of Style. 
60 Radway, Reading the Romance, 98. 
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“affectively significant” in their own pleasure of resistant reading.61  

Similarly, Ien Ang (1985) contributes to conceptualizing audience reception by 

elaborating on resistant pleasure. She shows how the sociological approach was 

different from the previously dominant method of semiotic approach in audience 

reception. She pays attention to audiences’ individual viewing experiences and 

reactions, including even silence. Ang problematizes early semiotic approach in 

functionalist mass communication research in which viewers are described as an 

imagined group of passive audience.62 According to Ang, the ideological power of 

media texts situates individuals in relation with certain social phenomena and degrades 

them as measurable variables in mass communication studies. In Watching Dallas 

(1985), Ang provides her insightful analysis of audience reception of media messages. 

In her conceptualization of the viewer’s subjective experience of reading/viewing the 

television fiction Dallas, viewers do not read the text in totality while they are 

watching it. They pick up certain things which they believe as “true to life” elements 

at the level of connotative reading of the text.63 These “true to life” elements create 

emotional meanings. The emotional acceptance as recognizable and, eventually as 

pleasurable, leads to its realism in a “structure of feeling.”64 For example, Dallas 

embodies the “tragic” structure of feeling in which the fluctuation between happiness 

and unhappiness continues. The viewer’s experience of feeling emotional ups and 

downs during watching the fictional world of Dallas constructs a “psychological 

                                                            
61 Ibid. 
62 McMillin, International Media Studies, 137. 
63 Ang, Watching Dallas, 44. 
64 Ibid., 45. 
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reality” in his or her understanding of the text. 65 In this regard, Ang uses “emotional 

realism” to highlight a certain type of emotional reactions, such as pleasure, happiness, 

fear, and sadness, evoked in the reception of media content as resistant to the 

dominant code of reading the media text 

Considering the notion of resistant reading, this term cannot be further 

discussed without mentioning John  Fiske (1987, 1989) who formulated active 

audience theory by expanding Hall’s (1978, 1980) concept of audience autonomy. 

However, Fiske develops his theory of resistant reading in relation with ruling 

ideology in everyday media consumption while Hall conceptualizes the oppositional 

reading in terms of how the reader/viewer adopts or refuses the preferred meaning 

purveyed in the media text. In other words, according to Fiske, audiences actively and 

autonomously participate in meaning-making production and further create their own 

pleasure involving political actions against dominant ideologies of mainstream society 

in everyday culture. He analyzes the way in which teenage girls appropriate pop 

culture by examining Madonna fans.66 From these teenage girls’ view, Madonna 

dominates men and ridicules patriarchal ideology by paradoxically using her sexual 

appeal. Fiske maps the potential trajectory from popular consumption to political 

implication in his observation of young Madonna fans:  

The teenage girls of Madonna who fantasizes her own empowerment can 
translate this fantasy into behavior, and can act in a more empowered way 
socially, thus winning more social territory for herself. When she meets others 
who share her fantasies and freedom there is the beginning of a sense of 
solidarity, of a shared resistance, that can support and encourage progressive 

                                                            
65 Ibid. 
66 Refer to Fiske, Television Culture: Popular Pleasures and Politics; Reading the Popular. 
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action on the microsocial level.67 

Their fantasies of empowerment through consumption and imitation of Madonna 

allow them to escape from ideological control to make meanings based on their social 

experience and also commit political actions against mainstream ideologies.   

Fiske’s approach to and discourse on active audience and resistant reading are 

still prominent in theorizing the audience reception of diverse media content. However, 

his notion of active audience should be distinguished from the dispute over 

romanticizing audience subjectivity in reception studies. Active audience is an 

important reference point in audience reception. Nevertheless, critics have attacked the 

ideas of audience autonomy and active audience as presenting only a positive view 

about audiences’ capacity of liberal interpretations. For example, Tania Modleski 

(1991) criticizes Morley’s enormous, but effective, demonstration of audience 

autonomy in his empirical evidence as “unwarranted optimism.”68 As Graeme Turner 

(2003) argues, Morley fails to achieve his goal of showing the “point of balance 

between autonomy and determination.”69 As Morley imposes his original goal to 

prove the entanglement between individual autonomy and social determination, while 

individuals read certain television program differently, their reading/decoding is 

enacted in their relationships to social class and cultural influence. Similarly, Fiske’s 

suggestions of resistant reading and pleasure in meaning-making process continued to 

instigate arguments on active audience even though his theory was treated sensational 

as an alternative framework to challenge the analysis of media texts in terms of 

                                                            
67 Fiske, Reading the Popular, 104.  
68 Modleski, Feminism without Women, 38.  
69 Turner, British Cultural Studies, 110.  



 

44 

ideological functions in cultural studies. The criticism on Fiske’s active audience 

concerned about the possibility of justifying commercialism and neoliberalism.70 

While cultural studies encountered with a revolutionary framework of audience 

agency and subjectivity to reevaluate the strong tendency of emphasizing pervasive 

ideological functions in the mass media, the opponents argued that Fiske’s concept of 

active audience would result in giving indulgence to producers and largely to culture 

industry because his theory could be used to intensify the individual’s responsibility in 

capitalist social system. However, Fiske’s theory can be viewed as his attempts to 

answer to theoretical inquiries in terms of the premise that “both academics in cultural 

and media studies, and left-wing political theorists and activists have found the 

everyday culture of the people in capitalist societies particularly difficult to study 

either empirically or theoretically.”71  

By adopting Fiske’s mindset and reformulating his theory of active audience, 

this dissertation will, thus, challenge the existent perspective towards the culture of 

everyday life and further to our academic practices in terms of reception studies. 

Moreover, audience agency will be discussed in terms of cultural and communal sense 

aroused through taetkŭl by expanding Fiske’s structualist perspective in his discourse 

on the individual versus the subject. Fiske writes: 

To understand this we need to replace the idea of the individual with that of the 
subject. The individual is produced by nature, the subject by culture. Theories 
of the individual concentrate on differences between people and explain these 
differences as natural. Theories of the subject, on the other hand, concentrate 

                                                            
70 Refer to Budd et al. (1990); Condit (18989); Corner (1991); Curran (1990); Evans (1990); Gripsrud 
(1995); Lewis (1991); Morley (1992, 1993); Murdock (1989); Seaman (1989); Schlesinger, at al. (1992); 
Schudson (1987).  
71 Fiske, “Cultural Studies and the Culture of Everyday Life,” 154. 
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on people’s common experiences as a society as being the most productive 
way of explaining who (we think) are.72 

Fiske refers to Althusser in differentiating the subject from the individual, an actual 

person. The subject reflects consciousness which is constructed by dominant social, 

cultural, and historical elements, such as social class, gender, race, ethnicity, age, 

religion, and so on. Thus, audiences who actively engage in the reception of webtoons 

and related media forms should be considered as subjects, which exist in relation to 

changing cultural, social, political and technological factors.  

Audience Reception in Korean Media Studies  

In Korea, reception studies emerged in the 1990s by introducing earlier 

Western theories to explore television viewers. Yi Kang-su compiled theoretical 

backgrounds in terms of reception studies in Britain and the North American continent 

by mapping out the trajectory of active audiences in 1989.  Along with Yi’s theoretical 

introduction about audience reception in the mass media communication studies, Yi 

Ŭn-mi (1995), Kim Chŏng-gi (1995), Pak Tong-suk (1997), Chu Ch’ang-yun (1998) 

started to examine domestic audiences through the framework of active audience. As 

Sujeong Kim (2010) poses, the influx of scholars from overseas contributed to the 

emergence of audience reception in Korean media studies.73 Most scholars finished 

their degrees in the fields of cultural and media studies in the United States. Their 

attempts to contextualize audience reception also brought about social interests 

particularly since democratization actualized when the civil government for the first 
                                                            
72 Fiske, “Culture, Ideology, Interpellation,” 1270. In this excerpt from Fiske’s 1987 essay on 
Television news, he examines the way television exemplifies Althusser’s theory of ideology as a form 
of interpellation or “hailing.”  
73 Kim, “Audience Studies’ Decoding Model and a Reappraisal of John Fiske,” 2-46.  
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time reigned in 1993. Also, economic growth encouraged various media productions 

to create multi-media channels which penetrated into the daily life of South Koreans.  

Feminist scholars also entered in mass media communication studies at this 

conjecture.74 Majority of the feminist media scholars have drawn attention to female 

audiences in the reception of television programs and empowered the political 

message of subverting patriarchal ideologies from the feminist perspective. Their 

research on television dramas has revealed power structure in gendered viewing 

experience. Contrastively, Korean masculinity has been neglected in media reception 

while the reception of and reaction to problematic representations of femininity in 

television programs have pervaded. However, the research on masculinity in media 

and cultural studies faced a turning point when the so-called IMF (International 

Monetary Fund) financial crisis occurred in 1997. Many fathers and husbands as 

breadwinners experienced unemployment due to unprecedented business bankruptcy 

and massive dismissals. By paying attention to the crisis of masculinity, scholars have 

developed an academic dispute on the deconstruction of masculine identity as a 

patriarch in contemporary Korean society. Most research confines masculinity or the 

mode of masculinity in its relation with femininity in media studies. 75  For example, 

Kang Seung-Hwa, Im Yung-ho, and Noh Tae-Min (2012), in their examination of 

middle-aged men’s viewing experience of melodrama, presume that melodrama is “a 

typical women’s genre” and their research dedicates to scrutinizing how these male 

                                                            
74 Yun Sŏn-yong and Yun Hui-jung (1996); Yun Sŏn-hui (1997); Pak Tong-suk (1998); Chŏn Kyŏng-
nan (1999).  
75 Song, M. H. (2007); Kim, C. T. (2007); Lee, H. J. (2013); Kim, M. (2014).  
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viewers rationalize their feminine taste. 76 Although they find that male viewers create 

distance from emotional engagement in television viewing while they enjoy watching 

melodrama, it is evident that their premise is problematic since they employ the 

dichotomous approach to whether men reveal implicit femininity or not in their 

cultural experience of watching television dramas. Gender-oriented imbalance in 

media reception studies seems to exacerbate this phenomenon and neglect the 

emergence of affective male audiences in the reception of webtoons and cross-

platform consumption.  

Webtoons and their audiences, and even multiple transmedia productions, 

demand a close examination in different cultural contexts and situations. Nonetheless, 

academics in cultural and media studies opt to stick to the term “active audience(s)” 

due to the conventional approach of a binary structure of passive versus active frames. 

The term “active audience” apparently helps conceptualize affective male audiences’ 

active engagement with webtoons and their transmedia productions. Yet, this tendency 

excludes in-depth consideration of drastic changes in media environment. This raises 

the problem of the existing approach which lacks in contextualizing intertwined 

relationships among media users. The lineal relationship between television programs 

and their audiences prioritizes an act of interpretation. However, the complex process 

of contemporary media consumption involves multi-dimensional acts of production, 

distribution, reception, and re-production. Audiences can be producers and 

reproducers to other audiences through the simultaneous acts of following and writing.  

                                                            
76 Noh, Kang, and Im, “Men Watching Melodramas,” 221.  
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Audience vs. Audiences 

Recent audience studies attend to articulating popular media culture in 

multifaceted context of everyday life. In terms of the evolving digital environment, 

Livingston (2003) points out the critical role of technology in the transformation of 

audiences into active participants from passive observers in the digital world.77 

Livingston argues that the metamorphosis of audiences in the evolving digital 

environment potentially evokes “the end of the concept of audience” as they continue 

to blur the provider-audience divide.78 However, Philip M. Napoli (2011) evaluates 

this evolutionary process differently. Napoli contends that technology calls for “a 

return to a conceptualization of the audience.”79 By employing new media theorist 

Rob Cover (2004)’s approach to new media technologies, Napoli contextualizes 

audience evolution and criticizes the fallacious arguments on the outset of active 

audience. Though the term “active audience” is often considered as emerging in 

response to the passivity of audience in the criticism of mass media in the late 1970s, 

Cover views this concept as prevalent in pre-mass media era.80 According to Cover, 

media technologies restore the audience’s “capacity to participate in the same ways in 

which a contemporary culture views ancient Greek theatre and communicative forms 

as being driven by active and creative participations over transmission.”81 Ironically, 

the emergence of motion pictures, radio, and television influenced the content 

provider-audience dynamic and their relationship became unidirectional. The 

                                                            
77 Livingston, “The Changing Nature of Audiences,” 338.  
78 Ibid. 
79 Napoli, Audience Evolution, 12. 
80 Rob Cover, “New Media Theory,” 173-191.  
81 Ibid., 150. 
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screening of a piece of film happens in front of many audiences, similar to ancient 

theatres. Yet, the audiences are not allowed to sing a song, talk, or yell at the film 

while they are watching it. They look or watch the content as spectators or a certain 

group of people and try to understand inscribed messages as given the role of audience. 

This one-to-many or top-down relationship between the producer/ media content and 

the audience become institutionalized and media institutions engender more passive 

conceptualization of their audience.82 Thus, the uncritical use of this singular form, 

“audience,” reveals the problematic tendency of underestimating the capacity of 

audiences who can produce, circulate, and reproduce media content and social 

knowledge. By virtue of new media technologies, audiences visualize their capacity 

and demand the redefinition of the term “audience.” 

In discussing the role of affective male audiences and their influences on 

cultural consumption, the terminology “audiences” will be consistently used since this 

dissertation relies on the framework of active audiences. The singular term “audience” 

and the other terms, such as “reader” and “viewer,” will be also used to convey 

original concepts and arguments in the chapter of grounding the relationality of active 

audiences and webtoons. For webtoon audiences, webtoons require multiple actions of 

reading, seeing, watching and sometimes listening when they have animation effects 

and background music. They also write while they are reading and watching. Their 

acts of writing represent their active reception and involvement in meaning-making 

process as a “user,” “consumer,” and “prosumer” who simultaneously perform several 

                                                            
82 Napoli, Audience Evolution, 13. 
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roles of a consumer, distributor, and a producer in contemporary media culture.83 

Their multi-dimensional engagements in the reception of webtoon content ultimately 

emphasize diversity as a conspicuous feature of webtoon audiences. They thus refuse 

to be identified with a coherent group of audience.  

Regarding the textual study of media content, the terms “readers” and “viewers” 

may be appropriate. In Television Culture (1987), Fiske uses the term “readers” 

frequently to highlight their active participation in decoding a text and making 

meanings as an embodiment of a productive moment of interaction. Fiske clarifies 

how related terms of “reader,” “viewer,” “audience,” “audiences,” and “spectator” are 

different in the reception of a media text.84 The reader, as mentioned above, is “the 

producer of texts, the maker of meanings and pleasures.”85 They can be used as a 

common terminology for all types of texts. The term “viewer” often appears in 

television studies in contrast to the “cinema spectator” to highlight the viewer’s active 

watching of a variety of television programs. The viewers choose programs and decide 

whether they selectively watch or stay until the program ends. Their arbitrary choices 

are closely connected to their social status and lifestyle. The viewer’s social relations 

heavily influence one’s watching experience and the process of meaning making as 

well. The other two terms, “audience” and “audiences,” evoke tension in media-

audience dynamics. The singular term “audience” and its pluralizing term “audiences” 

                                                            
83 Alvin Toffler uses the term “prosumer” combining professional and consumer in a commercial 
environment in his book, The Third Wave. New York: Morrow, 1980.  
84 Fiske, Television Culture, 16-17. Also, refer to Tony Bennett (1996), “Figuring Audiences and 
Readers,” and Jay Blumer (1996), “Recasting the Audience in the New Television Marketplace?” in 
Audience and Its Landscape, edited by Hay, Grossberg and Wartella. Janet Staiger (2005) also admits 
that “vocabulary matters” in Media Reception Studies but she started her book with using “the terms as 
compatible” in the introduction (3).  
85 Ibid., 17. 
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may be confusing. To distinguish “audiences” from its singular form, Fiske 

problematizes the term “audience” as a homogeneous mass of people.86 This term 

reflects the producers’ desire to perpetuate their power over an imagined 

homogeneous group of people. In this structure, the producers can ignore not only 

audiences’ autonomy but also heterogeneity, including a great diversity of class, 

gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, religion, politics, etc. While the term 

“audience” strengthens a vertical relationship between the producer and the audience, 

the plural term “audiences” draws attention to diverse indexes and complicates the 

relationship between media and audiences. In addition to diversity and complexity in 

the media-audiences relationship, the “audiences” challenges its concept by blurring 

the boundary between consumers and producers. The audiences become producers and 

prosumers simultaneously in the noticeable technological shift of contemporary 

society.  

Melodrama as a New Mode of Reception  

To suggest reviving and rethinking the concept of “active audiences” in the 

reception of webtoons and their cross-platform productions, melodrama will be used 

as a lens to theorize the emergence of affective male audiences in a new space of 

taetkŭl. By employing Joan Copjec’s (2004) reading of Peter Brooks (1995), 

melodrama provides an explanation on the formation of the “citizens” in the “public 

space” as a new entity in a new type of space in a certain historical moment. As 

Copjec’s well-known premise that “crying was an invention of the late eighteenth 

                                                            
86 Ibid., 16.  
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century” indicates, this “brand new literary form” of melodrama was “designed to give 

people something to cry about.”87 The birth of bourgeois, popular culture, chaotic 

situation, the needs of ethics in the 19th century require the newly emerging group of 

people to express themselves to identify with changing values. Crying allows the 

citizens not only to become visualized but also to establish a new form of subjectivity. 

Copjec, in her analysis, focuses on the relationship between the citizens as “a new 

entity” and the public space as “a novel type of new space.”88 This framework helps 

understand male audiences as a new, subjective “entity” who are engaging in the more 

active, affectionate, and emotional space of taetkŭls. 

Copjec develops her understanding of melodrama as a literary form in her 

analysis of crying by adopting Brooks’ redefinition of melodrama. In The 

Melodramatic Imagination, Brooks pays attention to a series of revolutions in France 

since the French Revolution began in 1789 and demonstrates the (re-)establishment of 

the “essential moral universe in a post-sacred era” in the rhetoric of morality through 

his close reading of the 18th and19th French romantic dramas and novels.89 Brooks 

focuses on the certain historical moment which has been considered one of the most 

cultural, emotional and political turmoil and strongly influenced literary artists, 

including novelists and playwrights. He reformulates melodrama by using it as 

adjective -“melodramatic”- in order to explore aesthetics of most popular cultural 

forms, novels and dramas, whose content was commonly described as sentimental. 

The French writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau first used the term “melodrama” in his 

                                                            
87 Copjec, Imagine There’s No Women, 109.  
88 Ibid., 251. 
89 Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination, 15. 
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sentimental novels and plays.90 Then, this term spread to other European areas and 

represented emotional excess or hyperbole in European romantic literature. This 

phenomenon brought about unexpected confusion between sentimental literature and 

melodrama.  

In the 20th century when melodrama transformed into a dominant form of 

television drama and Hollywood film, according to Davis Kimberly (2007), 

sentimentality still showed a strong connection with a literary genre and remained in 

the domain of women’s domestic romance fictions.91 In their different generic 

developments, sentimental implies an emotional register and became degraded as an 

excessive emotionalism. In this way, the playwrights “mocked the sentimentality of 

women who lived to feel moved by the worst of clichés.”92 The bourgeois demands of 

a new bodily practice in the public space in the 19th century, which altered the way 

ordinary people used to display their emotions in front of others, devalue the 

demonstrative aspect of tears and further confines tears in the private space. Thus, 

weeping became considered as opposed to a system of rationality and self-control in 

the public sphere of masculinity.  

The similar consequence happened to melodrama when it emerged as a popular 

form of television dramas and films in the twentieth century. Melodrama has been 

defined as a female-centered genre in film and media studies. In fact, Steve Neale 

(2000), in his noticeable work on Hollywood film genres, points out to the confusion 

between a woman’s film and melodrama in the feminist criticism in which the term 

                                                            
90 Dissanayake, “Introduction,” 1. 
91 Kimberly, Postmodern Texts and Emotional Audiences, 13. 
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“melodrama” is discussed as a synonym of the “woman’s film.” The feminist film 

critics, such as Laura Mulvey (1977, 1987), Barbara Creed (1977), Tania Modleski 

(1982), Linda Williams (1984), Christine Gledhill (1985, 1987), Ien Ang (1985), and 

Mary Ann Doane (1987) have expanded the issues of family and domesticity in 

Thomas Elsaesser (1972)’s account of the family melodrama and posed “the 

importance of issues of gender” to articulate a female point of view on “patriarchal 

contexts of production, circulation and reception.”93  

However, Neale problematizes this established account of melodrama and 

argues that the 1940s and 1950s melodramas did not intend to be female-oriented 

dramas and rather they were more male-centered action movies or thrillers for the film 

reviewers and critics.94 Neale challenges the existent accounts of female-associated 

melodrama from the perspective of reception studies. He attempts an alternative 

conceptualization of melodrama by tracing the use of certain terms, such as 

“melodrama” “melo,” and “melodramatic” in film review-related publications and 

claims a problematic gap between the recognition of melodrama among reviewers and 

academic discourses on this term. According to Neale, melodrama was not used as an 

index of pejorative, low cultural and realism-absent genre along with the 

representation of impaired and castrated masculinity in a patriarchal social structure. 

His approach broadens the scope of discourses on melodrama by involving audiences’ 

responses. This perspective also helps re-evaluate the concept and mode of 

masculinity in accordance with the emergence of affective male audiences in the 

reception practices.  

                                                            
93 Neale, Genre and Hollywood, 184. 
94 Ibid., 181.  
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Neale’s suggestion helps not only the dominant discourse of feminist 

perspective in terms of melodrama in the film studies of 1950s Hollywood, but also 

reveal the problematic linkage between melodrama and women as prevailing in 

current discourse regarding Korean melodrama. The historical concept of melodrama 

in Korea has problematized its terminology as a female-centric genre. Considering the 

time period when melodrama emerged and prevailed in Korea, this term becomes a 

site where a nation is transformed by the global and historical processes of modernity. 

Industrialization and modernization brought the cultural and social transformations. 

However, modernity emerged as a negative connotation of the colonial experience. 

This experience under the colonization by Japan and later the occupation by America 

led to the destruction of the existing social orders. In addition to the colonial 

experience, the outbreak of the Korean War continues to produce the tropes of absent 

father figures and deformed male bodies in melodrama. These national traumas 

doubled the burden on women. Women had to support their families while they were 

forced to retain traditional female roles as subordinate. In this regard, the major 

narratives of melodrama focus on women’s tragedy, which reveals their struggle as a 

single mother and failure to maintain a happy marriage.  

However, Yun Sŏk-chin (2005), a film studies scholar, argues that Korean 

melodrama should be reformulated in terms of emotional values and atmosphere rather 

than genre or form.95 Yun articulates the notion of Korean melodrama by employing 

Brooks (1973)’ concept of melodramatic imagination. By borrowing his language of a 

melodramatic mode of dramatizing didactic morality in modern literature, Yun 
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explores the constant oscillation of “situation[al] ethics” and “emotional values” 

between premodern oppression and postmodern imagination in contemporary Korean 

film and media texts.96 Yun relates this phenomenon of oscillation to audience 

reception of film and media texts because “situation[al] ethics” relies on audiences’ 

perception and understanding of the texts within sociocultural, economic and political 

atmosphere. In this respect, melodrama can be used to understand male audiences’ 

emotional attachment to the media content.  

Overview 

This dissertation is organized into five chapters about the reception of 

webtoons and their transformation into films and television programs. As an 

introduction into the subject, this chapter, “New Media Webtoons and Affective Male 

Audiences,” provided a historical timeline on the emergence of active audiences in 

media reception along, in particular focusing on that of affective male audiences in the 

contemporary media consumption of webtoons and other related media forms. 

Combining a contextual-empirical approach with a textual analysis, the following 

chapters explore new media consumption practices by focusing on webtoons and 

audiences’ taetkŭl engagement. Chapter 2, “Webtoons Mediating Sympathetic 

Imagination: Worlding the Story of Along with the Gods,” examines the popularity of 

Korean webtoons and their transmedia platform adaptations by focusing on the 

webtoon Sin kwa Hamkke (Along with the Gods, 2010-2012, and reserialized in 2017), 

its film adaptation, and taetkŭl activities. By drawing on Ryan and Thon’s (2014) 
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centering of narratology in their analysis of multiple medial transformations of content, 

as a counter-point to the theoretical elaboration of “media convergence,” I take up 

their concept of “storying the world” to depict migration of a specific narrative from 

one medium to another medium or other media.97 Ryan’s term “world imagination” is 

crucial in contextualizing webtoon reception. I hold that in the audience reception of 

webtoons, people create a world of “sympathetic imagination” which not only 

mediates their interactions with the content but also helps them construct their own 

stories about their experiences.98 When audiences are drawn into the webtoon content 

and develop a sympathy for particular characters, the emotional and imaginary flow in 

their interactions with the narrative creates a mental image of the world through which 

they begin to learn how to organize and interpret their own experiences. I see 

sympathetic imagination less as an individual experience of a personal daydream or 

fantasy than as a catalyst for interactions, both with the content and with other 

audiences, that evokes sympathy through taetkŭl writing. 

The purpose of Chapter 3, “Rethinking Contemporary Korean Masculinities 

through the Bromance and Tears: Korean Men Watching Misaeng,” is to delve into 

the multifaceted meanings of changing forms of contemporary masculinity in relation 

to emotions. Yun T’ae-ho’s Misaeng (An Incomplete Life, 2012-2013) will be 

analyzed by focusing on changing aspects of masculinities, which are discussed in 

relation to the concepts of “vulnerable masculinity,” otherwise known as the “crisis of 
                                                            
97 Ryan, “Transmedia Storytelling: Industry Buzzword or New Narrative Experience?” 1-19. 
98 Sin, “A Prefatory Motto of Visual Age for Empathetic Imagination,” 33-47; Lee, “Age of Visual 
Culture, Construction of Hyperreal World and Sympathetic Imagination.” Culture and Convergence, 
43-64. Sin first uses the term “empathetic imagination” to describe the values of the visual media age, 
in contrast to those of prior, text-oriented cultures. Lee draws on Sin’s terminology to analyze 
hyperreality in the age of visual culture, but he translates it into “sympathetic” instead of following 
Sin’s preference for “empathetic.”  
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masculinity.” The main focus of the text is the intimate form of male bonding among 

characters and the tears they shed, which in turn spur audiences to sympathize with 

those characters. In effect, the form of intimate homosocial bonding portrayed in the 

work serves to create uncharacteristically emotional relationships among its male 

characters. Misaeng fans pay attention to these male characters’ relationships and 

often use the term “bromance” to distinguish them from a typical masculine character 

in a heterosexual relationship.99 The “bromance” will be examined by relating to Eric 

Anderson’s (2009) theory of “inclusive masculinity,” which examines young men’s 

friendships and contemporary homosociality in Western culture. “Inclusive 

masculinity” suggests rethinking the traditional and dominant mode of masculinity in 

contemporary media representations that R. W. Connell (Raewyn Connell) called 

“hegemonic masculinity.” Considering the emergence of affective male audiences, I 

will argue that in response to sociocultural transformations the new reception practices 

enable men’s tears. Moreover, this social phenomenon sheds new light on the 

reformulation of masculinity, which can be examined as indicative of broader 

transformations in culture, society, politics, and the economy.  

In Chapter 4, “Melodrama as a New Mode of Webtoon Reception,” theories of 

melodrama will be reexamined in relation to emotions and bodily reactions to 

conceptualize how webtoon reception must be understood as a broader cultural mode, 

rather than an individual experience, of reception. While having emotional interactions, 

male audiences reconstitute their lives in the form of “small narratives” that refer at 

times to their tears. As opposed to the current perception of melodrama as a female-
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centric genre, this chapter proposes melodrama as a mode of reception that engages 

men’s emotions in new ways, as part of a larger cultural reaction to social 

transformations. The historical trajectory of melodrama scholarship will be closely 

explored to address the tendency to focus on its relationship with women. The 

discussion will consider in particular the historical and cultural context of South Korea. 

For example, Pak Yu-hŭi (Park Yu-hee)’s (2007, 2009) conceptualization of the 

tension between the “fixation” (固定) of conservative conventions and the dynamic 

“movement” (力動) of narrative conventions on Korean melodrama has been 

formulated to underscore how the tension enhances the “flexibility” and “fluidity” of 

Korean melodrama, enabling them to transcend the boundaries of genre.100 Moreover, 

by introducing Yi Ho-gŏl (2005)’s framework on male melodrama, the phenomenon 

of male tears will be explored within Korean historical context.101  

The final case study in Chapter 5, “Emotional Encounters in Webtoon 

Reception of North Korean Refugees,” turns to the sociopolitical problem of North 

Korean refugees (defectors) in South Korea by looking at Choi Sŏng-Guk’s webtoon 

series, Rodong Simmun (Labor Interrogation, 2016-2018). As the first North Korean 

defector webtoonist, Choi deploys North Korean defectors’ survival narratives in 

South Korea based on his actual experiences and interviews. He facilitates taetkŭl to 

encourage audiences to engage with each other through this intimate form of 

communication. The involvement of audiences who ask questions and engage in 

debate in the taetkŭl section results in emotional encounters on various aspects of the 

                                                            
100 Pak (Park), “Introduction,” 11; Park, “A Study on the Formation of Korean Melodrama Genre 
Concept,” 181-212. 
101 Yi, “Shinp’a Yangshik Yŏn-gu (Study on the Mode of Shinpa),” 15-20. 
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resettlement of North Korean refugees. In this way, Choi’s webtoon creates a sense of 

intimacy among audiences and elicits their sympathy regarding the refugees’ survival 

narratives, while also calling attention to the larger issue of unification on the Korean 

peninsula. Furthermore, audience interactions in the taetkŭl space trigger an 

alternative discourse on the perception of the marginalized in South Korean society, as 

changing concepts of “defection” and “adaptation” complicate the distinction between 

in-group and out-group members in transitional communities. This alternative 

discourse can be considered a reaction against or construction of various borders 

between inclusion and exclusion in the dominant discourses on global migration. 

Ultimately, I explore how audiences’ mediated experiences not only kindle affective 

resonances toward marginalized social groups but can also bring about a vibrant 

cultural power that helps create more concrete diversity in contemporary society. 

This dissertation concludes that modes of masculinity in South Korea (and 

elsewhere) are inevitably changing in accordance with cultural and social 

transformations, including technology. The advancement of technology has enabled 

men to engage in the affective communication form of taetkŭl and envision 

themselves as relatively more affectionate and emotional media consumers, compared 

to the commonly accepted image of male audiences. In considering it as a form of 

aesthetics, masculinity is viewed in this thesis in terms of the emergence of affective 

male audiences in the reception of male-related content in new media webtoons and 

related media productions across multiple platforms. Furthermore, their melodramatic 

sensibility and sympathy arising in taetkŭl challenge existing discourses on 

melodrama in Korean film and media studies, which have focused predominantly on 
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female viewers. Thus, the affective engagement of male audiences in the media should 

be reconsidered both from the perspective of current discourses on the cultural 

practice of media consumption and through a melodramatic mode of reception.  
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CHAPTER 2  WEBTOONS MEDIATING SYMPATHETIC IMAGINATION: 

WORLDING THE STORY OF ALONG WITH THE GODS  

Webtoons, which combine the digital media space of the Internet, with the 

visual format of cartoons, have been transmitted through a wide variety of platforms 

due to easy access to online distribution. Thus, in tandem with the rapid development 

of digital technology, webtoons have flourished on the Korean media scene, and some 

popular webtoons have been adapted or remade into films, television dramas, theater 

productions, musicals, digital games, and even commercial advertisements. The visual 

nature of webtoons and the possibility of tracking their popularity by following the 

number of views and taetkŭl (online comments) they inspire, continues to draw the 

attention of film producers and broadcasting stations. Screen adaptations, in particular, 

have become ever more common since the film version of Yun Tae-ho’s Ikki (Moss, 

2009) attracted, for the first time, more than one million viewers. The phenomenon of 

webtoon cinematization can even be credited with the production of the third most 

viewed film in the South Korean film history: Chu Ho-min’s webtoon series Sin kwa 

Hamkke (Along with the Gods, 2010-2012) whose first part was revived in 2017 as the 

film Along with the Gods: The Two Worlds (dir. Kim Yong-hwa, 2017). 102 That film 

set a record of 14 million viewers when it was released. Part One was pre-sold at the 

Busan International Film Festival to 12 countries and regions, including Taiwan, Hong 

Kong, Macau, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, the Philippines, Cambodia, 

Laos, the U.S., and Canada.103 In the following year, its sequel, Along with the Gods: 

                                                            
102 Refer to “Box Office Database.” Korean Film Council 2018. Retrieved from 
https://www.koreanfilm.or.kr/eng/news/boxOffice_Main.jsp. 
103 Doo, “Webtoon-based Film ‘Along with the Gods’ sold to 12 countries.”  
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The Last 49 Days (2018), was met with another huge success in the domestic market 

and was also exported to Taiwan, Hong Kong, North America, Australia and New 

Zealand.104 Witnessing the market potential of webtoons and profitability of media 

transformation, webtoon service providers have also sought the global cultural markets 

of Southeast Asia, Japan, and the United States and launched webtoon-specialized 

platforms, such as Line Webtoon, in Chinese, Japanese and English.105 The global 

expansion of Korean webtoon platforms and their contents has accordingly been of 

increasing interest to many commentators in the field of Media Studies, particularly in 

relation to the rapid emergence of multiple platforms in the transmedia 

phenomenon.106 Thus, transmedia and transnationalism have come to be seen as 

important topics in current scholarship on the global cultural flow of webtoon 

popularity, outside Korea as well as within.  

I use the term “transmedia” as introduced by Henry Jenkins (2006), who took 

up the phenomenon of transmedia storytelling in the volume Convergence Culture: 

Where Old and New Media Collide. Jenkins describes transmedia storytelling as 

taking place, on an operating system that allows integral elements of a story to get 

dispersed across multiple delivery channels, to provide audiences with a variety of 

entertainment experiences in an integrated format. Unlike the traditional process 

commonly called OSMU (One Source Multi-use), which refers to the movement of a 

story from an original text to different platforms, transmedia storytelling features 

“convergence,” allowing for production of an “integrated story” composed of different 

                                                            
104 DM, “‘Along with the Gods: The Last 48 Days’ hits 10 million admission.”  
105 Pyo et al., “Dynamics Between Agents in the New Webtoon Ecosystem in Korea,” 2161-2178.  
106 Oh and Koo, “Japanese Webtoon,” 49-69. 
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elements that can be used differently by different users, therefore moving beyond a 

linear relationship between individual media and content. For Jenkins, a key element 

in this process is audience participation. Audience participation is crucial, he 

maintains, as a means of integrating stories circulated through a variety of platforms. 

Jenkins proposes, that is, that a population of users is needed who act as subjects 

engaging in a new form of creativity by expanding or condensing a story to fit into 

each different platform. Audiences play a pivotal role in the process of story 

convergence as circulators and creators involved in multiple transformation of media 

content. Jenkins deliberately deploys the term “users,” in this context, to emphasize a 

new condition of consumer culture whereby “users” can move freely between various 

mediums. “Users” disseminate new information through an active and participatory 

form of interactions with media content, and thus maximize the benefits to themselves 

as well as to the content developers. Moreover, Jenkins (2008) is an advocate for the 

right of users to control the flow of cultural content as they participate across the entire 

process of production and consumption. Significantly for my argument, Jenkins’ work 

developed a new emphasis on online activity as a practice that generates opportunities 

for people to form “communities of interest” around content.107  His focus on social 

networks had led him to hold a critical view of the term “audience,” as a term that 

reflects the goals of media companies producing content for audiences, rather than for 

spontaneously emerging communities. For Jenkins, in discussing today’s network 

culture, the notion of more passive “audiences” should be replaced by reference to 

“users” who actively seek diverse content. For him, experiences with multiple media 
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can produce a holistic perspective in users, generating a synergy effect that promotes 

even more user participation in the meaning-making process.  

To posit network users as active subjects with the ability to control media 

content raises, however, another question about South Korean webtoons and their 

reception: how do hierarchies impact the reception of users, and how are global 

academic hierarchies entailed in the theorization of consumer culture in Korea? For 

Jenkins, transmedia storytelling as a process of moving a story from one medium to 

another and transforming it is a significant example of possibilities for agency offered 

by convergence culture.108 Yet, other critics note that each platform a user works with 

is embedded in a power structure within the global economic system. Global platform 

markets are dominated by North America, which already maintains World Wide IP. 

From this perspective, the academic field of transmedia can be seen as simply 

underscoring successful cases of production, distribution, and consumption of various 

media through this hegemonic system. Its hegemonic position is affirmed, by the 

recognition of its ability to provide a global level of circulation for cultural media 

products of various regions. In this respect, media critic Dal Yong Jin (2013) uses the 

term “platform imperialism” to underline this feature of the theorization of 

consumption and commodification of transmedia products. My own approach reflects 

an awareness that we may need to rethink concepts like “transmedia” or 

“transnationalism” in celebrating the global expansion of Korean webtoons, and 

thereby avoid the problem of regarding South Korean media simply as a particularized 

                                                            
108 Pyo et al., “Dynamics Between Agents in the New Webtoon Ecosystem in Korea,” 2161-2178. 
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object seen through the lens of “universal” theories emanating from the North 

American academy.109  

As I have discussed earlier, Jenkins, as well as John Fiske, posit the active role 

of audiences in meaning-making that can resist manifestations of hegemonic power 

embedded in media messages. But we must also ask how, exactly, do audiences 

become such active subjects, or users? How might we locate such activity in the 

phenomenon of transmedia storytelling? While Jenkins proposes that users play a 

transformative role as they move content between multiple platforms, enabling them 

in the process to form communities with other users, he neglects to note that even 

these seemingly endless transformations involved the consumption of a particular 

image or idea provided originally by content producers or media companies. Arjun 

Appadurai (1990, 1996) has also critically commented on globalization as cultural 

imperialism.110 Appadurai’s insightful analysis of global cultural economy proposes 

that media users, in interactions in the global context, are captured by an illusionary 

idea of actively and voluntarily participating in the global flow of cultural products.  

Global circulation through user participation, according to Appadurai, insidiously 

propagates cultural homogenization, which simultaneously aggravates unequal 

relations within capitalism. In a similar vein, the work of Marie-Laure Ryan (2015) on 

cyber culture and narratology, has queried whether transmedia actively can offer what 

                                                            
109 Sakai (2010), “Theory and Asian Humanity,” 450.  
110 Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,” 295.   
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is indeed a new narrative experience for users, or whether such claims are made for 

purely commercial ends.111  

Against the background of these conflicting views on whether or not users can 

freely and voluntarily move across media borders to form “participatory cultures,” 

modifying and expanding content to their own ends rather than being caught up in a 

borderless digital flow that ultimately promotes the dominant ideologies of global 

consumer culture asserting themselves against that assumption, interrogating this 

backdrop of competing views about user autonomy, this chapter will try to undertake a 

detailed consideration of webtoon popularity in relation to the question of transmedia 

content expansion and audience’ interactions.  

Webtoons: Worlding the Story through the Sympathetic Imagination  

 Writing on the rapid proliferation of South Korean webtoons, scholars Ingyu 

Oh and Bonwon Koo (2018) have found a useful point of comparison in the manner 

with which Japanese anime/manga, have achieved global renown in an earlier period. 

Asking why South Korea has become “the leader in the development of webtoon 

platforms and/or applications rather than Japan,” Oh and Koo introduce the example 

of the massive interest in Pokémon over the world, often seen as due to the cultural 

hybridity of the product.112 Oh and Koo refer to discussions by Iwabuchi (2004), Lu 

(2008), Bryce et al. (2010), and Yui (2010).113 Sociologist Koichi Iwabuchi has argued 

                                                            
111 Ryan, “Transmedia Storytelling,” 1-19.  
112 Oh and Koo, “Japanese Webtoon,” 51. 
113 Iwabuchi, “How ‘Japanese’ is Pokémon?” 53-79; Lu, “The Many Faces of Internationalization in 
Japanese Anime,” 169-187; Bryce et al., “Manga and Anime Fluidity and Hybridity in Global Imagery”; 
Yui, “Japanese Animation and Glocalization of Sociology,” 44-50.  
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that Japanese cultural products, such as anime and games, should be considered as 

“mukokuseki (stateless)” because their creators and distributors intended to make these 

products “non-Japanese” or “nationality-less” to facilitate their material and cultural 

consumption.114 Oh and Koo problematize Iwabuchi’s claim on the grounds that 

cultural hybridity does not convincingly explain why South Korean webtoon content 

became globally popular, even if we grant that the success of Japanese magna/anime 

was not because of its “Japaneseness,” but because of its mukokuseki characteristics. 

Cultural hybridity cannot be seen as a distinctive aspect of Japanese manga/anime 

insofar as mukokuseki or transnational features can be found, not only in South Korean 

webtoons, but in the popular cultures of other Asian countries.  

 Rather, for Oh and Koo one difference has been between the closed nature of 

the Japanese manga market by contrast to the openness of the Korean webtoon 

industry. In making this point, they are referring to the difference between the reliance 

of the Japanese manga industry on loyal consumer activities within the otaku system 

of production and distribution, which is closed to outsiders, and the openness and 

flexibility in the space of the Internet that has characterized Korean webtoon 

production at every stage from creation through distribution and consumption. The 

South Korean webtoon industry is, in this sense, an alternative to the traditional 

master-apprentice system of the comics.115 The most significant difference they 

propose, however, is in how each medium or platform constructs and shares a story. 

As they put it, “Korean artists tend to emphasize the importance of worlding the story 

(i.e., giving a corpus to the story), whereas their Japanese counterparts stress the 

                                                            
114 Iwabuchi, 51.  
115 Oh and Koo, 52.  
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importance of storying the world (i.e., giving logos to the story).”116 The crucial 

difference, according to them, is the way Korean webtoon and Japanese manga 

construct, modify, and expand narratives through different platforms. I would like to 

propose that these two features should not be taken as opposites, however. Instead, 

both are closely related to transmedia storytelling, while referring to different concepts 

of arranging the story in the practice of media convergence.  

Drawing on Ryan and Thon’s (2014) proposal that close consideration of the 

multiple media transformations of narrative be undertaken in response to the buzzword 

“media convergence,” I will provisionally substitute the expression “storying the 

world” to refer to the migration of a specific narrative from one medium to others. For 

Ryan and Thon, this process is one in which modified, expanded, or condensed stories, 

plots, or characters still contain traces of the original text.117 The ongoing incarnations 

of Greek myths and biblical stories epitomize “storying the world” because they may 

be used to convey certain principles of Western philosophy. By contrast, what Oh and 

Koo call “worlding the story,” may be taken to refer to Korean webtoons’ more 

abstract and extensive way of creating a storyworld. For Ryan, imagination is key to 

creating a story world: audiences, users, readers, spectators, listeners, or other players 

– in her conception of the storyworld – construct a mental image of the world by 

interacting with the content of the narrative. Ryan and Thon have called this process 

“world imagination” in their book Storyworlds across Media (2014), the sequel to 

Narrative across Media (2004). They replace the term “narrative” with “storyworlds,” 

                                                            
116 Ibid., 66. 
117 Ryan and Thon,  Storyworlds across Media. 
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to convey a new media landscape in which the story crosses the borders of media, and 

cultures as well.  

In order to describe the relationship between what Oh and Koo call “giving the 

corpus to the story” and the process of “worlding the story” through imagination, I 

refer to Kathy G. Short’s (2012) recent conceptualization of a “story.” Short cites 

Harold Rosen (1986)’s argument on the definition of “story.” She sees the “story” as 

“the way we make sense of the world.”118 A story helps us organize our experiences of 

daily life and ultimately leads us to create a meaningful sequence of our experiences. 

It captures various moments of our daily lives, including ambiguous, complex, and 

even chaotic experiences, and encourages us to derive imaginative meanings from our 

interactions, based on our understanding of human life.   

I find Ryan’s term “world imagination” crucial in contextualizing webtoon 

reception, especially in the case of South Korean webtoons. For it suggests that in 

consuming webtoons, people create a world of “sympathetic imagination” which not 

only mediates their interaction with the content, but helps them construct their own 

stories about their experiences.119 When audiences become fascinated and sympathize 

with webtoon content, they create a mental image of the world through which they are 

able to interpret and conceptualize their own experiences. What I have referred to 

earlier as “sympathetic imagination” alludes not so much to the consumption of an 

                                                            
118 Short,  “Story as World Making,” 10 
119 Sin, “A Prefatory Motto of Visual Age for Empathetic Imagination.” 33-47; Lee, “Age of Visual 
Culture, Construction of Hyperreal World and Sympathetic Imagination.” Culture and Convergence, 
43-64; Sin first uses the term “empathetic imagination” to describe the values of the visual media age, 
in contrast to those of prior, text-oriented cultures. Lee draws on Sin’s terminology to analyze 
hyperreality in the age of visual culture, but he translates it into “sympathetic” instead of following 
Sin’s preference for “empathetic.” 
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image or narrative as one’s personal daydream or a fantasy, but rather to how the 

process of reception serves as a catalyst for interacting simultaneously with, for 

example, a webtoon’s content, as well as with other members of the audience.  

 These features can certainly be said to characterize the activities that take 

place in the taetgkŭl space. From a microscopic perspective, the taetkŭl space enables 

audiences’ spontaneous engagements in the process of reading, following, 

commenting and writing. In doing so, audiences also share their responses to the 

content of stories, as well as to the stories of others who write about their own 

experiences and understandings in the taetkŭl space. In this way, different users feel 

some degree of connection with one another based on the experiences of 

understanding and being understood. Taetkŭl helps audiences organize their own 

stories and connect these stories with the world that the webtoon content generates. 

The audience activities in this space thus resonate with what Jenkins sees as 

“participatory culture.” In elaborating on the development of “participatory culture,” 

Jenkins notes that fan cultures blur the definition “between forms of cultural 

production and forms of social exchange.”120 Participation of users in a process of 

communication, as they produce and circulate content according to their interests, 

produces a kind of informal membership, which lets members feel that their 

contributions matter and can expand the world of the media content.   

Macroscopically, webtoon reception can be said to turn the taetkŭl space into 

an Internet fora for contemporary sociocultural issues by spreading, (re-)mediating, 

and (re-)circulating the feelings of konggam (共感; 同感; sympathy or empathy in 

                                                            
120 Jenkins, Itō, and boyd, Participatory Cultures in a Networked Age, 2. 
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different contexts) through continuous communal reading and writing.121 The taetkŭl 

space, in this sense, serves as a public sphere in the digital media era and contributes 

to vibrant cultural and political discussions. In addition to cultivating the cultural sense 

of participation in social life, the visualization of emotional interactions in the form of 

writings in taetkŭl challenge existent discourses that claim it takes place on the basis 

of users’ individual interest in media consumption.122 Sympathetic imagination 

produces a communal sense based on solidarity, understanding, and feeling. It 

facilitates empathetic interchange of thoughts and feelings between audiences and also 

encourages them to engage as subjects in a world where their interaction increases 

self-awareness. The behaviors of clicking, following, and commenting, that is, can be 

seen as enlivening a circulation of emotional interactions, while audiences are 

“worlding” a story through the exercise of sympathetic imagination. With respect to 

sympathetic imagination as an essential aspect of webtoon reception, this chapter will 

now explore the webtoon Sin kwa Hamkke (Along with the Gods, 2010-2012, and 

reserialized in 2017), its film adaptation, and taetkŭl activities, by analyzing how the 

thematic structure of a narrative centering on afterlife constitutes a sympathetic space 

which encourages audiences to imaginatively organize their own experiences of daily 

life.123 I further propose that such encounters with the imaginary space of an afterlife 

                                                            
121 Sympathy and/or empathy is translated into konggam (共感) and/or tonggam (同感). In this chapter, 
konggam is used as the major word interpreting sympathy or empathy in a different context. Their 
differences will be explained later in this chapter.  
122 Park, “Ethics of Others and Narrative of ‘Empathy’ in the 1970s,” 181-203. 
123 The webtoon series Along with the Gods was released on the Internet portal Naver Webtoon from 8 
January 2010 to 29 August 2012 and later published and set a record of nine hundred thousand copies 
of accumulated sales. The film adaptation of this webtoon attracted more than ten million viewers, and 
its tremendous popularity resulted in the second release of its original webtoon in 2017. There are three 
parts: Other World, This World, and The Myths of Gods. The first two parts will be the focus of this 
chapter.  
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enable them to be self-reflexive with regard to contemporary sociocultural issues of 

complex and insecure reality.   

Digital Media  

Analyzing the storyworld of sympathetic imagination, in the digital media 

reception of the webtoon Along with the Gods, requires a close examination of the 

term “digital media” and how it is different from traditional systems of transmitting 

information. Particularly, how can it be compared with the current systems of 

electronic communication via the major forms of mass media, such as film, radio, and 

television? For one thing, the emergence of the digital media or Internet media has 

required shifting conceptions of time and space that challenge established conceptual 

approaches to temporality and spatiality. Time and space may be considered 

indispensable and inseparable elements in the human perception of physical reality. 

They provide the context for a sense of someone’s physical mobility in a concrete 

place. People’s experience of time and space thus plays a role in the formation of their 

sense of identity.  In the sphere of electronic/digital media and communications, 

however, temporal and spatial experiences have been changed. For example, 

information senders and receivers do not have to participate in the communication 

process at the same time or at a given time. The way participation at any given time 

challenges notions of temporal simultaneity and “asynchronism” is considered a 

distinctive temporal characteristic of the digital media. Particularly, digital 

technologies enable communication regardless of a physical location. The medium of 

the Internet changes the perception of place and even transforms the concept of place 
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into a non-place due to the development of the virtual space where people send and 

receive information and also interact with others without meeting a real someone at 

someplace.  

This shifting is also discussed by Panayiota Tsatsou (2009) who 

reconceptualizes time and space by suggesting the electronic media as “mediating” 

time and space. She demonstrates how the question of mediation draws attention to 

electronic media forms which modify and reorganize the multi-layered aspects of our 

experiences of time and space in the context of globalization.124 Tsatsou’s term, 

“electronic media,” includes both electronic and digital media. In her analysis, she 

focuses more on the effects of globalization or globalizing events on time and space, 

which are significantly facilitated by the electronic media, insofar as the transnational 

space of electronic communication has made global-scale events, distant in time and 

space, influential in people’s daily life experiences. This is how attention to mediation 

can be used to address media representations of sociocultural phenomena and 

contemporary experiences of globalization. However, Tsatsou attempts to extend the 

discussion of mediation by relating it to “mediatization” a term used by some scholars 

to consider social impact that goes beyond geographical boundaries, temporal zones, 

and cultural distances. According to Tsatsou, mediatization includes more than simply 

reporting, representing, or conveying events: the media is also “doing something” in 

the sense that it not only reproduces events that have already occurred in places far 

apart temporally and spatially, but also affects how new events will unfold in the 

future, as well as public actions toward distant others. In other words, “meditization” 

                                                            
124 Tsatsou, “Reconceptualising ‘Time’ and ‘Space’ in the Era of Electronic Media and 
Communications,” 11-32. 
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is not just a representation of objective facts, a manifestation of subjective feelings, or 

a transmission of messages, but an active use of the media. It can be seen as a 

performative process through which temporal and spatial mediating experiences 

transform all the elements of communication and media practice, including message 

and content, information sender, content developers/providers, and receivers or 

audience/users.  

While Tsatsou defines the significant characteristics of how digital media is 

mediating time and space, by relating it both to the phenomenon of globalization and 

to “mediatization” as a form of active involvement on a transnational scale in the very 

processes of mediatizing society and culture, she also reviews, two major theories 

dealing with time-space relationships in the age of rapid development of media 

technologies. Anthony Giddens (1990), she notes, argued that technological evolution 

has driven a universalization and “liberalization” of time and space.125 Although 

Giddens concentrates on the question of transmitting information electrically via 

media forms, such as film, radio, and television, his theory of “time-space 

distanciation” makes a central contribution to a wide range of media technologies, 

which “liberate” time and space from the particularities of place, allowing distanciated 

interactions with absent others. For Giddens, another crucial concept is “disembedding” 

– by separating time from space, media technologies allow social interactions to be 

established at a distance from local contexts of presence.126  While forms of 

communication today still tend to consist overwhelmingly of relations of presence, 

relations with absent or non-present others and events also exert influence upon our 

                                                            
125 Tsatsou, 14; Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity.  
126 Giddens, 21. 
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experiences. By facilitating distanciated interactions that are disembedded from spatial 

and temporal contexts, the “stretched” relationships between “local” and “distant” 

media forms intensify the influence of distant events on people’s everyday experiences, 

and expand their consciousness by constructing a virtual context of the world.127 These 

observations suggest people’s intermediary experiences in such practices as writing 

and reading taetkŭl, can make absent others, or distant audiences and users, intimate 

and familiar through a distanciated, but influential, form of communication. 

Cautioning that the intimate and familiar form of communication he describes should 

not be confused with the pervasively used term “global community,” Giddens 

proposes the less controversial expression, “an embedded affinity to place.”128 His 

analysis of “disembedding” is meant as a counter-point to most debates on modernity, 

which, according to Giddens, ultimately imply an end of community in modernity, 

even if they start by emphasizing modernity’s different sense of communal values 

from pre-modern conditions.  

Another salient theory is “time-space compression,” formulated by David 

Harvey (1989; 1993), in his well-known book The Condition of Postmodernity.129 

Tsatsou pays attention to how Harvey differently uses the notions of “universalization” 

and “liberalization” of time and space from Giddens. Harvey has argued that time 

invalidates space by universalizing and liberating time from space, suggesting that in 

post-modernity time has overcome the limitations of space, while space has undergone 

a time-space compression that overcomes the limit of time accordingly. He points out 

                                                            
127 Ibid., 64. 
128 Ibid., 117. 
129 Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity; “From Space to Place and Back Again: Reflections on the 
Condition of Postmodernity,” 3-29.  
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that technological innovations, such as the railroad, radio, and telephone, increase the 

rapidity of time. Subsequently, recent media technologies have compressed temporal 

units and spatial distance by spurring on rapid levels of exchange across the globe. In 

other words, as the rapidity of time breaks down the barriers of space, globalization 

has intensified. However, Harvey raises concerns about this accelerated time-space 

compression in an age of postmodernity because it accelerates capitalism by speeding 

up global economic processes.    

While both scholars’ positions differ in detail, in terms of the nature of time 

and space in an age of high modernity or postmodernity, they share a common 

perception that our experiences of time and space have been changed by media 

technologies. Communication technologies delivered at the speed of light diminish the 

absolute units of time and space, which were essential in the past. The concept of 

geographical space has been changed, while time and space have been liberated and 

universalized from their relationship with particularized locations. Observing 

distanciated interactions in a period of time-space compression, optimists may argue 

that globalization will create a more homogeneous and horizontal world, which will 

gradually dissipate traditional concepts of ethnicity, as well as the dominance of a 

nation/state-centered belonging based on its territory. The ultimate goal of this 

optimistic view is, thus, enhancing understanding and cooperation between people as 

globalization creates “one world.”  

The stance of optimists toward globalization is reminiscent of Marshall 

McLuhan’s (1964) prediction that a physical distance will gradually be overcome, and 

therefore the world will become an interconnected global village. McLuhan coined the 
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term “global village” to address the phenomenon of the world culture through 

technological advancement, but this term aroused controversy over global-levels of 

uneven economic opportunity and cultural domination. Still, his hypothesis 

surrounding the global village has had a huge impact on the field of media and 

communication studies and influenced many scholars, including Giddens in his 

conceptualization of distanciated interactions. However, it should be borne in mind 

that McLuhan’s claim did not simply have to do with transmitting information at a 

rapid speed, but also with the lessening importance of distance in communication, and 

the restructuring of world relations as humans are affected by distant events. From his 

book Gutenberg Galaxy (1962) to Understanding Media: The Extension of Man (1964) 

and to his posthumous book The Global Village (1989), the conceptions of time and 

space also appear to be important factors in his media philosophy. With shifts from the 

print media to the electronic media, McLuhan argues for the potentiality of restoring 

the ideal communication through a balanced combination of human multi-sensory 

experiences, as given that the emphasis of a (post-) modern society is in the transition 

from the thinking mode of linear logic in visual space centered on literate culture, to a 

holistic, qualitative mode of perception in an audile-tactile space.  

Relating to a dynamically multi-centered mode of mediation, I will argue that 

webtoon audiences, broadly the media user generations of image-sensory stimuli, form 

a radial network through their experiences of digital media in this vein.130 With the 

                                                            
130 Majuch’otta (Encountered, 2017-2018) can be described as a new form of webtoon or interactive 
storytelling which maximizes a media user’s image-sensory experience. By utilizing current media 
technologies, such as face recognition, machine learning, and augmented reality space. Naver webtoon, 
one of South Korea’s major webtoon platforms, partnered with Ha il-kwon to create this interactive 
webtoon in 2017. Each episode invites the reader to become the protagonist to create a story with a 
female student, another main character, in a high school setting. The heroine is isolated in school and 
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print media, knowledge has been developed and accumulated through the form of a 

book which sequentially describes information from the beginning to the end. Today, 

media users, on the contrary, go beyond linear reasoning processes by searching for 

and selecting information in a non-linear manner. Although there is a commonly 

accepted idea that time is irreversible as human life proceeds in the temporal order of 

past-present-future, the generation of digital media users refuses to obtain information 

provided in sequence. Rather, they choose the information as they want, regardless of 

the order of time. In this sense, they prioritize the exploration of space. They engage in 

choosing information and constructing multiple paths in the form of a wave or a radial 

network to interconnect information. This engagement creates various spaces to 

enhance their holistic mode of mediating experiences. A temporal sense, of course, 

exists in the process of spatial expedition. However, these media users do not stress 

the pursuit of facticity, based on linear reasoning, as much as the generation of the 

print culture did. Instead, they strengthen contingency by liberating intuition, 

sensibility, and imagination from the potent influence of the left hemisphere of the 

human brain.  

Interestingly, the dynamically multi-centered mode of mediation seems to be 

quite similar to those of oral culture in which images and verbal communication were 

                                                                                                                                                                           
the reader becomes her only friend who will interact with and comfort her by building a relationship 
with her. By clicking the title page, the space of the webtoon is viewed as a 360-degree panoramic 
image, allowing the reader to look around as if the reader were inside the webtoon as turning the 
smartphone from side to side. The story begins when the reader encounters the heroine who asks the 
reader’s name and also asks the reader to take one’s own photography to converse with one by that 
name. The reader also appears as the image of the photo but as a male character, because the webtoon 
progagonist is a female student. The reader can blow the heroine’s hair and even touch and wipe ice 
cream on her face with a finger. Retrieved from 
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20171217000267; 
https://comic.naver.com/webtoon/list.nhn?titleId=703634. 
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essential as McLuhan pointed out. Of course, there is a fundamental difference that the 

contemporary media reception, combined with digital media platforms, creates 

mythical, fantastic, and legendary meanings transcending primitiveness. Nevertheless, 

the similarity of human sensory experiences cannot be neglected in terms of the shared 

sense of a semiotic festival, including diverse gestures, facial expressions, and 

acoustic and tactile experiences of vicissitudinous narratives. Both the oral and 

Internet cultures promote motility for the integration of individuals and communities 

through a festive, wave form of mediated experiences. Considering the digital media 

environment, the narrative structure of the webtoon and its reception are analogous to 

oral culture. A primitive form of storytelling is found in an oral culture festival where 

tribal members are sitting around campfires and listen to and share stories with each 

other, and further express themselves using various senses. The process in which the 

story is told is more about structuring and reflecting our experiences by evoking 

sympathetic imagination without confirming the facticity of the story. In the mediating 

process of webtoon reception, the story is not only told, changed, and shared, but also 

expands imagination, increases empathy, and forms a sense of solidarity.   

However, a sense of solidarity in webtoon reception should be understood 

differently from the context of a global community who are closely involved in the 

universal context of local transformations. The concept of community is often 

discussed in relation to modernity. The term “community” entails the conformity of 

cooperative Gemeinschaft qualities as reflecting a rational perspective of modern life. 

Benedict Anderson (1983; 2006), in his well-known formulation of the modern nation 

as an “imagined community,” elaborates on an imagined sense of community in which 
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people nurture a sense of national belonging by reading national newspapers. However, 

a sense of national belonging or identity needs virtual others who can threaten the 

boundary of the institutionalized collectivity of the nation-state. In this sense, the 

global community evokes a different sense of communal experience. The category of 

others is ambiguous, since global community or membership is not rendered and 

guaranteed by politically registered institutions, such as the nation-state. The globally 

consumed media do not need to constitute a global community. Thus, media scholars, 

such as Jenkins, advocate the “participation” of media users so that the boundary of 

global media can transcend the modernity-infused concept of community. 

Consequently, the media reception, more specifically webtoon reception, is not simply 

about an extended form of a global community. It is about constructing a sympathetic 

imagination through which people feel understood and connected, and furthermore 

through which they (re-)organize the mediating experiences of their daily lives.   

Imaginary Space between Afterlife and Reality in the Webtoon Along with the Gods  

In the webtoon series Along with the Gods, Chu Ho-min takes up the Korean 

folklore motif of the seven gates in the afterlife to familiarize audiences with his 

central themes of death and the other world. The first part of the series, Other World, 

begins with the sudden death of the protagonist Kim Ja-hong who finds himself 

waking up at his own funeral and then being guided to the next world by three 

officials, employees of the underworld. Without having a moment to grieve over his 

own death, Ja-hong meets a young and competent lawyer, Jin Ki-han, who helps him 

pass through his trial in the seven hells, at ch’ogunmun, the entrance gate of the 
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afterlife. Whereas Chu creates a sense of the proximity of the afterlife by portraying a 

modernized version of the underworld (in the forms, for example of afterlife officials 

wearing suits and taking a subway to the other world), his webtoon retains the visual 

images of the seven hells reenacted in siwangsinang (十王信仰) and siwangdo 

(十王圖), which represent the central belief in retribution against sin and in 

reincarnation embedded in Korean folklore.131 The first court that Ja-hong faces is 

Tosan chiok (the Hell of Tosan, 刀山地獄) which judges one’s level of mercy toward 

others. In this hell, sinners are condemned to eternal suffering as they walk barefoot 

endlessly over mountains formed of sword blades. The next hell is Hwatang chiok 

(火湯地獄), in which sinners convicted of theft are punished by being immersed in 

boiling lava, hydrochloric acid, or waste water according to the nature of their sin. 

Hanbing chiok (寒氷地獄) follows, as a place where those who have committed filial 

impiety are buried in an enormous ice canyon. Kŏmsu chiok (劍樹地獄) is the fourth 

hell. Here sinners who acted selfishly and ignored the difficulties of others are 

suffering from endless cutting in a forest of knives. In Palsŏl chiok (拔舌地獄), the 

tongue of a sinner who has committed a crime involving mendacity is plucked out and 

subjected to being plowed by oxen. In the following hell, Toksan chiok (毒蛇地獄), 

which focuses on murder, serpents inflict severe pain by twisting the bodies of sinners, 

but the major suffering of this hell is that the sinners must fight against one another 

permanently. The last hell is Kŏhae chiok (鋸骸地獄), which is about deceit and 

economic crimes, and where sinners are tortured by from electronic saw. By referring 

                                                            
131 Siwangsinang (十王信仰) is a part of Korean folklore which embodies the presence of a hell. 
Siwangdo (十王圖) is a Buddhist painting about ten gods who are judging the sins of the dead.  
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to the Korean folkloric archetype of hell, the deployment of punishment in each hell 

invokes a didactic message that hell indeed exists and people in this world should be 

wary of sinning. Life in this world does not end with death but continues as karma, 

accompanying the sinner to the afterlife for judgment. As such, the entire process of 

Ja-hong’s experience of trials in the underworld suggests that the suffering caused by 

sin must eventually be accounted for and cannot be escaped forever.  
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this webtoon can be deployed as a space that enables audiences to fulfill their deviant 

wishes and escape from real-life pressures and frustration, since the notion of the 

underworld serves as a space for fantastic or illusionary imagination.132 However, the 

death of Ja-hong, who has just turned forty, from overwork, also draws the attention of 

audiences who read into it the social phenomenon of premature death from physical 

and mental fatigue in contemporary South Korean society. Death is an inevitable event 

which can happen to anyone regardless of age. The matter of death comes to the fore 

as the first few panels convey Ja-hong’s reminiscences from birth to childhood and his 

final moment as an office worker. The main narrative starts from the moment of Ja-

hong’s death and takes place in the other word. Yet, its association with this world 

plays a significant role in informing Ja-hong’s journey in the other world. Jin-han asks 

Ja-hong to write about his life until the moment he died. Ja-hong only writes three 

pages and states, “I lived a very ordinary life so I have nothing to write.” His short text 

about his entire life reads like a resume documenting his education, military service, 

and occupation.  

                                                            
132 Kang, “A Study on the Fantasy of Webtoons Using Classical Literature,” 96-97.  
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heavily on weekends. His prioritization of his job means that he rarely had spare time 

to go out on dates. Ja-hong’s death thus exactly mirrors the reality of the ‘sampo 

(三抛)’ generation, a neologism coined to refer to the younger generations who have 

given up courtship, marriage, and childbirth in contemporary South Korean society 

due to the insecure socio-economic situation.134 During the trial, Ki-han emphasizes 

that Ja-hong is an ordinary man who has tried hard to live his life and been willing to 

help others when he could. Even if Ja-hong’s life cannot be described as virtuous and 

sacred, Ki-han advocates for Ja-hong’s reincarnation, and Ja-hong eventually becomes 

reborn as a human being after the trial. As indicated by the title, the gods appear 

“along with” human beings, and the story is about the human experience in this world. 

The webtoon presents the afterlife as an interconnected space, transcending the 

fantastic realms appearing in our daydreams or illusionary imaginations.  

Another story of Sergeant Yu Sŏng-yŏn’s wrongful death, in parallel with Ja-

hong’s sudden death, also suggests the interconnectedness of this world and the other 

world. Sergeant Yu was accidentally shot by his successor while on vigilance one 

night. A commander, learning of the incident from the successor, worries that his 

chances of promotion might be endangered and therefore decides to bury Sergeant Yu 

alive to conceal the shooting accident. The commander then reports Sergeant Yu’s 

absence as desertion. Sergeant Yu’s widowed mother protests alone against the 

military authorities regarding the obloquy of her son, insisting that her son would 

never desert the army, but her protest is ruthlessly suppressed by the commander. The 

commander’s behavior reflects the absurdity of this world, in which one who 
                                                            
134 The term “sampo (三抛)” generation is now extended to a neologism “N-po (抛)” generations who 
give up more than three matters of courtship, marriage, and childbirth.  
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victimizes others for one’s own interests is able to seize wealth and power. Meanwhile, 

the afterlife officials descend to this world to bring Sergeant Yu, who has already been 

demonized by his unjust death, to the other world, but he reveals the truth to the 

officials and turns back into a moral soul who has forgiven his successor for killing 

him accidentally and who is concerned about his mother who has to live alone from 

now on. On discovering the truth, the senior official Kang-rim visits the commander, 

who still lives without remorse about the accident, and punishes him for his merciless 

and cruel behavior. Kang-rim imprints an invisible mark of heaviness (重) on the 

commander’s forehead, which eventually leads to his roving in hell and undergoing 

aggravated torments without access to a lawyer during his trial. The mark also ensures 

that he is prohibited from being reincarnated into the human world. Kang-rim’s 

involvement legitimizes the connection between the two worlds by substituting a 

verdict of guilty in the other world for the absurdity of this world.  These two worlds 

are interconnected to form a universe, embossed by the principle of causality. 

The didactic lesson on retribution in This World continues by deploying the 

direct intervention of gods in response to injustices in the human world. While the 

commander in Other World symbolizes absurdity, the union leader who hurries, in 

This World, to demolish the redevelopment area, represents economic inequality and 

injustice. The union leader is able to profit from underdeveloped neighborhoods where 

redevelopment-induced gentrification results in a rent gap and increasing land prices. 

Greed compels him not only to turn a blind eye to the difficulties of Tong-hyŏn and 

his grandfather, but also to try to drive them from their house, which is the sole place 

they can live. Hyun Bang Shin (2009) explores the South Korean urban redevelopment 
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project that took place between 1984 and 2003 and criticizes this national housing 

program as embodying a “market-oriented, profit-led renewal approach.” 135 Shin 

argues that the rapid urbanization and late industrialization created a surge of real 

estate demand from the mid-seventies for industrial, commercial, and residential uses, 

but that the demand associated with property-based interests prompted the full 

exploitation of development at the expense of poor owner-occupiers and tenants.136  

Supported by a national housing strategy, individuals such as the union leader spurred 

on demolition to increase housing production without taking into account the social 

justice aspect of redistribution. Poor local residents who desperately need housing are 

forcibly silenced in This World. In response to the life-and-death matter of hanging 

over Tong-hyŏn and his grandfather, the gods of the household decide to intervene and 

protect the house by actively resisting the violent acts of demolition workers. 

Otherwise, the gods themselves will vanish once the house is demolished. The gods of 

the household are obviously mythical characters from a folktale. However, their story 

in the webtoon is not confined to the space of mythical imagination. They refuse to 

remain nothing more than literary characters whose roles are assigned to satisfy the 

deviant desires of audiences who are pressured by daily frustration. Rather, the gods 

are portrayed as actively involved in the problems of this world. Webtoon readers are 

encouraged to reflect on and reorganize their own lives by engaging in their 

imaginations sympathetically, empatheticall, and compathetically with the gods’ 

stories, and thereby to connect those situations with the absurdity and injustice found 

in daily reality.   

                                                            
135 Shin, “Property-based Redevelopment and Gentrification: The Case of Seoul, South Korea,” 906.  
136 Ibid., 906-908. 
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Cinematic Spectacle of Along with the Gods  

When Along with the Gods is converted into another medium, film, the most 

striking element is the spectacular portrayal of the sequences in hell. Through 

computer-generated imagery, the fantastical scenes of hell in the film turn the vague, 

fragmented imagery of hell in Other World into a vast, marvelous landscape by 

visualizing the details of hell so they fill up the screen. In the webtoon, imagination 

takes place between panels and fills in the gutter to maximize emotional experiences. 

However, the cinematic experience connects the instant emotional reactions of viewers 

by exploiting the potency of visual encounters. By being immersed in the mesmerizing 

details of the underworld, such as countless people aflame in boiling lava or a gigantic 

waterfall filling the entire screen, the viewer is momentarily absorbed in the 

spectacular scene and simultaneously engulfed by overwhelming fear. Unlike the 

webtoon, where each hell appears with a label that indicates its name in modern 

parlance, the spectator is able not only to recognize at a glance what kind of 

punishment sinners are undergoing but also concentrate more fully on the spectacular 

representation of hell. When Ja-hong enters the first hell, renamed Hell of Murder, the 

camera quickly zooms in on the blazing lava pool of the hell, moving from top to 

bottom and passing through wailing people in the enormous lava pool. In the 

following hell, which punishes indolence, the camera descends the waterfall and 

switches its focus to the sinners on the island surrounded by the gigantic fall. The 

sinners appear in the next scene as if a swarm of ants is being chased by an enormous 

rolling rock.  
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In addition to the film’s particular and spectacular representation of hell, its portrayal 

of the transformation of Ja-hong’s younger brother Su-hong into an evil spirit is 

distinctive from that in the webtoon. In the film, Su-hong replaces Sergeant Yu, the 

character in the webtoon who was accidently shot while on duty and buried alive by 

his commander. Consumed with rage, Su-hong turns into a demon when the 

commander who killed him inflicts violence on his mother. The scene of his 

transformation is extended in the film by creating an enormous sandstorm, while in the 

webtoon Sergeant Yu’s furious soul is depicted as a large black balloon whose 

succinct description leaves space for the imagination of readers. However, the 

spectator directly confronts Su-hong’s anger when viewing the spectacular sequence 

in which his spirit rapidly transforms into a gigantic sand monster.  
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The spatial shifting into a separate, disconnected place registers the other world as an 

imaginary product that maximizes on visual sensibility. 

Joo Min-jae (2019), in his analysis of the relationship between media 

conversion and storytelling, also argues that the media transformation of Along with 

the Gods is commercially successful because of its focus on spectacle; that the 

cinematic representation of hell creates a visually rich universe in which spectators 

lose themselves.137 The concept of cinematic spectacle has been addressed in relation 

to the intensity of visibility. Steve Neale (1979), in his earlier essay, “Triumph of the 

Will: Notes on Documentary and Spectacle,” provides a notion of spectacle as “a 

specific form of the evocation and the satiation of the scopic drive, a system which is 

especially concerned both to stress, to display, the visibility of the visible.”138 Neale’s 

approach to spectacle emphasizes its functional influence on the spectator, who is 

enticed not merely to see a film, but to gaze intently at particular moments. In this 

sense, cinematic spectacle strategically becomes a “lure” as a “looked-at” object for 

the spectator who is looking at it in a hierarchical position. Laura Mulvey (1975; 1999) 

problematizes this power structure-embedded relationship between the spectator and 

spectacle by pointing to male gaze-induced images of female figures in mainstream 

Hollywood films.139 According to Mulvey, the divided relationship between the look 

as male, or active, and the object of look as female, or passive, strengthens and 

furthermore perpetuates the larger narrative of patriarchy. Neale (1983), later, 

expanded on Mulvey’s formulation of “to-be-looked-at-ness,” thereby urging on the 

                                                            
137 Joo, “Relationship between Media Conversion and Storytelling,” 161-189.  
138 Neale, “Triumph of the Will,” 66.  
139 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” 833-844. 



 

95 

investigation of this structural analysis to explore “why the erotic elements involved in 

the relations between the spectator and the male images have constantly to be 

repressed and disavowed.”140 These two pundits demonstrate the gender politics 

implicit in the market profitability of mainstream commercial films, which constantly 

facilitate the female and/or male body as erotic spectacle rather than as an essential 

part of the narrative.  

Geoff King (2000) also admits the excessive use of spectacular scenes in visual 

effect-oriented film-making, particularly in regard to Hollywood blockbuster movies. 

However, the assumption of separating spectacle from the narrative is interrogated in 

King’s analysis, which acknowledges the contribution of spectacular sequences to 

enhancing a coherent narrative. 141  By drawing on the complex relationship between 

narrative and spectacle, Simon Lewis (2014) proposes a “balance between the two.” 

142 Lewis explicitly accounts for the concept of spectacle as an information-

transmitting element of film and rearticulates spectacle as “non-narrational 

transmission.”143 Lewis is concerned with the tendency of narrative emphasis in 

mainstream cinema and claims that both narrational and non-narrational transmission 

simultaneously occurs throughout films.  

In light of Lewis’ suggestion, the spectacular sequences in the film Along with 

the Gods can be viewed not only as a medium that maximizes on sensual, yet visually 

centered, experiences of horror but also as a catalyst for transmitting new information 

                                                            
140 Neale, “Masculinity as Spectacle,” 136. 
141 King, Spectacular Narrative, 4.  
142 Lewis, “What is Spectacle?” 217. 
143 Ibid., 216. 
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entailing a conflict structure-oriented storytelling in the transformation from one 

medium to another. Ja-hong, in the webtoon, is an ordinary office worker who died 

while working. In the film, however, he plays a firefighter who also died on the job 

but while saving the lives of others in a fire. Because of his sacrifice for others, Ja-

hong is given the title of a righteous soul (貴人) but soon faces difficulties during his 

trial, as his younger brother Su-hong turns into a demon after his unjust death. By 

relating these two characters as family members, the film version conveys a unified, 

condensed narrative centering on a confrontation between the siblings in hell. The 

spectacular sequences visually highlight Ja-hong’s desperate struggle in his journey 

through hell, in the course of which family secrets shared by the two main characters 

are gradually unveiled as his trial proceeds. Another major change is Ja-hong’s lawyer, 

Ki-han, who is extraordinarily popular in the webtoon due to his unpredictable 

behavior in saving Ja-hong from his intense trial. This character has been eliminated in 

the new narrative. Of course, practical issues, such as time constraints and capital 

limitation, are critical in transforming the webtoon into a two-hour film. Instead, 

Kang-rim, another charismatic and popular character, who escorts Ja-hong to the 

afterlife and also punishes Sergeant Yu’s superior in this world, conducts the role of 

an afterlife lawyer for Ja-hong. While Kang-rim and his colleagues escort Ja-hong and 

defend him in the trial, they encounter evil spirits that Su-hong’s involvement brought 

about. In their challenge against lemures, spectacular actions fill out the entire screen 

and attract the spectator to the conflict-centered narrative. In this way, the 

transformation into another storytelling structure allows the spectator to focus on new 

information transmitted by the cinematic spectacle.  
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The conflict between the two brothers is dramatized in the second half of the 

film as the narrative heads toward its climax. Their confrontation comes to the fore in 

the hell of violence, and then the two brothers face the truth in the following trial, in 

the hell of filial impiety. A family narrative, or a narrative centering on conflict 

between family members, usually ends up with reconciliation to protect the deeply-

embedded ideology of the traditional family system. This film also follows the 

principle of reconciliation at the end of the narrative. In the flashback of Ja-hong’s 

childhood, it is revealed that he tried to kill his mute mother and commit suicide due to 

their extreme poverty and dispair. When Ja-hong hesitated to suffocate his mother, Su-

hong found them and immediately halted his brother’s attempt at murdering their 

mother. Ja-hong beat his brother handily, exploding in anger toward himself, and then 

left home. Following the incident, Ja-hong was filled with remorse and decided to 

dedicate the rest of his life to supporting his family and helping the vulnerable. His 

decision leads him to a virtuous life, but he suddenly dies without having a chance to 

ask his mother’s forgiveness for his unfilial behavior. When the judge of the final trial 

is about to declare Ja-hong’s guilty verdict, his mother’s awareness is represented in a 

spectacular scene in which the figure of his mother’s face emerges from the sand with 

a tear streaming down her cheek. This implies her forgiveness and her unconditional 

love toward both sons. However, the ending sequence is often criticized as nothing 

more than a tear-jerker. Lee Tae-hun (2018), in his analysis of webtoon cinematization 

in the film industry, castigates tearful scenes in which a sudden shifting to maternal 

love disrupts the coherence of the narrative – even when it is presented as momentary, 

complex, and faithful to reality.144 Considering the trend of abrupt reconciliations in 
                                                            
144 Lee, “Analysis of Popular Artistry of Film Industry on the Trend of Filming of Webtoon,” 391-398.  
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mainstream South Korean cinema, the film adaptation of Along with the Gods, as a 

commercial film, cannot be free from the capitalist aspect of a market profitability-

oriented cultural product which reaffirms existing sociocultural values.  

Imagination and Sympathy  

Imagination is a key term in exploring the reception of Along with the Gods. 

Imagination, or the nature of imagining, is critically analyzed as early as David 

Hume’s (1739; 2007) Treatise of Human Nature. By distinguishing it from a “fancy” 

or a “mere fiction,” Hume’s epistemological approach to the imagination can 

contribute to expanding our awareness regarding the scope of perception and how we 

reconstruct perceptual experiences, bodily sensations, and even feelings, rather than 

developing elaborate sensory inputs.145 A proper definition or understanding may be 

difficult, as Hume uses this terminology in a wider context than the narrower notion of 

imagining in the contemporary sense. Hence, I will focus on two words, “impression” 

and an “idea,” which Hume facilitates to expound on imagination in contrast with 

memory. According to Hume, in the oscillation between an impression and an idea, 

the mental process diverges into two separate stages: memory and imagination. The 

experience of being impressed leaves some imprinted feelings or thoughts in one’s 

mind and they later reappears, but in the form of an idea lacking vividity. The loss of 

vitality determines whether the idea is recalled as a memory or perceived as a working 

of the imagination. The apparent division is impossible, but the distinction between 

them imparts a sense of how the imagination operates differently from memory in the 
                                                            
145 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, I.ii.4; Hume also uses the word fancy as imagination in a 
certain context. After the first publication, he added a footnote which acknowledges his inconsistent use 
of the terminology.  
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processing of perceptions. Hume posits that memory-induced ideas occur to the mind 

in a “forcible manner” when we remember a past event. In other words, the memory 

preserves the original form of an impression and forestalls potential intervention by 

any other thoughts or feelings (I.i.3). On the other hand, the idea of the imagination 

liberates the function of perception from the original impression.146 Hume claims, “the 

imagination isn’t bound to keep the same order and form as the original impressions 

had, whereas the memory is in a way tied down in that respect, without any power of 

variation.”147  

 Pondering Hume’s observation, we can reach the conclusion that the 

disposition of imagination is a power of variation in perceptual experience. Memory 

requires order and form, which are considered indispensable elements of reasoning. 

However, the act of imagining can occur as a variable in the tensional relationship 

between the real (thinking, reasoning, and an original form of impression) and the 

ideal (feeling, emotion, and sensation). Imagination begins from the dialectic process, 

in which arises both the recognition and negation of a perception of reality. This 

process is embedded in our perceptual experiences in which imagination encompasses 

the purpose of life by allowing our experience to be reconstructed through discovery 

and exploration. In this regard, imagination can be viewed as a perception of our 

conscious attention to the people and events surrounding us.  

This conscious attention to objects, events, or other people is closely related to 

sympathy, which fosters a sharing sentiment in the presence of emotional relationships. 

                                                            
146 Ibid., I.i.3 
147 Ibid. 
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In the process of communities reforming themselves, this concept of sympathy is used 

to stress intimate relationships with others. Myoungkyu Park (2015) argues that 

sympathy became important as an emotional element in the concept of the nation 

(minjok) forged during the transformation of Korea from 1860 to 1920, when 

European civilization expanded into East Asia.148 Park introduces Yi Kwang-su’s 

conceptualization of sympathy as “an attitude of understanding the thoughts and 

behaviors of others by putting one’s mind and body in their position.” 149 By 

cultivating shared feelings with others within the boundary of community, sympathy 

emerged in Korea as a new moral sentiment which denounces the neo-Confucian 

morality of self-discipline. Yi, in his earliest modern novels, emphasizes the Korean 

people’s emotional solidarity in fostering community values to overcome their 

political, economic, and sociocultural suppression under Japanese colonization. He 

urges a communal sense of pride in hanminjok (the Korean nation and people) to 

remind the Korean people to identify and furthermore sympathize with other 

community members, who endure and resist foreign intrusion together. As Park points 

out, this new concept of sympathy was introduced to Korea from the West via Japan 

as “a new element of moral solidarity.”150  

Adam Smith (1759) theorizes moral sentiments in relation to community and 

democratic values. Smith conceives sympathy as “a mechanism that enables 

individuals to understand and assess the whole spectrum of others’ sentiments, 

                                                            
148 Park, “From Shame to Sympathy.” 
149 Park cited to Yi Kwang-su’s “Tongjŏng” (Sympathy), Chŏngchun (Youth), 3 (1914), 57-64.  
150 Ibid, 281. 
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including sorrow, resentment, and joy.”151 Smith highly values its evolved capacity to 

mirror and understand others’ sentiments in relation to his goal of achieving a 

politically harmonizing society. Willing members of collective social groups share 

similar emotional responses to the same circumstance, and they experience the same 

types of sentiment through sympathy. However, Smith’s conceptualization of 

sympathy reveals its limitations by equating it with a communal sense or “fellow-

feeling” fostered by solidarity. In the late eighteenth century, Smith tried to liberate 

the word “sympathy” from its inflexible category as a noun to extend its meaning 

predicatively to express different categories of emotions, such as joy and pleasure. 

Smith differentiates sympathy from pity and compassion: “Pity” and “compassion” are 

labels for our fellow-feeling toward the sorrow of others. “Sympathy,” though its 

meaning may originally have been the same, can now be used appropriately to denote 

our fellow-feeling toward any passion experienced by others.152  

Smith’s attempts to redefine sympathy in relation to a communal feeling 

toward ethical values ironically reconfirm its category as a kind of feeling toward 

others. Sympathetic understanding or sympathizing with others is hardly a simple way 

to express inner feelings toward others. Its revelation can be intertwined with desire, 

which may jeopardize the justice of society, due to the precarious connection with 

compassion. The conscious recognition of the impossibility of sympathizing with the 

suffering of others casts an epistemological and philosophical question about ethical 

dilemmas between self-centered desire and ethical sentiments toward others. An 

indelible distance in understanding others’ suffering calls attention to Husserl’s 

                                                            
151 Ure, “Sympathy and Antipathy in the Extra-Moral Sense,” 230. 
152 Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, I. i.i. 5.  
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philosophical approach to intersubjectivity deriving from the empathic senses of other 

persons. The interchange of thoughts and feelings between two persons enables 

experiencing or imagining the feelings and motives of another consciousness. This 

experience shapes self-awareness that transcends the perspectives and assumptions 

embedded in cultural, economic, historical, and social environments. The Husserlian 

understanding of empathy starts from the conceptualization of a consciousness, which 

rejects all assumptions about oneself, others, culture, empirical psychology, and 

human nature.153 Empathy occurs in the process of understanding another, which 

constitutes the awareness of the other or another consciousness in the self. Thus, the 

interactions between two beings or more, or between two subjects through the 

empathic senses, will be used as a methodology to explore the intimacy involved in 

the understanding that can result from emotional encounters.  

Sympathy and empathy are not just about feelings and emotions, but about a 

refined imagination toward the commonalities shared by human beings. This can be 

described as a human will to resist the absurdity and injustice which divide, fragment, 

and even deconstruct people from one another. Not only does it help us restore our 

diminishing sense of public sentiment, but it also encourages us to overcome the 

global problems of division and conflict. In this process, human interactions are 

suggested as the means of forming sympathy, and empathy as well, which constantly 

mediates our perceptual experiences. 

Self-reflection through Taetkŭl Interactions  

                                                            
153 Husserl, Cartesian meditations, 96. 
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Turning to the relationship between the idea of sympathetic imagination and 

the audience reception of the webtoon Along with the Gods, introspection emerges as a 

process of discovering, exploring, sympathizing, empathizing, and reconstructing the 

story of life. On the back cover of each volume of Other World, readers will find the 

straightforward question, “Filial impiety, murder, theft, obscenity, absurdity, inebriety, 

violence… What sin have you committed in your lifetime?” This question urges 

readers to ponder their lives and was inspired by the fact that webtoon audiences, 

when serializing online, often shared self-reflective remarks. When audiences learn 

about Ja-hong’s journey in the other world, they are led not only to imagine their 

virtual experiences of the afterlife but also to (re-)organize their own life events in 

relation to their perceptions, whether impressions, feelings or emotional reactions. 

They share their own stories in the taetkŭl space and sympathize with each other as 

they ruminate and re-perceive their experiences. The process of perception, thus, is 

intertwined with their interactions through the taetkŭl activity. Audiences become 

sympathetically attuned to the potential of sudden death for ordinary office workers in 

their thirties or forties, something that happens not only to the fictional Ja-hong but 

occurs with distressing frequency to everyday people in highly competitive 

contemporary societies. Audiences project themselves onto Ja-hong through their 

perceptual experiences resulting from their sympathetic imagining on death. While 

people share their stories shaped through sympathetic imaginations, they look back on 

past events and reconstruct these life events by understanding and being understood by 

other audience members. In this way, active involvement in the taetkŭl space by the 
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audiences generates pe-taet, or the best comments, meaning those responses which are 

most recognized by other webtoon users.  

seun**** (June 28, 2017) 

The listed sins have me reflect on the days I have lived. Wasn’t I covetous of 
others? Haven’t my words hurt others? Didn’t I hurt my parents’ feelings? The 
episode is short, but this webtoon urges me to think I should live a really good 
life.  

 

Malhanŭndaero (as you said, July 13, 2017)  

I came up to Seoul to study [to prepare for a civil service exam] and have been 
sighing for years while wasting my parents’ money. I am a foolish guy who 
can’t make phone calls first and get irritated by my parents when I am stressed 
out. I even fail to express my gratitude for them well. However, I will make 
sure to reward them with a good result this time. I love you, my parents.  

 

Unganiya (no[,] it is not, July 20, 2017)  

I wonder if the afterlife is like this. I have been distressed since my father 
passed away this past14th [a few days ago]. Was it his fate to die suddenly of 
myocardial infarction? I think there might have been a medical accident, but 
there is no way to investigate. It is so regrettable that I just let you leave 
without trying anything. I hope you are reincarnated into wealth and have a 
wonderful life in your next world. Please forgive your son who has never done 
anything better for you. Rest in peace, my father.   

 

kodokhankogd (lonelykogd, September 20, 2017) 

Here is a quote of the day: you can pull out a nail that is stuck, but it leaves a 
hole.  

 

kkm2**** (September 20, 2017) 

I wonder how many nails I have stuck in my parents’ hearts in my life.  
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sympathetic moments with taetkŭl, confessing their own stories of regrettable behavior. 

Some argue that the lifestyle of contemporary society has been altered to the point that 

people are unable to spare time to take care of others in this world, given that they 

cannot even afford to live on their own. Ja-hong also confesses that he never managed 

to set aside time for dates when he was alive. Whether readers regret their past 

behavior or criticize the general social climate, they become self-reflective by 

understanding their own emotional perceptions through a form of confessional 

mediacy.  

Of course, this is not just a characteristic of webtoon reception. However, it is 

undeniable that the interaction through taetkŭl, along with the content of the webtoon, 

is likely to serve as a major factor that deepens sympathy and self-reflection. The 

obvious truth is that no one can avoid death humbles people, and their perceptions can 

be easily shared by other audience members who also sympathize both with the 

content of the webtoon itself and with fellow readers’ self-reflective taetkŭl as well. 

This entire process adds a depth of perception to webtoon reception. Stated differently, 

sympathy and introspection reinforce the nature of mutual communication in the form 

of taetkŭl. 

For webtoon reception in which the writer (webtoonist)-text-reader (webtoon 

audience) communication is constituted as multi-layered addition to featuring active 

interactions, the taetkŭl engagement can be described as forming a “participatory 

culture” through digital networks. By using this terminology, however, Jenkins (2015) 

reveals the paradoxical situation in which academic emphasis on the sovereignty of 

media users, as individuals, neglects an unequal circulation of material in media 
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practices. Audience members play an active role in circulating and spreading media 

material, but the level of their engagement may be different according to their interests. 

Some material can be more attractive and thus motivate audiences to circulate them 

through their deepened engagement. Comparatively more attractive material or media 

content is called “sticky content.” Malcolm Gladwell (2000) proposes the term 

“stickness factor” to reference to that which compels people to pay close attention to a 

product, concept, or idea. In his analysis of certain patterns and factors determining 

popularity and influence over circulation, “stickness” affirms that the original content 

or initial form of cultural product matters when it comes to audience engagement.155 

We can assert, then, that Jenkins focuses more on the social networks of audiences, 

rather than on individual users, who care about their shared interests and values. In 

this sense, shared perceptual experiences, through taetkŭls, are essential in spreading 

the values and sensitivities of communal understanding in the form of sympathetic 

imaging. To distinguish webtoon audience engagement from traditionally accepted 

forms of media reception, Jenkins, Ford, and Green (2013) use “spreadable” as a 

distinctive characteristic of so-called “spreading media” in current media practices, 

separating in their analysis  of the mental, psychological, emotional values of audience 

engagement from the traditional concept of economic values prioritized by media 

companies and producers.156  

Audience participation does not only occur in the process of spreading material 

but intervenes in the entire process of creation/production, distribution, and circulation. 

Currently, potential webtoonists make their debuts via recognition from other webtoon 

                                                            
155 Gladwell, “The Stickness Factor,” 89-132.   
156 Jenkins, Ford, and Green, Spreadable Media. 
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users. Amateurs upload their work on portals through webtoon platforms and can sign 

a contract with the portal site management company as a webtoon author, once they 

receive a certain number of positive evaluations and reviews from webtoon readers. In 

other words, amateurs’ transformation into professional webtoonists is determined 

directly by the evaluations and interest garnered from public audiences, not by experts 

or critics. Fans can be more actively involved in making their favorable webtoon 

authors serialize their work. Webtoon audiences, as fans and simultaneously as 

reviewers, voluntarily compliment or criticize the quality of the work in the taetkŭl 

space. Since some services charge for access to webtoon content, users have started to 

demand their rights as consumers. They do not hesitate to complain by writing taetkŭl 

if an author uploads his or her work late or the story unfolds at a slow pace. In this 

way, a number of taetkŭl, these days, are about external elements, such as an author’s 

diligence or pace of storytelling. Considering the nature of the taetkŭl space as flexible 

and transformable, however, such taetkŭl should be included and understood as part of 

the process of amplifying diversity. 

Indeed, the webtoon platform creates a complex positionality for audiences as 

both co-readers and co-creators. By emphasizing a process of recommending, 

assessing, and commenting, this distinctive system attracts more content readers and 

allows them to simultaneously read the content and taetkŭl and also post their own 

reviews. They immediately share their own thoughts and feelings with other readers 

and thematize their own perceptions in this way. The experience of reading the text in 

tandem with other people’s readings, embedded in taetkŭls, can be described as a form 

of meta-reading rarely found in other literary genres. The meta-reading in the context 
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of webtoon reception is different from reading comprehension on a meta-level, which 

encourages the reader to raise questions while reading in order to engage more 

critically to understand the reading material. The webtoon readers, of course, can raise 

critical questions about the content. However, the meta-reading of webtoon content 

with taetkŭl demands a multi-layered intercommunication among webtoon readers. 

The taetkŭl comments with the “best,” symbol, meaning those which received 

numerous positive reviews, are located right at the bottom of the webtoon. This 

vertical-layer visibility of the best taetkŭl represents the rearrangement of a reading 

structure in which the text and taetkŭ are inevitably interrelated to one another. In 

other words, webtoon reading is not individual. Rather, it is a collaborative meta-

reading in which other people’s engagement is a prerequisite in one’s webtoon 

reception. The multi-layered reading experience is a precondition for the webtoon 

platform, which structuralizes a communal form of reading based on collaborative 

participation in the creation of content.  

The concept of a communal reading may be unfamiliar to those generations 

who have customarily engaged in reading and critical thinking individually. However, 

communal readings were performed in the form of shared readings in the era of oral 

literature. During the Chosŏn Dynasty, reading fiction was a popular activity, 

particularly in the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, most common people were 

illiterate and could not afford the luxury of purchasing books. Thus, an orator, called 

chŏngisu (傳奇叟), existed by demand.157 Chŏngisu refers to a person who delivers 

live narration professionally, usually of popular novels of the period, including 
                                                            
157 The role of chŏngisu in storytelling is similar to byeonsa (弁士) who narrated and commented on the 
events that occurred in silent film at Korean cinema theaters.  
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Simchŏngjŏn (沈淸傳) and Chunhyangjŏn (春香傳). There is a famous anecdote about 

a chŏngisu who was murdered while reading Imgyŏngŏpjŏn (林慶業傳), a heroic 

novel about a Chosŏn Dynasty general Im Kyŏng-ŏp, who was falsely accused of 

treachery when he fought against the Ming dynasty.158 As the story was building 

toward its climax, a member of the audience, fascinated by the recitation of the 

chŏngisu, mistook him as a conspirator in the story and stabbed him. The accident is 

recorded in the King Chŏngjo section of the Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty.  

This murder of a storyteller shows an intense level of emotional engagement, 

in which the listener identifies with the main character. This is indeed a testament to 

the power of shared or communal reading. Significantly, the shared experience of co-

reading structuralizes the process of perception differently than a private, silent 

reading experience. Whereas the letter occurs in pursuit of individual, analytical 

knowledge, the former promotes the solidarity of participants. Audiences or readers 

sympathize not only with the sentiments of the story but also with other participants’ 

emotions and perceptions through their experience of communal reading. However, 

the communal reading of webtoons should be distinguished from those of the Chosŏn 

era: webtoon audiences do not read the content through the voice of a narrator, 

experiencing it at the same time and in a certain place. The webtoon experience is thus 

a looser form of communal reading: there is a diminished sense of unity and no 

immediate visual, aural, or kinetic access to the emotional reactions of fellow readers. 

Yet, this looser type of communal reading allows for the involvement of other voices 

                                                            
158 Yi Tŏk-mu (李德懋, 1741-93). Ajŏngyugo (雅亭遺稿), Ch’ŏngjangqwanjŏnsŏ (靑莊館全書). 20. 
db.itkc.or.kr. Also, refer to “The Most Popular Novel Reader of the Choson Dynasty, 
‘Chŏngisu.’”Mysterious TV, Surprise. Aired on 9 September 2018.  
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by visualizing differences that have been missing from the synthesis of communal 

sentiments in the traditional form of shared reading. Unlike the previous form of 

communal reading, webtoon reception provides public fora for diverse subjects and a 

range of perceptual experiences, which in turn help generate public debate and even 

political actions. Webtoon authors and audiences have developed a form of public 

discourse and encourage each other to participate in public debate through taetkŭls. In 

August 2015, about 120 webtoonists participated in serializing relay webtoons, 

serving as a public forum for the national disaster of Sewol Ferry. Their aim was not 

only to urge the enactment of a special law to unveil the truth of the Sewol Ferry 

tragedy but also to discuss its ongoing impact on South Korean society.159 

Webtoon Taetkŭl: A Space of Imagination 

Regarding the communal reading experience in webtoon reception, its political 

aspect encourages us to rethink the media’s characterization of webtoon viewing as a 

reflection of “snack culture” and the habit of digital users who consume information 

and resources quickly.160 Jin (2019), among others, has proposed that snack culture is 

becoming a representative South Korean cultural tendency and traces the history of 

webtoon culture in tandem with “snack culture.”161 Popular culture, admittedly, is 

easily influenced by general cultural trends. I would maintain, however, that audience 

                                                            
159 The sinking of the Sewol ferry on 16 April 2014 will be remembered as South Korea’s worst 
maritime disaster. Bound for Jeju Island from Incheon, the Sewol ferry capsized while carrying 417 
passengers. Of these, 304 lives were lost: 200 of them are students and teachers from Danwon High 
School. Koleilat, Lina (2014). “The Sewol Ferry Tragedy and Its ongoing Impact on South Korean 
society.” EastAsiaForum: Economics, Politics and Public Policy in East Asia and the Pacific. 
Published on 4 September 2014 and accessed on 15 January 2020. Retrieved from 
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2014/09/04/the-sewol-ferry-tragedy-and-its-ongoing-impact-on-south-
korean-society/. 
160 Chung, “Snack Culture.” 
161 Jin, “Snack Culture’s Dream of Big-Screen Culture,” 2094-2115. 
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engagement in the taetkŭl space cannot be reduced to the act of consuming something 

within a few minutes. The approach of comparing with it snack culture focuses on the 

distribution of webtoons as a form of entertainment offering nothing more than a 

temporary escape from the pressures of daily life. But in truth, webtoon taetkŭl are 

open spaces where creators and users actively participate in creating narrative content 

and commentary. This space, furthermore, is a space of imagination that encourages 

audiences to sympathize with the storylines produced by fellow readers and the 

glimpses of life shared by readers commenting on characters and their circumstances. 

The communal stories unfold through acts of imaginatively sharing and (re-

)organizing emotions and perceptions. This is a process, then, that sustains their 

engagement in worlding their stories.  The world of sympathetic imagining is a place 

for neither escapism nor reproducing reality, but a space where ideas of sympathy and 

empathy are constantly altered and diffused.  

 

 



CHAPTER 3  RETHINKING CONTEMPORARY KOREAN MASCULINITIES 

THROUGH THE BROMANCE AND THE TEARS ELICITED: KOREAN MEN 

WATCHING MISAENG  

The Misaeng Boom 

As previously mentioned, the Misaeng boom has brought together many crying 

male viewers, who serve as the driving force behind its popularity but were neglected 

in the Korean media discourse on this phenomenon.162 According to the data compiled 

by AGB Nielsen Korea, while the television drama version won higher ratings among 

female viewers during broadcasting, other ratings on the cross-platform report for 

VOD and mobile devices show that male viewers actively watched Misaeng.163 

Furthermore, the print-book form of Misaeng ranked at the top of bestseller books for 

both men in their thirties and office workers in 2014.164 The main story of Chang Kŭ-

rae’s survival and self-growth as a new employee has attracted the following of many 

company workers and job applicants in South Korea. But most of all, the Misaeng 

narrative brought about sensational reactions from audiences by portraying the close 

relationship between Kŭ-rae and his (senior) manager Oh Sang-sik in the workplace. 

Unlike conventional narratives centered on a heterosexual romantic relationship in a 

private space, the male friendship between the manager and the employee in the office, 

                                                            
162 Misaeng (Incomplete Life) was originally created as a webtoon series by Yun T’ae-ho and published 
on the Daum portal site from January 2012 through June 2018. The first season was published from 20 
January 2012 through 19 July 2013, and the second season (Misaeng: Part II) was published from 10 
November 2015 through 5 June 2018. Webtoon readers and fans have shared their thoughts and 
reactions through the taetkŭl (comments) section which is available at the end of each episode. 
163 Refer to AGB Nielsen Korea. Research on 2014 ratings for Misaeng. 
164 Refer to the 2014 Korean Publication Yearbook list, provided by Yes24 and Kyobo Books, and 
Online Yonhap News. 
http://www.yonhapnews.co.kr/bulletin/2014/07/08/0200000000AKR20140708059100005.HTML.     
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excluding any hint of a man-woman love story, emerges as the center of the narrative. 

Moreover, the intimate male bond created a neologism, Ogwajanggŭrae mello, 

indicating the melodramatic relationship between Manager Oh Sang-sik (Oh Kwajang) 

and (Chang/ Jang) Kŭ-rae.165 Through the romantically inflected, but socially accepted, 

male companionship, Oh Kwajang (Manager Oh) and Kŭ-rae share their deepest 

emotions, thoughts, and secrets. They even shed tears for one another. The term 

Ogwajanggŭrae mello precisely represents the quality of “bromance,” which denotes 

an “emotionally intense bond between straight men.”166 The term “bromance” is often 

used to depict a particular male friendship as surpassing the romantic closeness that 

men share with their girlfriends or wives. However, this word implies that men are 

more engaging in affectionate and emotional relationships with their same-sex friends 

and colleagues. Scholars like Stefan Robinson, Eric Anderson, and Adam White also 

have noted a rapid change in their recent research on male friendships and homosocial 

boundaries.167 They find a consequent expansion of social acceptance for not only gay 

men but also young men altogether. Indeed, the popularity of Misaeng among male 

audiences reveals the changing social landscape where affection and emotional 

expression are increasingly significant in forming masculine identities in 

contemporary society.   

Homosociality is considered crucial in boys’ growth and often exerts powerful 

influences on their adult lives in homosocial contexts, such as male-dominated 
                                                            
165 Chŏi, “‘Misaeng’ Ogwajanggŭrae ŭi Mello, Rŏbŭ Lain boda Kanghada (The Melo between Oh 
Kwajang and Kŭ-rae in Misaeng, Stronger than a [heterosexual] love relationship).” Senior Manager Oh 
Sang-sik is usually called Oh Kwajang (課長) and later Oh Chajang (次長), depending on his rank in 
the company. In this chapter, Senior Manager Oh Sang-sik will be named Oh Kwajang. Kŭ-rae is an 
intern, meaning that his rank is the lowest one in the company rank system.    
166 DeAngelis, Reading the Bromance, 1.  
167 Robinson, Anderson, and White, “The Bromance,” 96. 
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institutions and workplaces. Considering Kŭ-rae’s social environments, homosocial 

bonds are critical in his growth as a responsible adult member of society. For example, 

he primarily spoke with his uncle when he aspired to become a professional baduk 

(Go) player. His interactions with other men continue when he enters a trading 

company, one of the most male-centered working places. The company slogan, 

“becoming a sangsa maen (商社 man, trading company man)” champions the 

androcentric culture of trading companies.168 According to Michael Flood’s (2008) 

research on male-male relations in the lives of adults, as opposed to David Plummer’s 

(2001) findings on the shift from exclusive homosociality to both homo- and hetero-

sociality in men’s lives, the homosocial relationship extends through heterosexual 

men’s participation in highly homosocial collective activities of men, such as sporting 

groups, gangs, and male-oriented subcultures.169 Plummer notes that boys socialize 

only with other boys until the middle of secondary school and then they begin to give 

considerably more social time to male-female relationships as they enter mixed social 

environments, such as universities or workplaces. This shift, for Plummer, becomes 

manifest as men spend most of their adult lives in mixed-sex social environments. In 

contrast, Flood argues that male involvements in homosocial bonds in their adult lives 

consolidate the cultural construction of masculinity by keeping a distance from the 

feminizing and same sex influences of exclusive heterosociality.170 Flood’s 

perspective explains how the sexual coercion of women continues unabated because 

male-male social relationships encourage men to use their sexual relationships with 

                                                            
168 Sangsa maen (商社 man) originated from Japanese 商社マン, meaning a hardworking office man at 
a commercial association organized for trade or commercial activities.  
169 Flood, “Men, Sex, and Homosociality,” 355; Plummer, “Policing Manhood,” 2-4.   
170 Ibid. 
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women as a medium to enhance their status among men. Men prove their manhood in 

front of other men by showing their qualities as men, including their sexual relations 

with women. According to Flood’s conclusion, men need other men to become men. 

The homosocial enactment is thus vital to building masculinity.  

Significantly, Flood links men’s narratives of their sexual relations with 

women to a storytelling culture in which men establish their status through recognition 

and authority from other men. The gender-relation narrative gathers male audiences 

and simultaneously strengthens their male bonds. He does not address the emotional 

entanglement of male audiences in other men’s stories, but his approach to 

homosociality in relation to men’s narratives involves the potential of extending men’s 

bodily experiences into existence through discourse. In this way, homosociality can be 

viewed as a catalyst to evoke dynamic social relations among men whose bodies are 

intersected with emotions. Not only does their emotional expression and recognition 

contribute to male homosocial bonds, but it also constitutes the changing mode of 

masculinity.  I find this approach useful for its potential to extend the discourse of 

social inequality from its current, heteronormative context to a broader one. 

Conventional discussions of social inequality tend to limit themselves to elucidating 

the gender division between men and women, missing out on insights that could be 

gleaned from a broader inquiry that includes, for example, studies of subordinate and 

marginal masculinities in social contexts, or disputes on the demarcation between 

heterosexuality and homosexuality when it comes to relationships involving non-

superficial emotions. In this chapter, I address a new way of understanding diverse 

masculinities in contemporary South Korean society, by demonstrating how the 
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melodramatic mode of reception sheds new light on male audiences as engaging in the 

construction of emotional narratives as emotional subjects, and by considering 

particular reasons for the unusual popularity of the Misaeng narrative among Korean 

male company workers. I also examine the possibility of a change in the pervasive 

gender-divided perception that has defined conventional media reception studies. In 

addition to the socio-cultural significance of the Misaeng boom among male office 

workers, I discuss how the expressions of masculinity have been reformulated and 

diversified. However, I do not intend to jeopardize my premise by simple-mindedly 

associating it with the risks inherent to encouraging a depoliticized attitude toward 

men’s emotions, through such statements as “men are emotional, too.” As emphasized 

above, I attempt to amplify the debates about broader social inequalities, and suggest 

rethinking men’s emotional expressions in and outside the text as indicators of social, 

cultural, and economic transformations in contemporary society.  

Manly Emotion 

As argued previouy, masculinity can provide a lens to understand sociocultural 

transformations. This means that masculinity is constructed as a collection of 

discourses rather than a description of physiological states. The concept and form of 

masculinity is in the reciprocal relationship with social phenomena and thus can be 

analyzed in relation to its social constructionism. By drawing on Joel Y. Wong and 

Aaron B. Rochlen’s (2008) social constructionist perspectives, which focus on social 

factors that infuse contextual nature into the experiences of men, masculinity can be 
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analyzed at both macro and micro levels.171 At the macro-level, Wong and Rochlen 

claim that there are multiple forms of masculinity that vary across particular periods 

and social groups. These varying forms of masculinity diverge in accordance with the 

examination of a particular social group at a certain historical time. For example, the 

characteristics of white lower class masculinity in the early years of capitalism, such 

as1830’s Britain, are different from those of corporate male employees during the so-

called IMF (International Monetary Fund) economic crisis of 1997 that occurred in 

South Korea.172 In this respect, Wong and Rochlen propose analyzing specific forms 

of masculinity instead of assuming that all forms of masculinity are equivalent. Thus, 

my focus on male corporate employees in the webtoon Misaeng and its cross-media 

platform adaptations may address reciprocal masculinities emerging in the cultural 

context of changing social moments for contemporary Korean consumers. 

 While Wong and Rochlen’s macro-level approach reveals a gap in the 

literature on diverse masculinities, they suggest exploring contextual influences on 

men’s attitudes and behaviors at the micro-level by examining the ways men construct 

masculinity in particular social situations. Instead of looking at masculinity as a 

common attribute that men inherit, masculinity is viewed as performed by individuals 

in specific social contexts. In regard to this perspective, Wong, Steingfeldt, LaFollette, 

and Tsao (2011) introduce qualitative research on the crying behavior of male athletes 

                                                            
171 Wong and Rochlen, “Men’s Emotional Lives,” 149-165.   
172 The “IMF Economic Crisis” means the financial crisis experienced by Korean people in the late 
1990s, which was caused by the severe foreign exchange shortage when South Korea was on the brink 
of default in December 1997 and had to be bailed out by the IMF Standby Credit Facility and other 
international financial supports. Although the crisis was not caused by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) itself, the Korean people nevertheless have been traumatized by the name’s association with the 
national financial crisis. 
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in Europe and North America.173 One of their examples is Walton, Coyle, and Lyons 

(2004)’s study in which their male, English subjects are described as constructing men 

as emotional beings in specific social contexts, such as around death, during a sports 

event, or in a nightclub scenario.174 In these situations, they permit expressions of grief, 

joy, and anger, respectively. In particular, Fischer and Manstead (1998)’s research is 

instructive in terms of men’s retrospective self-reporting of crying behavior.175 Even 

though self-reports about emotional behavior tend to be influenced by gender-emotion 

stereotypes, their finding shows that men are more likely than women to report crying 

over particular situations, such as a death, the breakup of a relationship, or a 

farewell.176 The male participants’ reports about their crying propensity demonstrate 

that their emotional expressions are highly related to the sociocultural environment 

rather than the gender-emotion relationship.  

However, Wong, Steinfeldt, LaFollette, and Tsao point to the discovery of 

Warner and Shields (2007) on the intensity of tears to explore contextual influences on 

men’s evaluation of crying behavior.177 According to Warner and Shields’ analysis, 

men attribute greater positivity to the shedding of a less intense form of tears than and 

are less accepting of more intense forms. They characterize men’s positive evaluation 

of the “less intense form of tears” as a “manly emotion,” which implies that they view 

the controlled expression of feelings in light of the dominant white, heterosexual 

                                                            
173 Wong, Steinfeldt, LaFollette, and Tsao, “Men’s Tears,” 297-310. 
174 Walton, Coyle, and Lyons, “Death and Football,” 401-416, cited in Wong, Steingfeldt, LaFollette, 
and Tsao, “Men’s Tears,” 298. 
175 Fischer and Manstead, “Exploring Sex Differences in the Emotional Content of Mother-Child Talk 
about the Past,” 675-691. 
176 Ibid.  
177 Warner and Shields, “The Perception of Crying in Women and Men,” 92-117, cited in Wong, 
Steingfeldt, LaFollette, and Tsao, “Men’s Tears,” 298-299. 
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men’s virtue of self-control.178 Warner and Shield’s study about gender-associated 

stereotypical “ideal” emotions show that heteronormative masculine inexpressiveness 

has been generally accepted in Western cultures.179 Since the discussion about 

heteronormative masculinity emphasizes the role of emotional control in building 

dominant masculine identities, uncontrolled and open emotional expression has 

comparatively been considered as an indication of femininity and thus often marked as 

a weakened form of masculinity or a crisis of masculinity.  

These pervasive and popular beliefs about gender-emotion stereotypes have 

been documented across many studies in different geographical areas, both in the West 

and in non-Western regions. In my discussion in Chapter 1 of An Kyŏng-hwan (2016) 

and Woori Han, Claire Shinhea Lee, and Ji Hoon Park’s (2017) analyses of the 

paradoxical situation of contemporary South Korean men, a man’s crying is regarded 

as abnormal or deviant behavior because of the social norm that still requires men to 

show their mental “toughness” by performing the role of patriarch to take family 

responsibility, even though the increase of women’s social activities has forced men to 

renounce the authority of traditional patriarchy.180 Earning capacity, along with 

emotional control, has been described as one of the most significant values of 

“maleness.” Yi Chin-su (2013) accounts for the social conditions of South Korean 

maleness and highlights the rapid achievement of financial growth, which emerged as 

symbolic in constructing masculinity during industrialization and the subsequent 

                                                            
178 Ibid.  
179 Ibid.  
180 An, Namja ran Muŏt inga (What is a man), 227. 
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transition to a neo-liberal, competitive economic system.181 Men who cry in public 

typically are degraded and ridiculed by others, because their tears are understood to 

demonstrate their mental weakness and inability to support their families in the 

socioeconomic circumstance of limitless competition.  

The Crisis of Masculinity in South Korean Cinema 

In this respect, the media representations have aligned with establishing and 

maintaining a nominal ideology of maleness. However, a discrepancy between the 

nominal masculinity of emotional control and the frequency of weeping men in 

individual media content has turned out to have been manifest since the late 1990s, 

when male melodramas became conspicuously popular. The notable rise in popularity 

urged the producers of such melodramas to position their works around the crisis of 

masculinity that resulted from the so-called IMF financial crisis and thus equated to a 

national crisis. With the increased attention being paid to the crisis of masculinity or 

“vulnerable” masculinity, it was not long before academics also turned to this 

phenomenon and began to refine the discourse on masculinity in film and media 

studies. In 2017, the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Tourism and the Korean Film 

Archive chose masculinity as the topic of the year for a series promoting Korean film 

aesthetics and history to overseas Korean film scholars and enthusiasts. The film critic 

Hwang Miyojo evaluates the analysis of historically complicated masculinity, in a 

book-length essay collection titled Masculinity on Screen, as an opportunity to 

reexamine the relationship between masculinity and Korean cinema in historical 

                                                            
181 Yi, Namja ka namja ege (A Man Says to a Man), 171. 
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context.182 For Hwang, the dominant discursive framework on the relationship 

between film and masculinity is a theory of patriarchy. She argues that South Korean 

films have contributed to building and fostering an ideology of nominal masculinity 

through ongoing representations of the fantasy of patriarchal masculinity. In this 

context, Hwang suggests critically studying how Korean films suture male 

vulnerability, as observed in the selected films addressed by the individual scholars 

who contributed to the monograph.  

Hwang introduces Sim Hyekyong’s essay, which asserts that the process of 

suturing the crisis of masculinity reveals the male protagonist’s aberrant masculinity in 

the film Namja wa Kisaeng (A Man and a Kisaeng, 1969, dir. Sim U-sŏp).183 When it 

comes to patriarchy, the dominant message is obvious: the role of the household head 

is most important to both men and women, even if the main story of a man who works 

as a kisaeng after masquerading as a woman seems to bring about gender ambiguity. 

For Sim, however, the male protagonist’s ambivalent sexual taste and his bromance-

related relationship with another man disclose the “marginality” and “instability” of 

male subjectivity.184 The discovery of a mode of aberrant masculinity also emerges as 

a central theme in Park Yu-hee’s (Pak Yu-hŭi)’s criticism of conventional approaches 

to analyzing the female protagonist in her relationships with three men in Kyŏul Yŏja 

(Winter Woman, 1977, dir. Kim Ho-sŏn). This film is about a female college student, 

Ehwa, who devotes her body and mind to her heterosexual romantic relationships after 

                                                            
182 Hwang, “Introduction,” 12. 
183 Sim, “A Journey to the Restoration of Masculinity,” 49-77. Kisaeng (妓生), also called kinyŏ (妓女), 
were women from low class families who were trained to be courtesans, providing artistic entertainment 
and conversation to men of upper class. 
184 Ibid., 71. 
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discovering that a male suitor of hers died after she rejected him. According to Kim 

Ho-sŏn (1977), Ehwa is “othered” and “objectified” by men because she never 

threatens the patriarchal system. Ehwa satisfies male desires but does not demand 

anything for herself. Park problematizes this approach by pointing to the pervasive 

binary opposition that strengths the gender division between “male-subjectivity” and 

“women-other.”185 She instead contends that the three male characters are also others 

for a patriarchal society and Ehwa functions as a medium for each of these men to find 

their otherness.  

The first man, Yo-seop, is described as suffering in between his father’s social 

position as a corrupt man of power and his friends’ criticism of his father. When he 

meets Ehwa, he feels sexual desire for her but ends up committing suicide after she 

rejects him. Yo-seop cannot bear the exacerbation of his in-betweenness when he finds 

himself marginalized in his relationship with Ehwa. The second man, Seok-gi, is 

portrayed as pursuing his conscience against and resistance to the authoritarian state in 

the wake of his father’s unjust death during the regime of Rhee Syng-man (South 

Korean president, 1948-1960), who prioritized hunting down communists. Although 

Seok-gi tries to be a liberal subject in the reformation of society while also trying to 

take his responsibility as a patriarch, his attempts end in his death during his military 

service. Park refers to a scene in which Seok-gi stares at himself through the window, 

as if encountering a stranger, after he sleeps with Ehwa. This scene exemplifies his 

otherness, because his contradictory values are acknowledged only by Ehwa, and 

cannot be accepted by the society. The third man, Hoe Min, is divorced and condemns 

                                                            
185 Park, “Others in the Mirror Called as ‘Her,’” 109. 
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marriage as a deception. However, he wants to marry Ehwa because she devotes 

herself to her relationship with him and does not ask for anything from him. It is only 

after Ehwa leaves him, that Hoe Min confronts his loneliness and fecklessness. His 

lack of self-awareness emerges in the course of his (un-)-conscious reliance on Ehwa. 

He eventually returns to an institutional marriage system by reuniting with his ex-wife.  

Oh YongSuk (2017) also addresses the failure of male subjectivity by tracing 

the historical origin of male otherness.186 For Oh, Korean men’s status in a colonized 

nation results in the complex recognition of shamefulness and otherness, but their 

othered, marginalized position is more closely related to their inability to resist 

imperialism. The postcolonial approach to colonial masculinity describes the 

deformed physical state and deviant mentality of colonized men as the defining 

characteristics of their patriarchal masculinity. In this vein, Hwang rejects readings of 

vulnerable masculinity as aberrant attempts to violate hegemonic masculinity. For her, 

the academic attention to weakened, vulnerable masculinity demonstrates a mere shift 

in the form of hegemonic masculinity. By drawing on Rey Chow’s critical analysis of 

the primitivization of women in the formation of modern intellectual male groups in 

China, Hwang claims that otherized colonial masculinity is intolerant of its otherness 

and thus becomes obsessed with the excess of masculinity by mobilizing others 

(women) to reinforce the male-centric gender system.187 In other words, marginalized 

men in the historical context of colonial oppression suppress women and social 

minorities more harshly while pursuing the fantasy of restoring masculinity to its 

former status of unquestioned power. Emasculated men in a colonial state and a 
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vulnerable, weakened masculinity in Kyŏul Yŏja can be depicted as “otherized” types 

of masculinity, according to this view, but their de-patriarchal position interestingly 

encompasses “indulgent” women who understand and comfort these marginalized men. 

Women’s tears function as a medium to recognize vulnerable men and also reveal the 

complicated power relations in undergirding the gender system. 

Hwang continues her skeptical stance toward the discourse on the emergence 

of male melodramas since the 1990s. In referring to her own essay on Kŭdŭl to uri 

ch’ŏrŏm (Black Republic, 1990, dir. Park Kwang-su) and Kyung Hyun Kim’s article 

on Ttongp’ari (Breathless, 2008, dir. Yang Ik-june), Hwang asserts that these two 

films deal with vulnerable masculinity. It should be noted, however, that these two 

essays invoke a problematic historical situating of South Korean patriarchy specific to 

the context of the “non-Western, national division, post-colonialism, and neo-

liberalism.”188 In particular, she argues that these contemporary male melodramas 

embody a gendered viewpoint to rationalize the crisis of masculinity as a national 

matter, caused by the IMF financial crisis. In order to highlight men’s grief over their 

vulnerability as national pathos, women’s emotions are more stereotyped and 

marginalized. The gender-based binary recognition of emotional expression thus 

places vulnerable masculinity as a mirroring form of national crisis. Moreover, this 

recognition functions as a catalyst to arouse anxiety and aspiration to restore 

patriarchal masculinity as a way to overcome the national crisis. Considering Hwang’s 

critical view on the cinematic project of recovering patriarchal masculinity, the 

phenomenon of audiences’ tears for South Korean vulnerable masculinity can be read 
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as an indicator of the intensity of the gender-related dichotomic frame. Male 

melodramas demand tears from audiences, as the tears of others confirm the existence 

of the crisis of masculinity and also encourage those others to participate in male 

desires for the restoration of an empowered masculinity.  

New Masculine Ideas in Television Studies  

While the analysis of the crisis of masculinity focuses on the historical 

construction of a gender-divided binary in cinema, television studies adopts a slightly 

different approach and instead addresses vulnerable masculinity as a media 

representation of a new type of masculinity that reflects ongoing sociocultural 

transformations. In response to the emergence of new and diverse types of masculinity 

represented in the media, Kim Mira (2014) and Chung Young-Hee and Jang Eun-mi 

(2015) posit that the changing mode of masculinity functions to break down traditional 

gender-emotion stereotypes.189 By employing a social constructionist view, both 

studies examine how the television portrayal of masculinity has recently changed from 

the traditional depiction of hegemonic masculinity as ideal manhood supported by the 

patriarchal system in response to recent social transformations.  

Kim’s analysis of popular television programs, “Appa ŏdiga? (Dad, Where Are 

We Going? 2013-2015)” and “Syup’ŏmaen i torawatta (Superman Returns, 2013-

present)”, demonstrates that these television programs created a new type of 

masculinity by centering the narrative on fathers who perform the traditionally 

                                                            
189 Kim, “New Types of Masculinity Represented in TV and Its Limitations,” 88-96; Chung and Jang, 
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recognized female roles of child-care and housekeeping. According to Kim’s findings, 

the male figures’ engagement in emotional intimacy with their children ruptures the 

stereotypes of divided gender roles by proposing “non-authoritative” and “emotionally 

expressive” fathers as emerging masculine ideals now.190 She addresses the social 

transition to consumer-centered culture as the driving force behind the creation of a 

new image of masculinity. Male images have been diversified, along with shifts in 

consumer tastes, as reflecting the improvement of women’s economic status and the 

younger generations’ as well. Male bodies and fashions have become subject to 

consumer voyeurism. Kim demonstrates that media representations of men embody a 

consumer desire to be entertained by new types of South Korean men who adroitly 

engage in domestic activities and emotional communication with family members. 

This new consumption trend, she claims, has provoked a change in the social 

recognition of stereotypical masculinity. Men’s sentimentality, previously regarded as 

a female domain, has emerged as a significant subject in the shifting discourse from a 

dominant view on the equivalence between national matters and the crisis of 

masculinity to a new focus on male narratives through the rediscovery of everyday life. 

However, she warns that this phenomenon should not be interpreted as a sign to 

demolish the patriarchal social order. She separates the discourse of patriarchy from 

her analysis of a new form of masculinity. Kim’s argument is more about the necessity 

of scrutinizing changes in media representations of masculinity as a way of decoding 

what sociocultural implications are involved in the media message.       

 Chung Young-Hee and Jang Eun-mi also explore changing gender roles as an 
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indicator of sociocultural transformations. However, their focus is more about the 

working environment in which men and women face different social issues. They 

analyze the Misaeng text to invoke a question about the problematically unequal 

application of blurred gender roles for men and women in the public space. Men’s 

emotional expression and pursuit of communal values are highly evaluated as a new, 

gender-hybrid form of leadership in a company, while women’s confidence and high 

performance are degraded as a threat to a society that values neo-liberal competition. 

By focusing on Oh Kwajang’s (Manager Oh) leadership and An Yŏngi’s (Kŭ-rae’s 

female co-worker) survival strategies, Chung and Jang show a rupture of the nominal 

ideology of gender and its inconsistency in the current waves of social transition.  

Oh Kwajang is a male manager at One International (trading company), a 

male-dominated organization, but he is often portrayed as a figure who deviates from 

the commonly associated imagery of performance-driven masculinity. In contrast to 

other managers who pressure team members to perform to stringent standard and form 

political alliances to ensure career promotions through compromise and conspiracy, 

Oh Kwajang refuses to participate in political manipulations and instead actively helps 

his team members survive and grow by prioritizing intimate bonds, recognition, and 

consideration. Due to these values, Oh Kwajang has conflicted with other department 

managers, but his emotional closeness with his team members and community-

oriented thinking is considered as an alternative new style of leadership that helps 

humanity retain its essence in a rapidly changing labor environment centered on 

survival and competition. In the unstable working environment of neoliberalism, in 

which individuals themselves have to step on others in an endless cycle of competition, 
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Oh Kwajang’s leadership of looking after subordinates as if they were family brought 

about extraordinary popularity among viewers, even though this type of leadership is 

uncertain to thrive in reality. For Chung and Jang, Oh Kwajang’s leadership is 

described as “hybrid” by infusing a “femininity-associated” quality into his 

management style.191 However, this type of new, hybrid leadership has also drawn 

criticism regarding the fantasy of a “compassionate patriarch,” which seems 

impossible in an insecure, neoliberal labor environment.  

In analyzing the female character An Yŏngi, Chung and Jang argue that the 

Misaeng narrative liberates women from the stereotype of their emotional 

entanglements by abandoning heterosexual romance. Citing An Yŏngi as a 

representative female figure who challenges gender norms, they point to her emotional 

inexpressiveness.192 When Kŭ-rae is appointed as an intern, An Yŏngi also joins the 

company as a new employee. She received the highest score when she entered, and 

thus her cohort and even her department seniors always watch her performance and 

behavior as well. One of the executive members reviews her document and praises her 

excellent “boldness, logic, and expression”193 Nevertheless, she barely shows 

emotional variation in response to the compliment or even to gossip about herself. 

When she finds out that her manager has stolen her ideas for projects and taken credit 

for them, she never reacts emotionally. Instead, she tries to solve her problem 

rationally. Her remarkable work performance and consistency in a highly competitive 

working environment can be viewed as her struggle to escape from the existing gender 
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192 Ibid., 169-170. 
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order and class conditions. As disclosed in her childhood story, the discrimination she 

faced from her father, who refused to provide financial support for her because she is a 

daughter, ironically compelled her to grow into a financially independent and capable 

woman who has to survive on her own within the neoliberal, competitive system. In 

spite of An Yŏngi’s portrayal as a character who is “shaking up” the existing gender 

norms, Chung and Jang point out the limit of her challenge because she eventually 

chooses to compromise with the norms.194 Demoralized by the fact that the more she 

attempts to behave “just like men” in a masculine organizational structure, the more 

her team rejects her, she begins to consider “adjusting to” the expressions of her male 

team members. During a drinking session with some male seniors who confess that 

they consider her a selfish woman who ignores her male seniors and only cares about 

her own success, An Yŏngi admits that she is also uncomfortable and unhappy when 

her seniors feel discomfort around her.195 By masquerading as an “unproblematic 

woman,” required by her team, even though her male colleagues still view her 

apprehensively, she participates in maintaining the tranquility of the community. 

Chung and Jang criticize the narrative flow of conflict, resistance, and compromise in 

the case of An Yŏngi as following tired convention, noting that their own dismay 

regarding her conventional narrative reveals the paradox that the patriarchal system is 

still influential.   

Dreaming of a Complete Life  

Film and media scholars employ a variety of methodological approaches to the 
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discourse of gender in regard to the issue of vulnerable or weakened masculinity. 

However, it is noticeable that they pay attention to the form of a character’s 

masculinity as a separable subject. While analysis of the form taken by masculinity 

still dominantly focuses on the texts involving heterosexual relationships, the 

popularity of Misaeng draws their attention to other features, such as sympathy, male 

homosocial bonds, and bromance, in leading them to analyze new, diverse forms of 

masculinity.196 Nevertheless, the popularity of Misaeng among male audiences has not 

been analyzed in relation to its modes of reception. We should ask why Misaeng and 

its transmedia adaptations fascinated male audiences and moved them to shed tears. In 

particular, the term “bromance” is mostly used to explain the extraordinary popularity 

of Misaeng. That being the case, the next question is how we relate the homosocial 

bond between the two main characters, Kŭ-rae and Oh Kwajang, to the changing 

modes of masculinity. Thus, this section consists of a close analysis of the relationship 

between the two protagonists in terms of male emotions and tears.          

The title Misaeng became a symbol for the instability of life in contemporary 

Korean society. Many corporate employees describe themselves as misaeng (未生, 

incomplete life) and identify with Kŭ-rae and his colleagues who strive to become 

“completely alive.” This term derives from the game baduk (also known as go) and, in 

the context of baduk, denotes the in-between state in which it is unclear whether a 

stone is alive or not. Each episode of the Misaeng webtoon starts with a stone-by-stone 

broadcast of the fifth and final match between Cho Hun-hyun and Nie Weiping at the 
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first Ing Cup.197 Even though this historical match ended with Cho Hun-hyun’s victory 

in 1989, the webtoon viewers try to figure out the meaning behind each move and 

wonder if Kŭ-rae’s choice leads to a way to a state of being “completely alive,” as the 

stones are interlaced scenes depicting Kŭ-rae’s survival in the corporate world. 

Furthermore, one Misaeng fan, named “hehehehe,” has written a commentary in the 

taetkŭl section of every single episode since Episode 18, analyzing that fifth and final 

match between Cho Hun-hyun and Nie Weiping in connection with the main narrative 

of Kŭ-rae’s growth. hehehehe’s taetkŭl have always appeared as the first be-daet (best 

comment) and contributed to other readers’ active engagement by encouraging them to 

write taetkŭl on the relationship between baduk and the lessons Kŭ-rae learns. 

Indeed, the embedded scenes of baduk dramatize Kŭ-rae’s subtle emotional 

change in the course of conflict and resolution, as they coincide with the narrative 

structure of his childhood memory of playing baduk with his uncle. Kŭ-rae was a 

baduk apprentice who spent his childhood and adolescent years practicing to become a 

professional player. Yet, he failed and instead enters a trading company as an intern to 

support his mother as the head of their household. The conversations with Oh 

Kwajang in the office often overlap with the uncle’s advice that Kŭ-rae listened to 

while learning baduk, showing that the strategy of survival and growth in the company 

is in parallel with the mechanism of baduk. In Episode 54, when Oh Kwajang shows 

insensitivity about his health even when he has a nosebleed due to excessive work, his 

remarks remind Kŭ-rae of the words that his uncle emphasized regarding physical 
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strength. The uncle says, “You should build up your physical strength if you want to 

achieve anything.”198 In the next scene in which Kŭ-rae plays baduk with his uncle, 

the older man explains the reason why Kŭ-rae’s mental focus collapsed and he thus 

lost the game. The uncle continues on that people quickly seek comfort when they feel 

fatigued and then lose patience. He underscores, “If you want to win, you must gain 

physical strength first.”199 The uncle’s face appears in a close-up against the backdrop 

of the baduk board.  

Without the formal educational background that most new employees have, 

Kŭ-rae has to achieve outstanding performance levels to survive in a hyper-

competitive corporate culture, entangled with academic elitism and social corruption. 

Kŭ-rae’s narrative of struggle and suffering demonstrates his feelings of inferiority 

and self-denigration. These feelings embody the experience of frustration that most 

company workers and employee candidates develop in the course of pursuing job 

security in reality. The vicissitudes that Kŭ-rae undergoes in the beginning episodes 

reflect the severity of unemployment in contemporary South Korea. His lack of a 

college degree, language skills, and job experience disappoints his superiors and his 

incompetence exposes him to the mockery of his cohorts. Kim Taeri (Assistant 

Manager Kim Tong-sik) in the same sales team asks, “But then, what have you been 

doing for the past 26 years that you have no skills?”200 Kŭ-rae inwardly admits that he 

did not work hard in the past and blames himself by repeating the same question. In a 

flashback scene on his way home, Kŭ-rae monologizes:   
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Their opinions that my talents were lacking, or that bad luck caused me to lose 
the game by 0.5 points, I reject.  
It wasn’t because I held a part-time job at the same time that I played baduk.  
It wasn’t because my parents couldn’t give me an allowance.  
It wasn’t because my mother had to take my father’s role after he died.  
Because that would be too painful.  
So, that’s why it had to be that I was just a person who didn’t work hard.  
It’s not really that I didn’t work hard… 
But I’ll just think of it that way.  
I came out into the world because I didn’t work hard.  
Since I didn’t work hard, that’s the only reason why I was abandoned. 201 
 

Kŭ-rae’s self-blame and endless endeavor for survival relate to the problematic fantasy 

of meritocracy in neoliberal society. Infinite competition in neoliberalism forces 

younger generations to engage in this system despite uneven economic opportunities. 

The younger generations are uncertain if they will secure their jobs and also maintain 

them. However, they cannot simply abandon this hopeful vision and work hard to 

achieve the “complete life.” The more viewers and readers hope for Kŭ-rae’s survival 

in the text, the more desirous they become of survival in their own journeys.  

Lauren Berlant (2011), in her book Cruel Optimism, analyzes this phenomenon 

by tracing the historical sensorium of optimistic attachment to the “good-life” fantasy 

represented in mass media, literature, film, and television between 1990 and the 

present.202 Berlant considers the attachment to the fantasy of obtaining from such 

desired objects or intimate relationships to political ideas as the dominant, but 

problematic, feeling in liberal-capitalist society. This attachment sustains an 

individual’s pursuit of fantasy within the social system in spite of the “crisis 

ordinariness.” For example, the social problem of unemployment labels jobless as 
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undesirable and non-normative. Kŭ-rae cannot give up this opportunity of working at a 

company and will make every endeavor to be normative in society by hardly attaching 

to the wish to become “completely alive,” even if his attachment to this desire 

demands more effort and at the same time cruelly frustrates his dream.  

By borrowing Berlant’s term “impasse,” the contradictory situation in which 

Kŭ-rae desires to survive, despite uncertainty and cruelty in his trials, can be 

conceptualized in terms of the context of neoliberal capitalism. According to Berlant, 

the impasse is a time of dithering or hesitancy in which someone cannot directly move 

forward. People move around with “a sense that the world is at once intensely present 

and enigmatic.”203 Thus, the impasse requires a “hypervigilance” to find “composure” 

amidst unpredictable crises and threats.204 In South Korea, many fathers and husbands 

as breadwinners have experienced an impasse since the so-called IMF financial crisis 

in 1997.205 The IMF and other international financial supports rescued South Korea 

from the financial crisis, which caused unprecedented business bankruptcy and 

massive dismissals. This traumatic experience continued when the overseas relief 

loans allowed limitless competition and job insecurity, caused by the influx of 

neoliberal globalization. Neo-liberal capitalism has extended the impasse, in which 

fathers and husbands have floundered in the transition of economic values from 

development to hyper-achievement.  

Achievement-driven Society  
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Considering the transition to achievement-oriented society, cultural theorist 

Byung-chul Han (2015), in his book The Burnout Society, points out “the paradigm 

shift from a disciplinary society to an achievement society.”206 Regarding Kŭ-rae’s 

name, which is translated as a definite answer, “yes,” his narrative is read as a new 

employee’s “Yes, I can” challenge to survive in limitless competition. In the context 

of becoming an ideal, responsible company worker, his adaptation to an institution in 

his self-growth can also be discussed as an alternative form of discipline. However, 

the unemployment crisis and hyper-competition in the social context of neoliberalism 

demand achievement rather than just “becoming” an obedient employee. The 

achievement-embedded subject as the embodiment of the slogan “Yes, I can” is 

considered more efficient and productive than obedient, docile bodies which are 

forcibly controlled under the institutional system in Foucault’s disciplinary world. But, 

this achievement-driven society engenders “neurological illness” such as depression 

and burnout syndrome due to the excess of positivity or the attachment to 

autohypnosis, “Yes, I can.”207 Unlike the obedience-subject, the achievement-subject 

is free from compulsory labor and external domination. However, Han argues that the 

disappearance of domination does not entail complete freedom. Instead, this situation 

results in self-coercion to maximize achievement.208  

In Misaeng, mental fatigue and physical exhaustion emerge as pervasive 

illnesses among office workers due to a performance-centered working environment. 

When Kŭ-rae first meets Oh Kwajang, Kŭ-rae notices his red eyes. Oh Kwajang looks 

                                                            
206 Han, The Burn Out Society, 9. 
207 Ibid.,1. 
208 Ibid.,11. 
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exhausted and disheveled, as if he does not have any time for a good night’s sleep. 

Oh’s red eyes embody the symptom of excessive fatigue as the achievement-subject 

observed in Han’s description of a burnout society. Han problematizes tiredness in 

achievement society by borrowing Peter Handke’s term “divisive tiredness” in his 

“Essay on Tiredness.”209 The solitary tiredness evokes separation and isolation as the 

result of hyper-competition between individuals. The extreme exhaustion makes it 

impossible for one even to say aloud, “I am tired,” in front of others because the others 

are potential competitors. The tiredness in achievement society leads individuals to 

become mute and blind through their commitment to the environment of excessive 

competition. In this sense, fatigue is violent. The production or reproduction of 

separated, speechless, and blind individuals destroys shared values such as a sense of 

community.  

However, Han distinguishes Handke’s “fundamental tiredness” from the state 

of exhaustion. As an opposing concept of separate, solitary fatigue, the fundamental 

tiredness creates a space of “between[ness],” meaning that the self-awareness of ego 

also diminishes under the circumstance of tiredness.210 The space occupied by a 

diminished ego in our minds ironically loosens the fastener of the ego and allows 

space for a gap (between), which is called a space of non-dominated, “friendliness-as-

indifference.”211 In this space, “I am the Other, and the Other becomes I.”212 As the 

ego shrinks, as much as the gravity of the reduced fatigue, the ego can go into a 

different space of “between” or move on to another world. If the divisive tiredness is 

                                                            
209 Ibid., 31, Han cited Peter Handke, Versuch über die Müdigkeit, Frankfurt a. M. (1992).   
210 Ibid., 31-32. 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid.  
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fatigue that destroys the world, one can view the fundamental tiredness as a state of 

reconciliatory tiredness that creates the world of connection, and collectivity as well. 

The fundamental tiredness can resonate with the famous story of “The Butterfly 

Dream” in the Zhuangzi, one of the fundamental texts of Taoism. Zhuang Zhou 

dreamed he was a butterfly, but he became puzzled when he awoke, unsure if he were 

Zhuang Zhou who dreamed he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang 

Zhou. This story is often interpreted as parallel to Plato’s allegory of the cave in 

relation to truth and illusion. Zhuang Zhou’s story also indicates the process of 

blurring the boundary between I and the Other. In this sense, the Taoist concept allows 

one to be accessible to and inspired by the world. The inspiration for tiredness enables 

reconciliation between the self and others, and with the world as well. Thus, the 

fundamental tiredness can cure neurological illness in the fatigue society by creating 

reconciliatory values.  

Communal Values and Male Tears 

The reconciliatory values, which are related to the fundamental tiredness, can 

be more closely discussed in relation to the communal sense that Kŭ-rae learns 

through his relationship with Oh Kwajang. Going back to the connotative reading of 

Misaeng in terms of baduk, whether the stone will survive or not does not depend on 

where the stone is placed. Instead, its survival depends on how the surrounding stones 

are placed. If there are a lot of allied stones placed around, the probability of survival 

is high. Kŭ-rae learns that he cannot work alone but should aim to work together as a 

team member. Kŭ-rae was isolated from the start when he entered One International as 
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an intern. Due to his unusual educational background, no one expected that he would 

complete the full period of his internship even though he strived hard to show his 

capacity. As shown in the elevator scene in the television adaptation, Kŭ-rae is 

ostracized by his co-workers because he joins the trading company through a 

“parachute (connection)” appointment. Oh Kwajang denounces nepotism and also 

criticizes Kŭ-rae’s lack of skills that most employees have. Sales Team 3 that Oh 

Kwajang is leading needs an ordinary employee who can put in excessive business 

work. Thus, Kŭ-rae’s appearance in Sales Team 3 exacerbates Oh Kwajang’s fatigue. 

Oh Kwajang assumes that Kŭ-rae cannot contribute to the team, and thus he feels 

pressured to work more for his team.  

When an executive brings a piece of the confidential document he found in the 

company lobby to Oh Kwajang’s team and interrogates people about who lost it, Kŭ-

rae is forced to admit that it was his fault, for the accidentally abandoned document. 

However, Oh Kwajang finds out the truth: it is a mistake by the staff of the other team. 

He begins to change his attitude toward Kŭ-rae and even defends him by calling “my 

kid” in front of other employees at a get-together drink. Oh Kwajang shouts out: 

Oh Kwajang: I’m telling you! Give your team a glue stick, you jerk!  
Ko Kwajang: Stop talking about the office supply, seriously!  
Oh Kwajang: Your kid… he put the glue on our document and lost it. But, 
only my kid got scolded for that! 213 
 

                                                            
213 Refer to tvN Misaeng (2014), Episode 2. 
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watches Kŭ-rae and then says in a low voice, “Secret.” Both Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae 

know that the person who made the mistake is a new father. A new intern’s mistake 

may be acceptable, but a full-time employee’s fault may have a negative impact on his 

career. They share a secret and, at the same time, begin to appreciate each other. As 

seen in Flood’s approach to male-male social relationships, the construction of 

manhood relies on other man’s gaze and male recognition. Kŭ-rae feels Oh Kwajang’s 

acceptance through his emotion-enacted gaze. Oh Kwajang’s recognition enables Kŭ-

rae’s awareness of the reconciliatory community.  

Hegemonic Masculinity 

Oh Kwajang and his team members, including Kŭ-rae, establish a close male 

bond through a sense of integrated community, which emerges as a new quality for the 

changing mode of masculinity. Along with Oh Kwajang’s defense for his subordinate, 

his accusation of corruption among other male managers drew a lot of acclamation 

among office workers in the real world. Oh Kwajang and his team members 

demonstrate a communal sense with integrity and morality as essential features that 

sangsamen (trading company men) should internalize. Thus, they challenge the 

corrupted male power hierarchy by revealing immoral business practices. Oh 

Kwajang’s disclosure suggests rethinking traditional masculine ideals such as 

masculine authority in the media representation of male-oriented corporate culture.  

Masculine authority or male dominance in a hierarchical society was first 
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attempted by R.W. Connell (Raewyn Connell, 1982; 1995; 2005).214 She first used the 

concept of “hegemonic masculinity” in the early 1980s in her writing on class and 

masculinities about her field research with S. J. Kessler conducted at Australian high 

schools. Her concept of “hegemonic masculinity” is still influential in gender studies 

across many academic fields. Connell developed this concept by relating Antonio 

Gramsci’s term “hegemony” to the structure of gender relations. The Gramscian term 

“hegemony” refers to a technique of political rule in the traditional Marxist approach 

to the analysis of how the ruling capitalist class (the bourgeoisie) control and maintain 

their privilege over the working class. Gramsci accounted for the methodology in 

which the supremacy of a social group manifests itself through “dominant” but 

“intellectual and moral” leadership.215 The bourgeoisie developed its hegemonic 

culture, which propagates its own values and norms. By utilizing the sociopolitical 

dominance and intellectual, moral leadership, the bourgeoisie’s values and norms 

became the commonly accepted ideas in society. People in the working class also 

identified their own good with these ideas, norms, and values. Thus, they seemingly 

unconsciously participated in maintaining the power relation rather than attempting 

revolution. Thus, the Gramscian “hegemony” is about the pervasive power of ideology, 

values, and beliefs through the rational consent of the so-called “common sense” in 

producing and reproducing class relations.  

In following the Gramscian fundamental concept of “hegemony,” Connell 

                                                            
214 R.W. Connell, “Class, Patriarchy, and Sartre’s Theory of Practice,” 305-320; Masculinities; Connell 
and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity,” 829-859. R. W. Connell later changed her name to 
Raewyn Connell. 
215 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, translated and edited by Quintin Hoare and 
Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International Publishers, 1971), 57. Refer to the online version of 
Antonio Gramsci Internet Archive (2000).  
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develops her theoretical framework of “hegemonic masculinity” by focusing on “the 

dynamics of structural change involving the mobilization and demobilization of whole 

classes” in the Gramscian hegemony.216 In her initial research on social inequality at 

Australian high schools in 1982, she found multiple hierarchies entangled with gender 

construction as a response to the conceptual discussion of the construction of 

masculinities and the experience of men’s bodies.217 In her discovery, she proposes 

multiple masculinities with power relations by criticizing the literary representation of 

traditional male sex roles. She problematizes the tendency to dichotomize the 

experiences of men and women in popular literature and distinguish types of 

masculinities through power relations in the expression of masculinity. Her 

exploration of four different types of masculinities, including “hegemonic masculinity,” 

has often been citied, but her theory simultaneously attracted serious criticism, which 

has urged her to reevaluate her concept of “hegemonic masculinity” in terms of the 

“contemporary struggles about power and political leadership, public and private 

violence, and changes in families and sexualities.”218 In her attempts at reformulation 

in collaboration with James W. Messerschmidt (2005), she proposes the dynamics of 

hegemonic masculinity, the agency of women, and the possibilities of political 

movement toward gender democracy by involving more complex, and sometimes 

contradictory, models of gender hierarchy and interplay among local, regional, and 

global levels.219  

However, I will focus on Connell’s initial examination of the four types of 

                                                            
216 Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity,” 831. 
217 Ibid., 830. 
218 Ibid., 829-830.  
219 Ibid., 829. 
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masculinities to argue that masculinity can be understood as a form, reflecting social, 

cultural, political, and economic implications. Her discovery of multiple masculinities 

helps explore diverse male groups found in Misaeng. Masculinities are intersected 

with sociocultural environments and power dynamics. In this approach, Kŭ-rae, Oh 

Kwajang, and male audiences who advocate them can be analyzed in relation to 

sociocultural-reciprocal masculinities. Furthermore, this approach suggests a new 

perspective to examine the changing mode of contemporary South Korean masculinity 

in academic fields on gender, literature, film, and media, which still stick to the 

gender-binary perception. As argued previously, Connell’s idea of hegemonic 

masculinity is defined as a form of masculinity that is dominant across any culture, 

time, and individual. Patriarchy can be discussed in relation to the form of hegemonic 

masculinity, which structurally enables its domination over women and other 

communities. According to Connell’s application of the Gramscian analysis of 

hegemony, patriarchy is a ruling strategy with implicit consent. Men maintain their 

dominant social position by benefiting from the patriarchal-dominated social system, 

which historically, politically, and culturally demarcates “masculine” and “feminine” 

identities, norms, and roles. 

Along with “hegemonic masculinity,” Connell suggests three other types of 

masculinities: subordinated, complicit, and marginalized. This archetypal 

classification shows how masculinities are related through “alliance, dominance, and 

subordination.”220 Moreover, there is a division within and between masculinities into 

a hierarchical structure. Cornell’s concept of “subordinated masculinity” refers to a 

                                                            
220 Connell, Masculinities, 37. 
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group of men who do not obtain hegemony in gender relations. In particular, 

homosexual masculinity is described as subordinated in Western society because 

hegemony belongs to heterosexual masculinity through the marriage system, which 

enhances patriarchal authority in modern society. While the two forms of 

masculinities explained above can be distinguished by whether or not power is owned, 

the “complicit masculinity” is defined as a group benefiting from hegemony 

masculinity through collusion, even without enacting masculine dominance. This 

implies that men with hegemony are limited, but the type of complicit masculinity 

represents the majority of men in society. The last one is “marginalized masculinity,” 

which is described by its relationships with other masculinities. This category includes 

homosexual masculinity, ethnic and racial minority, and working-class men. As 

mentioned in relation to the “subordinated masculinity,” the heterosexual marriage 

system marginalizes homosexuality. Furthermore, institutional oppression targets 

racial and ethnic minorities through the political power structure of external and 

internal colonialism. Working-class men are also marginalized in the neoliberal 

capitalist society. Even though the growing global arenas of transnational corporations 

and media complicate these relationships and require an intensive level of reevaluation, 

Connell’s contextualization of multi-layered, dynamic masculinities is still valid in 

exploring diverse and power-relational masculinities in Misaeng.  

Subordination and Marginalization  

The trading company where Kŭ-rae and Oh Kwajang work is a conventional 

example of male-dominated corporate culture. This culture requires an intensively 
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hierarchical structure, which legitimizes obedience to the orders of one’s superior. 

During Kŭ-rae’s first conversation with his direct superior Kim Taeri, Kim Taeri tells 

Kŭ-rae to step down because Kŭ-rae stands on higher ground unintentionally and thus 

looks down at Kim Taeri. Kim Taeri’s first order indicates his attempt to clarify their 

hierarchical relationship. This scene is symbolic to show that Kŭ-rae is subordinated in 

the company. Indeed, his social position is a clear instance of “marginalization.” Even 

before he enters this company, he already failed as a baduk player in his previous 

career. Then, he tries to get a new job but always faces the cruel truth that no one 

offers him a job. When his baduk sponsor happens to know that he suffers financially 

but needs a job to support his mother, the sponsor gave him the opportunity of an 

internship through the connection. Thus, this job is his only and last chance. His 

failure and desperation exacerbate and more likely perpetuate his place as subordinate 

in the social structure.  

In addition, the scene of Kŭ-rae asking for help from An Yŏngi, his female co-

worker, can also be interpreted as revealing his social position as marginalized. But, at 

the same time, his subordinated and marginalized position complicates hegemony in 

gender relations. Kŭ-rae is only one male employee who persistently asks for her help. 

An Yŏngi is the person who gives him advice, but she feels comfortable talking about 

her own work-related issues when she helps Kŭ-rae. She is always an excellent worker, 

but she shows her potential as a team-mate or equal level more fully in the moments 

when she talks and works with Kŭ-rae while his association with An Yŏngi becomes 

perceived as even more subordinate in the minds of his male co-workers. Thus, Kŭ-

rae’s companionship with An Yŏngi complicates his subordination and 
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marginalization in corporate culture. 

Of course, An Yŏngi’s outstanding performance and her complex relationships 

with male employees can be discussed as another layer of gender relations. In the 

television series, she appears as an attractive and confident female employee who 

speaks fluent Russian and successfully persuades a Russian buyer. During the meeting 

with the buyer, she uses her glamorous body silhouette as a marketing strategy for the 

product that her team is selling. She turns around in front of her female buyer and 

explains that she is wearing the underwear that her team is promoting. In this scene, 

the two women stare at each other and focus on their business conversation while 

ignoring other male employees who only watch them at the edge of the frame. In the 

next scene, An Yŏngi appears in a black suit without any accessories. She even 

changes her voice tone to highlight her gender-neutral image. While the webtoon 

series only features her gender-neutral or non-gendered association, the television 

drama uses the above scene to attract viewers who rely more on visual information. 

Her body on the screen can be addressed as an example of a female body seductively 

placed in front of the male gaze-infused camera eye. However, this scene can also be 

analyzed as featuring her character as using her body as a survival tactic to prove her 

excellence in male-dominated corporate culture.  

No other men, except Kŭ-rae, ask her for help even though every male 

employee knows that she is very capable and competent. An Yŏngi is a woman, who 

seems to make other male employees unable to ask her for help. Asking for help 

would mean admitting that she is superior; thus, they instead choose to exclude her. 

The exclusion brings about her isolation, which explicitly shows her marginalization 
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in a male-dominated company, regardless of her capability. She puts more endeavors 

to show her performance, but her male team members simultaneously avoid and 

exclude her. In the end, she first says, “we are a team,” and decides to adjust to their 

culture, which empowers men to obtain hegemony. Even though she adjusts to the 

male-centered corporate culture, she never engages in heterosexual relationships in the 

webtoon and its smartphone film version. However, the television series places her in 

a romantic relationship with her male fellow. While the online media content focuses 

more on An Yŏngi’s resistance to subordination and marginalization, the medium of 

television perpetuates her position as a woman in a conventional narrative centering 

on a heterosexual romantic relationship.     

Considering the increase of unemployment and ongoing uncertainty in South 

Korea, the male Misaeng fans who identify and sympathize with Kŭ-rae understand 

that they can be categorized as subordinated and/or marginalized by the hegemony of 

social normalization. Nevertheless, they cannot stop pursuing their dream for a stable 

job and a secure life. Otherwise, they will be socially marked as a loser or part of a 

“precariat”221 that is demarcated as marginalized in the social normalization of global 

neoliberal competition.222 People who have full-time jobs and live comparatively 

stable lives are not free from the pressure to maintain these life conditions and values. 

To sustain their lives, they make every effort even if they remain complicit in male 

hierarchy. Thus, the men who read and watch Misaeng shed tears and hope that Kŭ-

                                                            
221 In sociology and economics, the “precariat” is a neologism for a social class formed by people 
suffering from precarity, which is a condition of existence embracing risks and insecurity due to the 
increase of labor market flexibility under the maximized competition of the “neoliberal” system since 
the 1970s. Guy Standing analyzed the creation of a global “precariat” to urge a political action in his 
book, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (London, New Delhi, New York, Sydney: Bloomsbury, 
2014).  
222 Standing, The Precariat, 1. 
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rae survives against the impasse of neoliberal capitalism.  

Inclusive Masculinity 

Kŭ-rae is described as embodying subordinated and marginalized masculinities. 

Yet, his relationship with An Yŏngi complicates the power dynamics of masculinities 

in relation to gender. More importantly, Oh Kwajang’s recognition of Kŭ-rae increases 

the degree of complicated relationships that Kŭ-rae has with other employees in the 

company. The more Oh Kwajang recognizes and involves Kŭ-rae in the teamwork, the 

more he emerges as an agent able to transcend the demarcations of subordination and 

marginalization. Based on recognition and understanding, their relationship 

reformulates masculinities in relation to male-male emotional bonds. This emotionally 

intimate form of closeness, emerging as significant in Misaeng, is described as a 

“bromance” among audiences. The neologism “bromance” can be considered as 

reflecting a sociocultural phenomenon that urges audiences to develop a new 

perspective that shifts away from a focus on the critical domain of hegemonic 

masculinity, centered on men’s privilege through their gender and social status.  

Recent studies on men and masculinities show an expansion of more inclusive 

and emotive masculinities among young men.223 In particular, Eric Anderson (2009) 

demonstrates this changing tendency among young men who grow away from the 

hegemonic type of masculinity in their social relations. Anderson offers evidence that 

men are more engaging in affectionate, emotional, and physical relationships with 

                                                            
223 Anderson (2005); McCormack (2012); Murray and White (2015); Murray et al. (2016); Weeks 
(2007); White and Hoobson (2015); White and Robinson (2016), cited in Robinson, Anderson, and 
White, “The Bromance: Undergraduate Male Friendships and the Expansion of Contemporary 
Homosocial Boundaries.” 



 

150 

their male friends.224 In addition to their emotional engagement with other male 

friends, his research shows that their affectionate and emotional network includes 

more gay men. This phenomenon exactly opposes the political demarcation of 

heterosexual and homosexual masculinities that Connell argues in her model of four 

types of masculinities. When she conducted her research in the 1980s, homophobia 

was pervasive in Western culture. However, her hegemonic masculinity model no 

longer accounts for the changing social dynamics of young male groups these days. 

Thus, Anderson proposes “inclusive masculinity” as a theoretical tool to explore 

emotional openness and softening gender codes found in a close male-male 

relationship and the shifting social perception of homophobia as well.225  

In order to suggest “inclusive masculinity” as a new theoretical framework to 

address a social change, Anderson uses “homohysteria” as a core concept in his 

historical and geographical contextualization. He is aware of the limitations of his 

study since he refers to research conducted mainly in the U.S. and U.K. Even though 

the tendency of decline in homophobic attitude is apparent in many cultures, he 

attempts to distinguish the “inclusive masculinity” from the broader observations of 

emotional expressiveness in refining the changing mode of masculinity among young 

male generations. His premise of “homohysteria” relates to the cultural condition that 

the culture maintains antipathy toward gay men despite the mass awareness that gay 

men exist in significant numbers. Also, he points to the existence of belief that gender 

and sexuality are conflated. In the context of homohysteric culture, homophobia 

                                                            
224 Anderson, Inclusive Masculinity; Robinson, Anderson, and White, “The Bromance: Undergraduate 
Male Friendships and the Expansion of Contemporary Homosocial Boundaries.” 
225 Anderson and McGuire, “Inclusive Masculinity Theory and the Gendered Politics of Men’s Rugby,” 
249-261.  
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functions as a political tool to regulate men’s attitudes and behaviors through the fear 

of being socially recognized as gay. Anderson’s definition of homohysteric culture is 

similar to the world view that Connell cited to underline hierarchical order empowered 

in the classification of masculinities. In the homohysteric culture, the multiplicity of 

masculinities exists as Connell suggests, but it is hierarchical and stratified. Unlike 

masculinities, as being related to power dynamics, in homohysteric culture, the 

“inclusive masculinity” embodies the change of perception among younger males who 

move toward showing equal-level esteem among diverse forms of masculinities. In 

this respect, Anderson argues that the “inclusive masculinity” can help demonstrate 

variance between cultures and generations.  

Bromance 

By drawing on the theory of inclusive masculinity, the bromance between Oh 

Kwajang and Kŭ-rae can be addressed as a form of reflecting the changing social 

value of accepting and appreciating diverse masculinities. We should ask then how the 

bromance is different from existing male friendships and the term Ogwajanggŭrae 

mello can also be discussed as indicating a change in perception toward homosexuality 

in South Korea.  

In 2014, Anderson conducted interesting research on the bromance with Stefan 

Robinson and Adam White.226 They interviewed thirty undergraduate men in the U.K. 

about their friendship experiences.227 The male participants identified themselves as 

                                                            
226 Robinson, Anderson, and White, “The Bromance: Undergraduate Male Friendships and the 
Expansion of Contemporary Homosocial Boundaries.” 
227 Ibid., 96. 
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heterosexual or mostly heterosexual. The result shows that all thirty participants had at 

least one bromantic friend either in the past or the present time. According to the 

research team’s analysis of the interviews, the participants describe “shared interest,” 

“emotional intimacy,” and “physical intimacy” as the distinctive characteristics of the 

bromance. In their study, a shared interest is a prerequisite in building a bromance.228 

For example, Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae are always concerned about their team 

performance and team reconciliation. In the meantime, Oh Kwajang seeks a way to 

secure Kŭ-rae’s job. When he quits One International and then runs a new company, 

he never forgets Kŭ-rae and gives him the chance of working again.  

The next characteristic, intimacy, is significant in identifying a bromance. 

Intimacy involves a sense of deep or profound relationship, such as trust and love, but 

one cannot be an intimate friend without reciprocity of intimacy from another. It 

means that intimacy can be reached through mutual understanding and engagement. A 

deep and intense mutual interaction entails emotional intimacy and sometimes 

physical intimacy as well. According to the Anderson team’s research, physical 

intimacy is considered nonessential among the male participants. However, physical 

intimacy can be valued as integral in forming a bromance because it implies that the 

person has a genuine “bro” who does not have any boundary with his bromantic 

friend.229 Emotional intimacy emerges as vital to the bromance between Oh Kwajang 

and Kŭ-rae, but Oh Kwajang often shows his physical intimacy by putting his arms 

around Kŭ-rae’s shoulders after he recognizes Kŭ-rae as his “kid.” Oh Kwajang 

sometimes pats on Kŭ-rae’s back to encourage him. Oh Kwjang is not the only one 

                                                            
228 Ibid., 99. 
229 Ibid., 100-101.  
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person who engages in physical intimacy. When Oh Kwajang staggers after a drink, 

Kŭ-rae takes Oh Kwajang to his home.230 The full shot of Kŭ-rae helping Oh Kwajang 

shows a very intimate level of physical closeness. Then, Kŭ-rae falls to sleep in front 

of Oh Kwajang’s house. The close-up of his face with him shows him looking happier 

than tired. Another scene showing Kŭ-rae’s tearful face with him saying mentally, “I 

am sorry that I cannot do anything” in his mind, reveals his physical intimacy to Oh 

Kwajang at the moment when Oh Kwajang gets scolded by an executive.231 Their 

physical contacts show their affective closeness and also affirm their bromance, which 

is distinguished from the commonly accepted friendship between a manager and staff.  

Their emotional intimacy and physical closeness remind the Misaeng fans of 

the feeling of romance. In the television adaptation, there are many scenes in which 

these two men appear together in one frame. Some fans edited clips centering on the 

bromance-related shots and circulated them on YouTube to share their fever toward 

Ogwajanggŭrae mello.232 This phenomenon shows that the viewers are even more 

enthusiastic about their bromance-associated relationship. Furthermore, some viewers 

directly complained to the broadcasting station when there was a scene implying a 

romantic mood between Kŭ-rae and An Yŏngi.233 Might these Misaeng fans’ reactions 

be seen as an indicator of change in the perception of homosexuality? When asked, 

“Should Society Accept Homosexuality?” in 2013 by the Pew Research Center, a U.S-

                                                            
230 Refer to tvN Misaeng (2014), Episode 11. 
231 Refer to tvN Misaeng (2014), Episode 7. 
232 Ŭndun ŭndun, “Oh Kwajang kwa Chang Kŭ-rae (Oh Kwajang and Chang Kŭ-rae).”  
233 Chŏi, “‘Misaeng’ Ogwajanggŭrae ŭi Mello (The Melo between Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae in 
Misaeng).”  
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based research center, 39 percent of South Korean respondents answered “Yes.”234 

The survey shows that the awareness of homosexuality is still homophobic, given that 

Canada, Spain, and Germany exceeded 80 percent. However, considering a 2008 

survey showing that only 18 percent of respondents answered positively, this 

difference suggests a change in the social perception of homosexuality.235 According 

to a survey conducted in 2019 by Gallup Korea, 53 percent of the respondents 

answered “Yes” to the question, “Is homosexuality a form of love?” indicating that a 

change in social perception is still happening.236 In particular, 75 percent of males in 

their teens and twenties gave affirmative answers. This result shows that Anderson’s 

proposed “inclusive” masculinity as an indicator of changes in cultures and 

generations, which also applies to the diversity of masculinities in contemporary 

Korean society.    

Homosocial Desire  

The concept of inclusive masculinity is valid in addressing a change in 

perceptions toward not only male intimacy but also gay men among younger 

generations in contemporary Korean society. In this respect, the emergence of the term 

“bromance” reifies a social change reflecting a movement from a dominant perception 

of heterosexual normalization to a pursuit of equally accepting and valuing diverse, 

non-heterosexual intimate relationships. However, it is still questionable whether this 

                                                            
234 Refer to “The Global Divide on Homosexuality: Greater Acceptance in More Secular and Affluent 
Countries,” Pew Research Center (June 4, 2013). https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2013/06/04/the-
global-divide-on-homosexuality/. 
235 Ibid. 
236 Refer to “Korea Gallup Daily Opion,” Korea Gallup, vol. 356 (May 2019). 
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/report.asp.  
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phenomenon can be refined as a change to overcome the historically constructed 

homophobic culture. In Anderson’s research with his colleagues, we should note that 

they enunciated the gender and sexual category of these male participants as 

heterosexual. Their premise of the bromance is that two heterosexual men emotionally 

and physically engage in a profoundly intimate relationship by sharing their own 

common interests. Their characterization of the bromance can be seen as their attempts 

to distinguish the emotional and physical bonds between straight men from 

homosexual associations. Although the experiment is about male friendship 

experiences, the hidden existence of women functions as an essential prerequisite for 

defining the male relationship.  

In this regard, the bromance can be viewed as another cultural form of the male 

“homosociality” that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1992) articulated in her famous 

triangular model, whereby a female presence is necessary to act as the foil to intimacy 

and bonding between men.  According to Sedgwick, the word “homosocial” can be 

understood by analogy with “homosexual,” but it is at the same time used as a 

distinguished form of the emotional tie between same-sex peers or friends.237 Thus, 

this term involves a paradoxical situation in which the emotional openness softens 

gender demarcation while colluding with the connotative sense of fear of 

homosexuality. Journalist Chŏi Na-yŏng’s (2014) interpretation of the code of 

“bromance” between Oh Kwajang and Kŭrae explicitly substantiates Sedgwick’s 

triangular model that desire or erotic sense between men is mediated through 

                                                            
237 Sedgwick, Between Men, 1. 
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women.238 Chŏi analyzes Ogwajanggŭrae mello by focusing on the scene in which the 

presence of An Yŏngi reminds Kŭ-rae of Oh Kwajang, who is absent in the scene. 

Chŏi introduces the scene of Kŭ-rae and An Yŏngi walking together in Episode 11. 

When An Yŏngi feels chilly, Kŭ-rae takes off his jacket and covers her. This scene 

seems to follow the conventional narrative of the heterosexual romance. However, the 

next scene instead clarifies that the intimacy between An Yŏngi and Kŭ-rae is a type 

of fellowship rather than a heterosexual romantic closeness. In her analysis of that 

scene, Chŏi argues: 

However, it was not An Yŏngi, but Oh Kwajang, who was not there. When An 
Yŏngi said “we” during the conversation, Kŭ-rae immediately blushed, but not 
because of her. It was because he remembered the moment when Oh Kwajang 
said “we” for the first time in the early phase of his internship.  

 

By employing Sedgwick’s perspective, Kŭ-rae’s blushed face because of the absent 

Oh Kwajang in the scene can be understood as a form of “homosocial desire.” The 

male-male bond, despite the presence of a woman, strengthens their own male 

territory, which is often described as male privilege over women. By relating the male-

male bond to the social structure of men and women or privileged and non-privileged, 

Sedgwick chose the word “desire” to develop the discourse on the complexity of 

homosociality. Also, desire in Misaeng encompasses a social system in which Kŭ-rae 

aims to be recognized as a “member of society.” His goal includes Oh Kwajang’s 

recognition. Oh Kwajang already recognizes Kŭ-rae, but his recognition of him as a 

“kid” is not enough for Kŭ-rae to prove his growth. Kŭ-rae’s ultimate goal is 

                                                            
238 Chŏi, “‘Misaeng’ Ogwajanggŭrae ŭi Mello (The Melo between Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae in 
Misaeng).” 
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recognized as a “responsible adult man of society.” In this sense, Kŭ-rae’s homosocial 

bond with Oh Kwajang is multi-layered and complex.  

Homosociality and Ogwajanggŭrae mello 

The homosocial bond between Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae plays a decisive role in 

the popularity of Misaeng, the narrative of which is intertwined with social, cultural, 

economic, and political changes, and which furthermore promotes a new way of 

perceiving and building relationships in the social setting of the workplace. In 

particular, we see that cultural diversity is being enhanced through changes in the 

forms taken by masculinity, including “inclusive” masculinity. The bromance shown 

in the relationship between Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae brings up the issue of male 

emotions that has been excluded from the public space, such as corporate offices, due 

to the traditional social norm, “a grown boy doesn’t cry.” Emotional control has been 

considered an important condition of “manly emotions” in this context. In Misaeng, 

instead of obsessing over male emotional control and independence, these two male 

characters reveal their emotional vulnerability, and even depend on each other. In this 

sense, masculinity is reformulated as being relational, reciprocal, and emotionally 

bonded.  

Nevertheless, the “homosociality” imposed on Ogwajanggŭrae mello evokes 

what Sedgwick demonstrated as the paradoxical intersection of discontinuous relations 

in the potential “continuum” between the “homosocial” and the “homoerotic.” Desire 

itself is complex in relation to the social structure of privilege or hegemony, even if an 

erotic or romantic male bond attempts to dismantle the dominant form of hegemonic 
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masculinity.  

However, the emotional understanding and intimacy that Kŭ-rae and Oh 

Kwajang share encourages audiences to engage in perceiving and developing their 

emotional bonds with the Misaeng world by writing about their own emotional 

response in the space of the taetkŭl-comment section. Male audiences shed tears in 

that space and comfort each other by reacting to their tears. For Foucault, in his 

analysis of homosexuality and friendship, this space can be a “marginal space” that 

constitutes a form of localized resistance to the normative ideology of hegemonic 

masculinity, which produces and reproduces structured, hierarchical relationships.239 

Along with the intimate male bond depicted between Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae, the 

taetkŭl space enables the creation of new types of relationships between people of 

different classes and cultures, and thus generates alternative cultures and ethics by 

devising new lifestyles through the celebratory depiction of diversity.  

                                                            
239 Foucault, “Friendship as a Way of Life,”137-38; Also refer to the citation in Mark Kingston, 
“Subversive Friendship,” 7-17.  



CHAPTER 4  MELODRAMA AS A NEW MODE OF WEBTOON RECEPTION  

Isn’t It Too Late? 

I am writing to your “Comments” section (taetkŭl) for the first time while 
watching episode 145. Many empathetic taetkŭl on Misaeng are related to 
corporate life, written with a professionalism and insight I would not dare to 
match. I have always watched this webtoon series and read the comments, all 
the while feeling, in my heart, that I was learning a lot from them. But 
somehow, for the first time in my life, I am writing taetkŭl myself. While 
watching the last scene, for some reason that even I do not understand, I am 
crying. Isn’t it too late?240 

The words “Isn’t it too late?” comprises the last line in the concluding panel of 

the first season of the webtoon Misaeng. Senior Manager Oh (Oh Kwajang), having 

left his previous company, One International, is now running a new trading company. 

He offers a full-time position in his new company to his former subordinate and 

mentee, Chang Kŭ-rae. Audiences have been keenly awaiting the moment when Kŭ-

rae might become a full-time employee and work again with Oh Kwajang. At the very 

last moment, however, the audiences are started by the appearance of another 

mysterious figure. Both Oh Kwajang and Kŭ-rae turn around when they hear the 

words, “Isn’t it too late for me?” In the last panel of the season, a shadowy figure with 

permed hair is shown beneath these words, which inquire whether there might still be 

time for the speaker, too, to apply for a position at the new firm. With its signature 

permed hair, the figure of the speaker is immediately recognizable to the audiences as 

Assistant Manager Kim (Kim Taeri). Indeed, many taetkŭl comments had expressed 

an expectation that these three major characters would work together again in the 

following season, given the strong companionship they had demonstrated when they 

                                                            
240 Ppŏngni’s taetkŭl (comments) in Misaeng season 1: episode 145 on 20 July 2013. 
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worked for Sales Team 3 at One International.  

In many taetkŭl comments, where fans develop their own stories relating to 

Misaeng, the fans welcome Kim Taeri into their story space by repeating his words, 

“Isn’t it too late for me?” Their repetitions involve feelings both of regret that the 

series is ending and hope for an encounter with these characters’ ongoing journeys in 

the next season. In their ambivalence, they shed tears and ask if these tears were not 

“too late.” At the end of Kŭ-rae’s time and endeavor to become a professional baduk 

(Go) player, he had to begin all over again as a company intern in an entirely unrelated 

field. Kŭ-rae’s reluctant choice in the face of adversity worries his fans, when Oh 

Kwajang leaves One International, that the younger man’s action might have been 

“too late,” given that Kŭ-rae was supposed to have left after the termination of his 

internship. Yet, the final episode presents fans with hope and renewed expectations 

when Kŭ-rae joins Oh Kwajang’s company. The last panel even alludes to Assistant 

Manager Kim joining this new company soon. However, the fans become aware of a 

situation in which they have no choice but to weep because Misaeng is already over. 

Time never waits for them in reality, nor does it allow them to pause and enjoy 

moments of optimism and anticipation. Thus, they cry and hope that these tears are not 

too late.  

Theorists of melodrama have linked the question of timing and tears to the 

ability of melodrama not merely to provoke a specifically bodily response, but also to 

provoke reflection on that response. Steve Neale (1986) and Linda Williams (1991) 

quote Franco Moretti (1983) on timing and tears, in their accounts of how “too late” 

plays a key role in creating the effect of pathos in audiences’ bodily reactions to 
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melodrama.241 Both film critics point to the crucial role of timing, which triggers tears. 

Audiences sympathize with the character’s suffering and tragedy while they are 

absorbed in the character’s story. Nevertheless, their emotional reactions occur at a 

precise moment when they realize something “irreversible” in the reality they face 

themselves in the present moment.242 The gap between reality and their sentiments 

force them to recognize their reactions to their own lives. Their self-reflective 

reactions urge them to respond to their emotionally moving moments before it is “too 

late.” At the same time, for the audiences of Misaeng, this question inquires if they are 

not “too late” to join in writing stories rooted in their emotional reactions in the taetkŭl 

space.  

The Misaeng fan’s comment cited above refers both to the bodily reaction of 

tears, and to the reflexive question that asks if tears are shed too late, in relation both 

to the diegetic time of Misaeng and the fan’s life circumstances. But, in terms of our 

consideration of the properties of taetkŭl, the comment also requires attention to the 

very fact that it is written and not simply felt or perceived. In other words, writing 

about emotions can be seen as one important way of participating in the practice of 

webtoon reception. As argued in the previous chapter, webtoon taetkŭl allows media 

audiences to create a space of sympathetic imagination through actively sharing their 

feelings by writing and sympathizing with each other. Such practice on the part of 

male audiences is extremely hard to find in the reception of previous media forms. At 

the same time, we cannot overlook the crucial role of writing in this process of 

                                                            
241 Franco Moretti, “Kindergarten,” in Signs Taken for Wonders (London: Verso, 1983), quoted in Steve 
Neale, “Melodrama and Tears,” Screen 27 (Nov.-Dec., 1986): 6-22; also quoted in Linda Williams, 
“Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess,” Film Quarterly, vol. 44, no.4 (1991): 2-13.  
242 Neale, “Melodrama and Tears,” 8.   
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reciprocal emotional exchange. That is, in webtoon reception we find that men express 

their feelings in writing as a way of engaging with the medium. Moreover, as they 

watch/read webtoons and express the feelings that bring them to tears, the activities of 

reading and writing may take place simultaneously. While the sympathetic 

imagination that I discussed in Chapter 2 is what prompts webtoon audiences to write, 

in this chapter, I will take a look at this process of writing in relation to the emotional 

experience of reading webtoons. I argue that the consideration of melodrama, not as a 

genre, but a mode of audience reception, is vital to understanding the mediation of 

emotions in this space.  

Inventing Small Stories  

I propose that the emotional reciprocity that characterizes taetkŭl be 

understood as generating “small stories” as a form of narrative. For example, one user 

by the name of “Taegalchanggun,” after reading episode 145, shared his own story 

about how reading Misaeng had given him an opportunity to recall the past.243 He 

wrote, “I cried, laughed, and realized while watching the webtoon Misaeng that every 

time I looked at Chang Kŭ-rae, I remembered my first year as a beginner in society.” 

Among his “best taetkŭl” was one that attracted 195 followers:  

In 2002, I started working at a company with an annual salary of 
[₩]16,000,000. It was a small business with no bonuses and no per diem for 
lunch. Instead of looking for a job, I had prepared to become a comedian, but, 
having failed repeatedly in my chosen path, I started this job. I received a lot of 
criticism for being a computer illiterate with a low GPA of 2.0 and lacking 
even a driver’s license. Nevertheless, I was put in charge of public relations. I 

                                                            
243Taegalchanggun can be translated as a “General with a Big Head” and usually refers to a man. In one 
of his taetkŭl, he mentions his military service, which indicates his gender as male since military service 
is mandatory for men in South Korea. He wrote the above taetkŭl on 19 July 2013. 
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made a lot of mistakes because of my ignorance, but I enjoyed my work. And I 
found my talent. I put in a lot of sweat trying to catch up in areas where I 
lagged behind others. After more than 11 years, I am now working for a 
company with annual sales of 10 trillion won.244   

Taegalchanggun shared a story of failures, frustrations, challenging opportunities, and 

dreams that were highly similar to those Kŭ-rae experienced, and in the process of 

revealing his suffering, he became the author of his own story. When others responded 

sympathizing with his story, Taegalchanggun commented, “I’m not a successful 

person yet, but I am happy that my small stories are helpful.” I have taken 

Taegalchanggun’s term “small stories” as key to understanding the webtoon reception 

I want to analyze: that of making a narrative through emotional engagement with 

taetkŭl. Taegalchanggun wrote of his own experiences and feelings in “small stories” 

he contributed to several of his taetkŭl comments. Each taetkŭl dealt with a separate 

story, but each one was closely related to his emotional encounters with the larger 

storyworld of Misaeng. We could say that as Taegalchanggun builds his relationship 

with the webtoon and reflects on his emotional reactions in the process of reading 

other people’s taetkŭl comments, he produces an aggregate structure consisting of 

successive small stories.  

It should be noted that taetkŭl writers do not post their stories in the format of 

a complete narrative. Because of the word limit in the taetkŭl section and the tendency 

to write immediate reactions in that space, their taetkŭl writing takes the form of 

“small stories.” Mark Turner (1996) has used the term, “small stories,” emphasizing 

                                                            
244 The “best taetkŭl” or pe-taet indicates the most recognized taetkŭl or comment by other webtoon 
users. Converting won (₩) into dollars ($) in 2020, the amount of ₩16,000,000 equals around $12,950. 
10 trillion won equals around $8 billion.  
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the importance of the capacity to tell such stories.245 Western philosophy, Turner holds, 

has been defined as the reasoning process which determines whether language in 

writing can be described either true or false. Yet for Turner, “the basic stories we 

know best are small stories of events in space. The wind blows a cloud through the sky, 

a child throws a rock, mother pours milk into a glass, a whale swims through the water. 

These stories constitute our world, and they are completely absorbing – we cannot 

resist watching the volley of the tennis ball.”246 His examples of small spatial stories 

are not the typical type of an interesting, complete story. However, he points out that 

these small stories require our conscious attention and thus enable our capacity to see, 

feel, and recognize our experiences. Turner defines these stories as “inventions” 

because they are consciously invented and perceived as life events and ultimately as 

stories in human cognition through the literary capacity that enables the construction 

of small stories as narratives.247  

Louise Sundararajan (2005) agrees with Turner’s approach to the small story 

and develops the formation of emotional creativity by relating it to 

“protonarratives.”248 Sundararajan addresses that protonarratives are what Turner 

refers to as “small stories” and uses his examples of small stories to show how 

protonarratives contribute to shaping emotional creativity. By focusing on the phase of 

where emotions are created, Sundararajan distinguishes protonarratives from the 

narratives which tend to structuralize fully-fledged emotions by laying out motivations 

and goals in the four stages of a complete narrative: exposition, rising action, climax, 

                                                            
245 Mark Turner, The Literary Mind, 13.  
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid., 14. 
248 Louise Sundararajan, “The Plot Thickens – or Not,” 105-120. 
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and resolution. While the narrative develops goal-oriented affects through the four 

stage-framework of narrative development, the protonarrative is somewhat 

“indeterminate” and foregrounds “background moods.”249 The process of writing a 

small story entails an invention of life events rather than developing motivations and 

achieving goals according to four stage-based plans. Thus, the protonarrative can 

enhance the experience of values by allowing “ambiguity” and “exploration of 

multiple nuanced meanings” in the “invention” activities while they are at a juncture 

in incorporating into a narrative frame.250 In this way, they help create emotions and 

intensify emotional explorations while inventing their small stories and interacting 

with other small stories.   

I propose that taetkŭl can be considered small stories or protonarratives, and 

that they create emotional meanings in building relationships with one another. By 

relating to and combining with other taetkŭl, they become a larger narrative (or 

narratives) and create a storyworld as well. As small stories, taetkŭl do not have not 

any particular determinate meaning yet, but create a sympathetic imagination of the 

storyworld as a mode of webtoon reception. Marie-Laure Ryan’s concept of a 

“storyworld” is useful here. As a narrative interacts with the content of another 

narrative, by crossing media forms in the case of her study, but more often in the form 

of a protonarrative, a mental image of the larger storyworld is constructed for the 

reader.251 The storyworld also expands and evolves through ongoing dynamics of 

                                                            
249 Ibid., 106. 
250 Ibid. 
251 Mari-Laure Ryan , “Transmedia Storytelling: Industry Buzzword or New Narrative Experience?” 1-
19.  
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three properties of the narrative: inventions, completeness, and consistency.252 Small 

stories are invented as Turner proposes, and one could describe this as a form of 

emotional creativity that produces protonarratives. These inventions help audiences 

enhance their capacity to feel, as well as to recognize their emotions. In turn, this 

engagement prompts them to take physical actions, such as writing about their virtual 

tears in the taetkŭl space. In this process, taetkŭl or small stories involve imagination, 

which adds details to develop the storyworld. Webtoon fans read other narratives, 

combining their own stories with others as they respond to other small stories in the 

taetkŭl space. Taetkŭl, in this stage, emerges as a storyword and reflects a consistency. 

In this way, a narrative is created by taetkŭl and expanded, resulting in the creation of 

a storyworld. These narratives are based on the development of emotional exploration 

through taetkŭl. In establishing the protonarrative evolvement in the reception of a 

webtoon, audiences narrate their feelings, experiences, and perceptions.  

As small stories are delivered through taetkŭl, emotions are created, 

concentrated, and expressed in the space of webtoon reception. Webtoon taetkŭl can 

be addressed as a cultural space of emotional formation through inventing, combining, 

and expanding stories. These stories are incorporated into potential narrative threads 

as they become sharpened through emotional convergence. In this way, webtoon 

audience engagement represents a contemporary mode of media reception.  

The Structure of Emotion   

Before exploring melodrama as a cultural mode concerning men’s emotional 

                                                            
252 Woolf, Building Imaginary Worlds.  
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engagement in the taetkŭl space, I will demonstrate how emotion can be understood as 

reciprocal and social. Considering reciprocity and sociality as important aspects of 

emotion in the relationship with the external world, Jenefer Robinson (2006) 

emphasizes the close relationship between emotions and the environment in her 

contextualization of the role of emotion in the reception of art. Robinson raises her 

questions in terms of the definition of emotion and how it operates in both the 

construction and reception in the fields of literature, music, and paintings. In her 

trajectory of the theories of emotion, Robinson addresses the fundamental question of 

what emotion is by framing popular concepts relating to feelings, behaviors, and 

physiological responses in human experiences. Then, she initiates her theoretical 

approach to emotion by engaging with the most widely accepted theory of emotion: 

the “cognitive” or “judgment” theory. Robison traces older accounts of emotion, 

developed by from Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, and Hume, to recent judgment 

theorists, including Robert M. Gordon, Gabriele Taylor, Richard Lazarus, and Andrew 

Ortony, in order to enrich and strengthen her perspective to emotion as an extended 

form of a reader-response theory of interpretation.253 She points out that, even if 

emotions are considered inadequate or confusing in describing as ideas or cognitive 

content, these theorists mostly agree that emotions reflect mental states, which can be 

identified by the particular structures of such interests, desires, and beliefs.254 These 

structures embody cognition in evaluating the relationship between the subject and the 

object, thus generating predictable emotional actions. For example, we feel anger, 

                                                            
253 Reader-response theory of interpretation or criticism is a school of literary theory that considers the 
reader or audience’s reactions to literature as vital to interpreting the meaning of the text, in contrast to 
other schools and theories that focus primarily on the author or the content and form of the work. 
254 Robinson, Deeper than Reason.10. 
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resentment, and/or frustration if we are insulted by someone. We “know” and 

“evaluate” the situation that we are insulted, and our cognition of “insult” leads to 

particular judgments of that situation and further results in certain emotional reactions. 

Thus, she points to the significance of the role of emotion in judging and evaluating an 

environment. Robinson postulates the reception of art as an event of an emotional 

reaction to the environment by drawing attention to how an individual’s emotion 

participates in the understanding of art.    

As Robinson suggests in analyzing the role of emotion in the reception of art 

as a cognitive experience of understanding the environment, the theory of emotion is 

vital to examining how we understand the emotional experience that emerges in 

webtoon reception in relation to reciprocal and social experience in a new media 

environment that involves not only individual interests, desires, and beliefs, but also 

sociocultural, economic, and political tendencies. How, then, do these tendencies 

address the problems of a particular generation as “dissolved” within the social 

context, as critic Raymond Williams has put it? The structural approach to emotional 

reactions comes from Raymond Williams’ (1954; 1961; 1977) study of meanings and 

values that are actively experienced and felt at any one time in history.255 Williams 

paid attention to the emergence of particular collective emotional reactions to social 

experiences in a certain period and cast light on the gap between these emotional 

engagements, which often took the form as popular practices, and the official 

discourse of cultural policy and regulations. He mapped out the emergence of 

particular emotional reactions by stressing the necessity to explore this perceived gap, 

                                                            
255 Williams, Preface to Film (London: Film Drama, 1954); The Long Revolution (London: Hogarthe 
Press, 1961); Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).  
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according to which these emotions cannot be identified as either a common sense or a 

dominant way of thinking in the contemporary culture.  

In describing social changes in postwar British society at the level of 

individual experiences of everyday life, Williams (1977) coined the term “structures 

of feeling” to foreground changes of the social present.256 In Marxism and Literature, 

Williams attempts to advance a new theory that underscores the openness and 

flexibility involved in developing a new theory of culture, and thereby to widen the 

scope of our understanding of social and collective experience, which is still in the 

process of formulation and rationalization. He chooses the word “feeling” to 

encompass atmospheres, attitudes, behaviors, manners, moods, orientations, and 

patterns evoked at the moment of experiences because these emergent reactions cannot 

be easily framed in the discourse of rationalization. In this context, Williams suggests 

an alternative definition, “structures of experience,” and shows the impossibility of 

confining feeling or experience to the realm of formal concepts of theoretical 

perspective or systemic beliefs.  

An individual level’s or particular group’s experiences of social changes 

cannot be identified as a dominant culture or ideology. However, the particular kind of 

feeling is implicit and refers to a collective origin of individuals’ mental states. 

Williams discusses the experience of social changes in terms of the multiple stages of 

forming culture. He categorizes culture into three domains: the dominant, residual, and 

emergent.257 The dominant is often recognized in the sense of ideology or hegemony, 

                                                            
256 Williams, “Structures of Feeling,” 128-135. 
257 Ibid., 121-124. 
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but the other two are more complex than the dominantly pervasive form of culture. 

The “residual culture” means a culture which was effectively formed in the past but is 

absorbed in the dominant in the present. Nevertheless, it is still effective in the present 

while maintaining a certain distance from the dominant. The last one implies new 

meanings, values, and practices in building new relationships with the environment. 

The new generation or new class learn the dominant and residual cultures and 

understand and share their idiosyncratic experiences of social changes. They develop 

their reactions to the emergent culture, which has not been inherited anywhere. 

Considering the complexity of the formation of culture, Williams proposes analyzing 

these emerging reactions, as structures of feeling, to the social present, which 

generates the gap and tension between the reproduction of the dominant and residual 

and the creation of the emergent. His term, “structures,” embraces Marxist critique and 

Saussure’s linguistics. Both directly influenced his analysis of culture, but his notion 

of “feeling” imply his attempts to expand our understanding of the emergent culture 

by going beyond the major frameworks of hegemony or psychology.  

The “structures of feeling” is a cultural hypothesis as a form of response to a 

social phenomenon for a certain period or generation. Cultural experiences and 

reactions cannot be explained in any particular way but still require to address such as 

a shared consciousness or emotion. Williams’ term has been used in accounting for 

thoughts and emotions that are widely expressed and deeply engaged in the 

embodiment of so-called Korean consciousness in the formation of South Korean 

popular culture.258 For example, the Korean sentiment han (恨) has been deployed as a 

                                                            
258 Chŏng, “A Study of Raymond Williams’ ‘Structure of Feeling,’” 319-336. 
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central theme in Korean popular narrative genres. The cultural emergence of han has 

been discussed with the structures of feeling as a Korean characteristic of political, 

cultural, and social solidarity through a sense of “shared suffering.”259 The particular 

emotional reactions, such as grief, sorrow, and resentment, originated from the period 

of the Japanese occupation and developed through the Korean War, which caused the 

national division and even dispersed families. The structures of feeling is a valid 

framework to demonstrate the complex relational phase of emerging and subsiding 

among issues of consciousness and emotion that diverge between different times or 

different generations.  

As Yun Sŏk-chin (2004), Pak Yu-hŭi (Park Yu-hee, 2007), and Yi Ho-gŏl 

(2012) have proposed, melodrama—as a popular narrative genre in South Korean 

popular culture—legitimizes structures of feeling by inducing and reflecting particular 

emotional reactions, including han, specific to certain eras and audiences. In other 

words, by emphasizing the suppression and expression of emotions, melodrama 

focuses on the way emotions are created, organized, and dissolved in the social 

context. By relating itself to the development of particular emotional reactions, 

melodrama aims to reveal the underlying existential states of human consciousness. 

Examining melodrama in terms of the structure of emotion, then, is another way of 

identifying the political, social, cultural, and economic conditions of human life. 

Therefore, understanding melodrama helps conceptualize the emotional structure as a 

new mode of media consumption for webtoon audiences to develop and engage with, 

in the social practice of reception.  

                                                            
259 Kim, “Korean Han and the Postcolonial Afterlives of ‘The Beauty of Sorrow,’” 253–279. 
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Emotional Reality  

Melodrama creates a particular moment that urges the audiences to recognize 

the disparity between hope and reality through their physical responses, such as crying. 

An emotional response occurs depending on timing, as argued earlier in this chapter. 

Audiences weep when they notice the “too late” moment while hoping that they are 

“not” too late. They face their powerless state in reality, where their desire and 

expectations only exist in the form of “hope.” The audiences connect their emotional 

awareness to their everyday lives, which I will term their “emotional reality.” The 

term is derived from Ien Ang’s (1985) “emotional realism” in her exploration of the 

audience reception of the television fiction Dallas.260 Ang demonstrates that viewers 

construct a storyworld of Dallas by focusing on certain things or moments in the text. 

They consider these particular things as “true to life” elements and show a particular 

type of emotional reaction in decoding these elements. These “true to life” 

components inspire individual, subjective connections with the text and create 

meanings as a reflection of “psychological reality.”261 Ang’s attention to the way 

viewers pick up certain things in the text reveals how the viewers establish audience 

reality while reading the text. They shed tears of grief or joy and, at the same time, 

engage in reflective attempts on their lives and how to live in reality. 

Emotional reality increases with an involvement with the character’s tearful 

feeling and situation. Their emotional involvements let them cry and be aware of their 

reality while identifying with the characters. By quoting Jose and Brewer (1984) on 

                                                            
260 Ang, Watching Dallas, 41. 
261 Ibid, 45. 
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the character identification, Robinson (2006) enunciates that novel readers 

emotionally attach to the main characters or the characters they most like.262 

Identification occurs when audiences connect their emotional involvement with the 

characters and judge these characters or their situations as in some respect “like me” 

or “like mine.” The readers judge themselves to be most similar to those characters 

and become easily anxious when they are in danger. For instance, the Misaeng fans 

expressed their anxiety and concerns in the taetkŭl space when Kŭ-rae had to leave 

One International without any plan. They sympathized with Kŭ-rae by identifying 

with him. They worry about the future of Kŭ-rae, and they simultaneously express 

concern about their uncertain futures.  

Considering identification in the literary reception, Ann Vincent-Buffault 

(1991) also argues that readers look for themselves in romantic novels.263 In her 

historical trajectory of tears as a response to Roland Barthes’ ultimate questions on the 

nature and significance of emotional display, Vincent-Buffault draws attention to 

corporeal sensibilities, which are likely to influence readers by playing a decisive role 

in perceiving senses and inner states. In the narrative of melodrama, characters cry 

because their tears give a physical appearance to the characters’ sensibilities.264 

Physically embodied sensibilities not only derive physical responses from audiences 

but affect their consciousness and sentiment. When the character cries, the display of 

inner feelings invokes a sentimental reflection upon the reader’s emotional experience 

of a novel by perceiving and judging certain aspects of the character or the situation. 

                                                            
262 Jose and Brewer, “Development of Story Liking,” 1-28. 
263 Anne Vincent-Buffault, The history of tears: sensibility and sentimentality in France.  
264 Ibid.,16.  
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Vincent-Buffault contends that corporeal sensibilities, through weeping or crying, 

provide the opportunity for a “moral education” without the intervention of reason.265 

As a result of the emotional process of engaging with characters and situations in a 

novel, the literary reception encourages us to reflect back on the whole process of 

emotional engagements, including physical responses and the direction of actions in 

life. The emotional reflection helps guide us to acquire “true” or, at least plausible, 

“beliefs” about the characters and their situations because the characters that we 

identify with represent “good” and “virtue” in some level and their sufferings and 

tragic events are associated with the opposite domains in the moral territory. Her 

approach to tear-evoking novel experiences relies on the optimistic aspect of 

enlightenment and suggests an emotional engagement in the literary reception as a 

substitute for reason in education. However, it is obvious that audiences experience 

and learn life from novels, films, or webtoons by facing their own reactions and 

exploring these emotional engagements.  

The Origin and Legacy of Melodrama  

The nature and definition of melodrama has been discussed by many critics 

since the publication of Peter Brooks’ influential Melodramatic Imagination, a 

discussion that has extended to discourse on Asian modernities. Melodrama is a 

combination of the Greek word “mélos (music)” and French drame (drama), referring 

to a musical play that originated from the ancient Greek tragedy in the fifth century 

B.C. The concept of melodrama that we share now started in the eighteenth century as 

                                                            
265 Ibid.,4.  
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French “sentimental drama” since Jean-Jacques Rousseau used the term “melodrama” 

in his sentimental novels and plays.266 Rousseau’s Pygmalion, written in 1762, is 

considered one of the first examples of a full melodrama.267 Then, this term spread to 

other European areas and became prominent as a representative of popular culture, 

including romantic drama and novels, even though the music was excluded from the 

essential parts of melodrama. The musical component denotes its ability to provoke 

emotion as melodrama emerged onto the stage as a new theatrical genre combining 

elements of tragedy, comedy, morality plays, folk-tales, songs, etc.268 In Christine 

Gledhill’s (1987) explanation of its historical development, melodrama established its 

popular theatrical form by employing highly elaborate and already popularized 

narrative attributes from other genres.269 Moreover, melodrama systemizes nonverbal 

elements, including sets, gestures, and music, to maximize its dramatic effect. 

Melodrama verbally and non-verbally evolves to amplify audience entertainment 

through its constant convergence across different media. Since its birth in France in 

the eighteenth century, melodrama dominated Europe in the nineteenth century and 

advanced into Hollywood films in the twentieth century. It has also been passed on to 

various media beyond plays, novels, movies, and television dramas. Thus, melodrama 

has been undergone a process of global diffusion, shifting into multiple media forms 
                                                            
266 Wimal Dissanayake, “Introduction,” 1; Susan Hayward, “Melodrama and Women’s Films,” 236.  
267 Refer to Gledhill, Home is Where the Heart is. 14-22. Rousseau wrote Pygmalion in 1762, but it was 
first staged in 1770. It is a play consisting of pantomime gestures and spoken word, with musical 
accompaniment. Its form of spoken monodrama with instrumental musical interludes was sensational 
and later contributed to spreading melodrama as a new theatrical genre. The story is based on the myth 
of Pygmalion, a sculptor who fell in love with one of his own sculptures. Pygmalion has been the 
subject of many love stories and has been used to refer to indulging in a fictional ideal being, isolated 
from real-life relationships and projecting one’s resentment onto another. Rousseau’s version is 
considered the first one where Pygmalion brings his perfect image to life without divinity, and it is 
always attached to the image of the unfaithful lover because differentiation from the long tradition of 
portraying Pygmalion as a misogynist.   
268 Mercer and Shingler, Melodrama: Genre, Style, Sensibility, 7. 
269 Gledhill, Home is Where the Heart is, 14-22. 
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in response to changing social circumstances. The flexibility and hybridity of 

melodrama explain why it is still popular and suitable for adaptation to a new medium.  

For this reason, we speak as if we are very familiar with melodrama; however, 

the notion that we refer to does not seem fixed or integrated. These inconsistencies 

complicate our definitions of melodrama and require us to be more critical of the ways 

it has been associated with certain conventions and features in widely varying contexts, 

and has repeatedly appeared from plays on a stage to current media forms. Ongoing 

attempts to define and redefine melodrama increase contradiction and rupture in its 

conceptualization. The argument on its definition widely diverges into two categories, 

whether it is understood as a generic term or a cultural mode, as melodrama has 

continuously corresponded to social changes. To examine its contradictive phenomena 

on the definition of melodrama, I will address the development of melodrama as 

reflecting social transformations by focusing on the sociocultural context when it was 

widely accessible through emotional interactions with audiences at the particular 

moments in its historical trajectory.  

It can be noted that the re-evaluation of melodrama began in the 1970s. Before 

the 1970s, melodrama was merely disparagingly introduced as “corrupted” tragedy or 

“crude, slipshod, debasing, superficial, ignoble, and utterly nonsensical forms of 

dramatic non-art.”270 The degradation of melodrama to a spontaneous and naive realm 

of art has been criticized as the product of comparative study of theatrical genres 

dominated by a hierarchized sense of the rational over the irrational. Form, style, and 

                                                            
270 Strong, “Good-by, Melodrama,” Green Book 8.3 (September 1912): 435–39, cited in Singer, 
Melodrama and Modernity, 2.  
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characteristics were considered significant in describing distinctive features as theatre 

critics were absorbed in discovering similarities and differences between genres to 

follow the rationalization of hierarchical order. Arnold Hauser (1957; 1999), in his 

historical approach to the sociology of art, evaluated melodrama as a “stylistic ideal of 

classical tragedy.”271 Hauser’s description implies that tragedy was already recognized 

as classic. Simultaneously, melodrama was only categorized as “stylistic” because of 

Hauser’s attention to its hybrid features of exaggerated sets and excessive gestures, 

even though both tragedy and melodrama deal with moral themes. A tragedy deals 

with the tension of challenging and overcoming a fate that cannot be resisted through a 

human will, starting with the condition that a man will be defeated by fate. Fear and 

sympathy occur as well as our awareness that tragedy arose with our acute realization 

of loss of the self and others. These feelings of pity, fear, and helplessness, in the end, 

allow the spectators to reflect upon themselves and cry for the loss. Crying, for Hauser, 

is precisely what emancipates spectators from emotional pressure and also helps them 

reach to “tragic purification.”272 The emotional purgation is also called “catharsis” and 

viewed as the aesthetics of tragedy. This dichotomy between emotion and reason was 

key to designating melodrama and tragedy as different genres.  

By contrast to tragedy, the main character in a melodrama struggles to defend 

his or her goodness against what Hauser considered to be temporary harsh feelings of 

fate and hatred. The pain and fear of the character in melodrama quickly reaches its 

                                                            
271 Hauser, The Social History of Art. v.3, 192.  
272 Henrich Otte and Neue Beiträge zur Aristotelischen Begriffsbestimmung der Tragödie, Berlin, 1928, 
10; G. F. Else, Aristotle's Poetics: The Argument, Cambridge, Mass., I957, 221-232; 436-444, cited in 
Yŏng-dŏk No, Ch'ŏŭm mannanŭn mihak (The First Encounter with Aesthetics) (Seoul: R.H. Korea: 
2015), 392.   
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most significant moment. As a result, the playwright and the actor strategically induce 

spectators to express emotional reactions to confirm that they pursue moral goodness 

by identifying with the character. In this way, stylish or “sensational” elements evoked 

by emotions became considered to define melodrama as a genre of lesser aesthetic 

merit than tragedy.  

On comparative studies related to “sentimental” and “sensational” 

characteristics, Gledhill (1987) also pinpointed the dichotomous flow, noting how the 

genre comparison exacerbates gender hierarchy, which makes melodrama as 

subordinate to tragedy. The cultural coding of melodrama as a “feminine” genre 

mirrors the formation of explicit boundaries between cultural territories of 

“masculinity” and “femininity.” Gledhill’s example of crying in public demonstrates a 

shift in the perception of “sentimentality,” which was once regarded as “the expression 

of desirable moral sensitivity” in the public space until early in the nineteenth 

century.273 Later, the physical expression of sentimentality became ascribed to a very 

individual, private sphere through the cultural association with a domestic, female 

characteristic. It became widely associated with a social category of “unmanly” 

sentimentalism at the end of the nineteenth century. The restrained expression of 

sentimentality in the tragedy was evaluated as a “high” cultural aspect, while 

melodrama has been categorized with a genre reflecting feminine cultural forms. The 

hierarchical approach to theatrical characteristics has strengthened a dichotomy 

between the “high” and the “mass” culture as well as a gender-associated cultural 

division.  

                                                            
273 Gledhill, Home is Where the Heart is, 34. 
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There was a significant turning point in the 1970s, influenced by “May ‘68,” 

in European political and intellectual history when postmodernism emerged and 

demanded a new approach to interpret collective social and political actions from the 

prevalent perspective of addressing humans as rational actors embodying modern 

subjectivity.274 In particular, the view of Rousseau’s ideas of enlightenment, which has 

a profound impact on the revolutionary actions in the late eighteenth century, shed 

new light on sentimentality as a driving force of the French Revolution.275 An 

intellectual interest in emotions sprouted in response to the criticism of rational-

centered thinking. Modern rationality cannot be separable from the critiques of 

enlightenment and civilization that once legitimized Eurocentrism or Western world-

dominant universalism in modern history. The philosophical concept of the Western 

world as enlightened and civilized societies brought about social hierarchies among 

different cultures and furthermore could not stop arising two political catastrophes, 

colonialist imperialism and totalitarianism, which triggered another two traumatic 

World wars.276 Thus, these critical responses to rationalism urged a new interpretation 

of historical moments and cultural changes, particularly in terms of the reevaluation of 

the rising of the “mass” as agents of shaping the public sentiment in the historical 

context of the French revolution and its aftermath.  

                                                            
274 Refer to Ferry and Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties: An Essay on Antihumanism (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1990).Luc Ferry and Alain Renault attempted to write a 
philosophical critique of certain aspects of the student rebellions of the 1960s. Their critique has 
aroused political intellectual exploration of the connection between the revolt and the rise of 
postmodern thought, inspired by a Marxian critique of bourgeois idealism and the Heideggerian 
deconstruction of the “technical world.” This is due to the fact that modern humanism in the entire 
contemporary Western world has been assimilated to bourgeois ideology, as technical reason rose to 
prominence and eventually was universalized.  
275 Rosenfeld, “Thinking about Feeling, 1789-1799,” 697. 
276 Ferry and Renaut, French Philosophy of the Sixties, xii-xiii. I use the term “totalitarianism” to 
encompass Nazism, Italian fascism, and Shōwa nationalism (Japanese militarism).   
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In the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, melodrama was regarded as 

one of the most popular literary forms by providing audiences a way to release their 

emotional entanglements. Melodrama enabled people to cry in the public sphere. The 

“public crying” is often considered as a precise example of ordinary people’s 

collective social behavior. People, of course, cried before the eighteenth century and 

now still cry in public. They did not suddenly start crying after reading or watching 

melodramas at a specific moment in the past. As Vincent-Buffault (1991) clarifies in 

her book introduction, men could cry in front of others in the seventeenth century.277 

Moreover, the demonstration of tears was considered as a theatre spectator’s 

conventional behavior in the following century. But, why have historians and 

humanities scholars called attention to the act of “crying” in these periods? By 

drawing on Vincent-Buffault’s discovery of the social meanings of tears, we 

understand that the practice of crying was the most common social behavior among 

the literary public in the eighteenth century.278 According to Vincent-Buffault’s 

observation, when a reader’s taste for tears was acquired through an experience of 

novel reading, such novels became more popular, and like the taste of tears spread, 

writers were also engrossed in writing with their clear intention of inviting readers to 

tears. Rousseau was one of these writers who attracted novel readers to the world of 

sentiment, but he cared more about establishing a new bond with his “public” who 

reflected on their readings.279 To Rousseau, people of society are not his public. He 

pursued a literary public forum through which he actively communicated with 

individuals, including readers, novelists, publishers, educators, psychologists, political 

                                                            
277 Vincent-Buffault, The history of tears, viii. 
278 Ibid., 4. 
279 Ibid., 11. 
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scientists, social critics, and music composers. In this way, he visualized the public or 

a new group of readers who shared tears, feelings, thoughts, and principles. 

Melodrama was a catalyst to form a community consisting of an author and his/her 

public. In this regard, tears visualized their unique emotional bonding and became 

more prominent after the French Revolution.   

Copjec’s (2004) premise also suggests that crying implies the visibility of a 

particular group of people as a new entity in a new type of imaginary space of the 

public at a particular moment in history.280 She demonstrates that melodrama springs 

into visibility or existence as citizens or the bourgeoisie class emerged at the moment 

of an existential encounter with collective acts. If I borrow her existential approach to 

melodrama, crying is an impetus for melodrama spectators or romantic novel readers 

to embody collectivity through literary reception. Their engagement in intense 

emotional exchange shapes a community not only in their own shared fictional world 

but also in a cultural audience space. My discussion on building audience communities 

resonates with Henry Jenkins’ (1992) participatory culture in Chapter 2. In this chapter, 

however, I focus on the role of how melodrama emerged as fuel to form and recognize 

individuals in the reception of the “mass” culture.  

Modern Crying    

It is necessary to understand the process of establishing the collective feelings 

of the mass at the time when melodrama emerged and became popular in the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in order to map out the development of melodrama 
                                                            
280 Joan Copjec, “The Invention of Crying and the Antiheartrics of the Act.” Copjec’s well-known 
premise is that “crying was an invention of the late eighteenth century” (9).  
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into the current form of popular narrative in literature, film, television dramas, etc. 

Both Vincent-Buffault and Copjec closely relate the “crying” to a modern sense as 

distinguishing it from the ritualistic behavior of lacrimation for God or fate in earlier 

times. People used to cry in public, and their tears were not considered to be personal 

in the seventeenth century.281 However, readers and spectators were drawn to cry as 

they identified with the characters in melodramas. They became aware of their 

emotional responses to the work of art and life events as well. In other words, they 

started to recognize their senses as their own perceptions of the world, more explicitly 

changing circumstances of a modern society. Individual tears are personal, but people 

simultaneously feel connected while they are crying. Their very personal but a “mass” 

form of tears is called the “modern crying” to refer to collective thinking or emotional 

structure that happened during the transition from a pre-modern society to a modern 

secularized world with individualized and self-conscious awareness. Copjec borrows 

Peter Brooks’ (1984; 1995) perspective on melodrama to elicit these modern tears. 

Brooks formulates the term “melodramatic imagination” to explore the structure of 

feelings or imagination that people shared as a response to the moment in which the 

traditional sacred principle and related literary forms were no longer valid to address 

the emergent culture of the Enlightenment.282 For Brooks, melodrama represents a 

form through which people reacted to a desacralized modern society. Thus, he uses the 

adjective form of melodrama (“melodramatic”) to refer to momentary perceptions and 

feelings, such as anxiety about the loss of God and hope for the restoration of the 

                                                            
281 Vincent-Buffault, viii.  
282 Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of 
Excess (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1984), https://doi.org/10.7312/broo91978. Brooks 
revised the introduction in his reprint edition (Yale University Press, 1995). In this chapter, I used the 
online version as a main text and referred to his reprint introduction version as well.  
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moral universe. In this context, he suggests the “melodramatic mode as a central fact 

of the modern sensibility” to explore such strong emotionalism and moral polarization 

in the fictions of Balzac and James in the nineteenth century.283    

Brooks’ term has contributed to expanding the concept of melodrama by 

relating it to a mode, but he never places “mode” in a higher position than genre in 

taxonomy. Brooks provides a revised perspective on melodrama by substituting the 

static form of the noun with the adjective form to link melodrama to historical 

moments of people’s emotional responses to changing social values and meanings. His 

term “melodramatic” thus implies a cultural mode of modern feeling. While the 

concept of “genre” established criteria for inclusion and exclusion of a work of art 

through its generic features, Brooks’ “mode”, instead refers to diverse ways of 

expressing oneself according to circumstances. The transition and expansion from 

“genre” to “mode” mainly is described in three ways in Brooks’ study. The horizontal 

expansion occurs in discussing the melodramatic form of theatricality by referring to 

hybridity and flexibility. The second expansion can be addressed as a vertical model 

of expansion over time from plays to literature, film, television, and online media. The 

third expansion is broader than the previous ones. The idea of “melodramatic 

imagination” enables the concept of melodrama to transcend the boundary between a 

fictional world and actual social domains because it relates the “melodramatic” with 

the emergence of a particular group of people, such as bourgeoisie. I find these 

expanded meanings of the “melodramatic” useful for conceptualizing webtoon 

audiences’ emotional engagement, in which the new phenomenon of the writing of 

                                                            
283 Ibid., 21.  
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male tears is involved in the new cultural space of taetkŭl.  

A Mode of Modern Imagination 

The “melodramatic imagination” is often cited as an important concept in the 

academic approach to melodrama as a mode, which later spreads to the fields of 

various fictional narratives, including literature and film, and even to the news in the 

real world. However, Brooks’ conceptualization of melodrama, as a mechanism of 

explaining public sentiment and response to modern instability, does not explain what 

the moral values and ideologies of the time were explicitly and why melodrama 

became associated with women’s sentimental tears in the modern era. In fact, 

Rousseau’s “public” or the emerging class of bourgeoisie, which is depicted as the 

agent of melodrama, never tried to exclude men. In particular, in order to take a closer 

look at the background of the widely perceived notion of melodrama as a women’s 

genre, I will explore these two questions in relation to sociocultural factors to 

characterize the collective imagination of the early modern era. Scholars like Joan 

Copjec, for example, have linked Brooks’ melodramatic imagination to the “enduring 

mode of the modern imagination.”284 

According to Vincent-Buffault, with the emergence of modernity thinkers and 

political actors saw the foremost elements of a modern collective imagination to 

human-centered moral norms that could be evoked as an individual sentiment. In the 

transitional period of entering a modern era, the belief in God’s existence and 

immortality was replaced with emphasis on human consciousness and nature, as God, 
                                                            
284 “The collective imagination of the early modern era” stems from Copjec’s interpretation of Brooks’ 
“melodramatic imagination.” She introduces it as an “enduring mode of the modern imagination” (109). 
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was no longer seen as the ultimate meaning behind every phenomenon. People started 

to acknowledge their rational ability and believe that rationality could be promoted 

through the discovery of an individual’s innate nature, which was considered to be a 

new sense-making system. The Enlightenment philosophers claimed that people’s 

awareness of their own sentiments, based on the natural state of goodness, helps find 

and identify the moral universe underneath the uncertain surface of modern existence. 

Particularly, shedding tears through literature and theatre was regarded as one of the 

optimizing ways to cultivate a moral sense in line with the vitalization of literary 

public fora in the eighteenth century.285  

For some critics, it was the act of reading that played a pivotal role in building 

a moral world view that involved the formation of a specific sensibility. The 

eighteenth century can be said to be one where European society entered the era of 

individual and private reading. People happened to have a new space of reading alone 

at one’s own home or personal place. Their engagement in the solitary reading helped 

produce their sentimental awakening by facing with the abundant details of emotional 

reactions by themselves. After reading, people wrote letters to share and circulate their 

momentary feelings and findings aroused by the experience of reading novels. They 

explored their touching moments in detail in correspondence, including tears, sighs, 

and sobs, as reactions to their moral sense. For Vincent-Buffault, this new cultural 

phenomenon even influenced literary critics, who acknowledged the power of tears 

and thus used the amount of tears as the criterion of the “tangible” success of the work. 

Among popular novels, Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761) was judged as 

                                                            
285 Vincent-Buffault, 4. 
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successful, using the letter format to maximize the effect of a moral sense by 

providing a vivid impression to readers as if they directly participated in exchanging 

personal feelings among characters. His work gave readers an experience of 

identification with the characters in the novel and increased realism by positioning 

Rousseau himself as the ideal reader, not a writer, who reads and introduces letters 

exchanging between the lovers. Rousseau appreciated individual sensitivity by 

declaring that it was not for people in a society, but for individuals who reflected on 

their readings and communicated with the characters through tears. He strategically 

promoted an optimistic idea of Enlightenment that readers could obtain a moral virtue 

if they honestly acted with sentimentality. His idea encouraged the reader to dream of 

a collective imagination that could also eventually complete autonomy, freedom, and 

love despite the insecure turmoil of reality.  

Although Rousseau and other Enlightenment idealists preached that moral 

virtue could be reached by reason through sentimentality, their optimistic approach to 

the moral sense allowed people to indulge in expressing emotions in public places. 

People understood moral sensibility as a corporeal form of sentimentalism. They 

believed that all human beings had the same natural feelings and began to share the 

idea that it was not a virtue to hide emotions, but a virtue to act according to shared 

feelings by fully interacting with each other. The collective demonstration of emotions 

created a sense of belonging as a new bond was established between the self and 

others in the public sphere, including political space. In this context, the French 

Revolution can be described as a historical response of revolutionary crowds to the 

series of emotionally engaged political events through which people share one 
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language, tears, to cross the boundary between an ideal environment of the moral 

universe and the reality of moral insecurity. The unforgettable moments of the 

revolution were remembered and shared by the language of tears that had already been 

shaped by the literary reception.286 The way people embraced with tears even without 

knowing each other evoked the sociability of tears as they built a tie with strangers 

even on the street. Their tearful celebrations became a “social code,” which implies 

collective, imaginary interchanges of emotions between the revolution participants. 

Furthermore, the political leaders, who drove the entire nation into terror, came to the 

point of emotionally appealing to the people’s feelings by creating new political 

languages such as a “general will” and an “enemy of the revolution.”287  

Tears also play a role in the redeployment of the patriarchal system, as 

Vincent-Buffault traced. Rousseau presented a new family model as a way of 

practicing moral virtues, in addition to the exchange of emotions engulfed in a 

revolutionary atmosphere; tears propagated by family feelings evoke a much more 

fundamental response. In La Nouvelle Héloïse, a new type of family model is 

presented; there is a noblewoman named Julie living with his beloved lover, Saint-

Preux, in her husband’s estate under the tolerance of her generous husband288. The 

novel begins with the passionate letters between Julie and Saint-Preux, but they have 

to repress their love due to the gap between their social statuses. Julie later marries to 

an old nobleman but has to endure her ambivalent feelings while deciding to be a 

                                                            
286 Vincent-Buffault, 79.  
287 Ibid., 77-81. 
288 Refer to Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, and Judith H. McDowell. La Nouvelle Héloïse: Julie; or, The New 
Eloise: Letters of Two Lovers, Inhabitants of a Small Town at the Foot of the Alps. University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1968. 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106010050141?urlappend=%3Bsignon=swle:https://shibidp.cit.corne
ll.edu/idp/shibboleth. 
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virtuous wife and forgetting her love. When Saint-Preux comes back from a long trip, 

Julie neither turns a blind eye to her love nor fervidly falls in love with him again. 

Rather, she shows her mental growth as a wife and a mother while keeping her love in 

her mind. She also confesses her love for Saint-Preux to her husband, and they 

maintain an open relationship until the end. This family model suggests the virtue of a 

patriarchal system. A woman who is married according to her father’s order eventually 

became a mentally and sentimentally mature wife by enduring her desire and nurturing 

her morality. 

In Rousseau’s work, developing emotions into moral values is considered an 

essential demand. However, as Carol Harrison (1999) suggests, Rousseau’s premise 

that women should fulfill their calling as ideal wives and mothers reveals his gender-

divided approach to the ideal of modern citizens. According to his portrayal of ideal 

citizens, men can grow up to be autonomous citizens by realizing and developing the 

sensibility of their natural state at birth, but women tend to rely on their relationships 

with their lovers, husbands, or children to acknowledge and develop their sensations. 

At the beginning of the work, Julie pursued her secular love and developed her 

sensibility and intelligence through her conscious awareness of love. Nevertheless, she 

was only concerned about the order and future of her family when she was facing the 

moment of death. Julie has fostered her sentimentality and sensibility, but her growth 

instead contributes to developing her pedagogy than her own metamorphosis into an 

autonomous citizen. She shares her principle on raising children with her husband and 

highlights her role as a wife and mother, not to educate children, but to let their 

“natural disposition develop” for themselves, becoming the citizens of autonomy and 
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freedom.289 Julie’s words are directly related to the core concept of Rousseau’s 

philosophy, which points out that we are inherently good and thus free and happy as 

we maintain our natural state, but we become corrupted and unhappy by the evils of 

society. Christophe Martin (2016) argues that the debate over Julie’s view on the 

negative aspect of arbitrary education can be discussed as representing Rousseau’s 

ideas.290 Harrison, however, contends that for Rousseau, women exist only as ideal 

male citizens’ wives or mothers who raise such citizens. Emphasizing the moral virtue 

of women defending their families, Rousseau classified the moral roles of men and 

women and tried to establish an ideal male civil society at the expense of women in 

the name of reproduction and child-rearing. In this respect, Rousseau’s melodramas 

can be understood as a series of a project to create the literary imagery of a virtuous 

mother for male citizens. The gendered division between citizens and mothers led to 

cultivating spatial boundaries. The public sphere excluded women and forced them to 

stick to domestic space.291 Thus, the gender-basis spatial distinction has intensified 

gender discrimination within the bourgeois family system.  

If male citizens were seen as those who should pursue and attain the ultimate 

goal of securing autonomy and maintaining independence even in the state of society, 

but why are they corrupted? Eui-Kyung Park (2004) takes up this question in her 

writing on Rousseau and sexuality.292 According to Park, Rousseau argued that the 

depravity and corruption of society lie in its disorder of sexuality. Because women 
                                                            
289 Refer to Julie’s statement (Julie 478) on education, cited in Christophe Martin, “Nature and 
Supplementation in Julie on La Nouvelle Héloïse, Rousseau Between Nature and Culture: Philosophy, 
Literature, and Politics ed. Anne Deneys-Tunney and Yves Charles Zarka (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), 
153-166, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cornell/detail.action?docID=4451863. 477-478.  
290 Martin, 163-164.  
291 Harrison, The Bourgeois Citizen in Nineteenth-Century France, 13. 
292 Park, “Sexuality and Politics of Rousseau,” 9-46.  
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sexually appeal to and threaten men, according to Rousseau, men should restore their 

natural state in which they were capable of sensibility through control and regulation 

of women. He developed the logic of imposing the moral ethics of sexuality on 

women in this way. In addition to the problematic argument on sexuality, Rousseau 

was concerned about the disappearance of heroes who are willing to sacrifice 

themselves for public goodness due to the strong tendency to pursue personal interests 

as a capitalistic economy emerged. Unstable feelings toward social changes, such as 

anxiety and resistance, egged on men to care more about personal security and neglect 

their virtues as male citizens. In response to this phenomenon, art and literary public 

debates called attention to the heroes in ancient myths.293 The literary works continued 

to represent heroes as promoting the virtues of male citizens who are morally 

cultivated and endured emotional turmoil as public figures. While encountering with 

the fictional world in which the heroes overcome challenges and difficulties, the 

readers fell into narcissistic hypnosis of sentiment and believed that they also could 

build and secure the order of desirable modern family as a part of their collective 

imagination, which once drove them to accomplish the revolution. The sentimentality 

helped enlighten modern citizens through the works of art, and this mentality 

dominated European society as the modern citizens pursued during the period of social 

transition. However, melodrama was born in a contradiction in which social equality 

between men and women was denied. The division of moral roles between men and 

women evoked the demarcation of sentimentality as male citizens searched for 

“tempered sensibility” to distinguish themselves as men of culturally and morally 

                                                            
293 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 125-127.  
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cultivated bourgeois from the populace.294 Tears, which once symbolized modern 

consciousness and revolutionary rapport, began to be excluded from the virtues of 

male citizens. Theater spectators and novel readers were still seeking their tears 

because the behavior of shedding tears aroused their goodness as they felt compassion 

for the morally right characters. However, male literary critics started to address 

“crying” as the expression of popular credulity and confined it in the sphere of non-

public cultural domains.  

Film Genre and Excess  

A more intensive study of melodrama began in the early 1970s when film 

critics and scholars paid attention to the Hollywood melodramas of the 1950s. John 

Mercer and Martin Shingler (2004) specified its starting point as 1971 in their study 

which ambitiously catalogues Hollywood’s melodramas by bringing questions of style 

and sentimentality together with the concept of genre. Their book begins with the 

anecdote of retired Hollywood director Douglas Sirk who gave an interview to Jon 

Halliday and recognized several of his films he made as “melodrama” while working 

as a contract director at Universal.295 Sirk’s identification of melodrama during the 

interview brought about a controversy surrounding Hollywood films in the 1950s and 

urged film theorists to define and refine the term with a range of theoretical and 

methodological approaches, being associated with genre, cinematic mise-en-scène, 

ideology, feminism, psychoanalysis, reception and affect.296 However, I would 

propose that the (re-) evaluation of melodramas, which has drawn on almost all the 
                                                            
294 Vincent-Buffault, 226.  
295 Mercer and Shingler, Melodrama: Genre, Style, Sensibility, 1. 
296 Ibid.,1.  
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important theoretical concepts within the academic field from the questions of genre 

and authorship to the issues of melodrama’s representation, aesthetics, and ideological 

functions, has as a common basis the understanding that it refers to the provocation of 

strong emotions, usually producing tears, through its “excessive” modes of expression.  

Questions of cinematic rhetoric and excess of melodrama have attracted film 

theorists, particularly in the field of Marxism, which prevailed after the French 

“May ’68.” Marxist/leftist critics argue that “excess” rather brings about the 

“alienation” or “distancing effect” that encourages audiences to be aware of ideology 

within the Hollywood film-making system. 297 Hollywood films usually disseminate 

the dominant ideology. However, this new interpretation of melodrama sees it as 

embodying a progressive critical of bourgeois capitalism and brings psychoanalytic 

and feminist film criticism to bear on the cinematic mode of excess.298 The new 

approach to a character’s emotionally charged behavior allows a psychoanalytic 

interpretation of hysteria as Hollywood melodramas often deal with the trials and 

tribulations of family life. Feminist theorists have focused on exploring the prevailing 

patriarchal paradigms reflected in male unconscious desires acted out in melodrama, 

but their emphasis has blurred the boundary between melodrama and the woman’s 

film. However, these new theoretical approaches have enabled the shifting of the 

analysis of the mode of “excess” from the focus on the exaggerated stage and 

extravagant actions to the internal dynamics of characters regarding the ideological 

                                                            
297 The “alienation effect” or “distancing effect” is central to the dramatic theory of the German 
dramatist Bertolt Brecht. His principle involves the technique of distancing audiences from their 
emotional entanglement in the play and the distance helps them be aware of the artificiality of the 
theatrical performance. 
298 Singer, Melodrama and Modernity, 20.  
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aspect of bourgeois culture.     

In previous works, the primary focus of academic interests on “excess” as a 

mode enabled melodrama to be studied in the framework of a generic categorization. 

In this respect, Thomas Elsaesser (1972) played a pivotal role by using the term 

“family melodrama” for the first time. Before his identification, melodrama was used 

as an umbrella term to embrace the hybrid features of various subgenres. As Steve 

Neale (1993) pointed out, the term melodrama, from the 1910s to 1970s, meant action 

thrillers with fast-paced narratives featuring violence and suspense.299 In addition to 

action thrillers, the term was associated with other genres, such as romantic drama, 

social drama, historical costume drama, gothic thrillers, women’s weepies, etc. In this 

way, melodrama encompassed all of these types of films and increased its 

impossibility to be addressed as a single cinematic form. However, Elsaesser 

suggested the mode of expressiveness as a distinguishable element of the family 

melodrama by relating to the historical moment when melodrama emerged as a 

vehicle of emotional expressions that constituted a response to social turmoil.300 In his 

insightful essay “Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Melodrama,” 

Elsaesser argues that evoking feelings regarding the family conflict is connected with 

the melodramatic tradition, particularly in terms of the social and ideological crisis in 

the eighteenth century when the new socioeconomic values of the bourgeois family 

system brought about class struggle and moral chaos as well.301 Novel writers and 

playwrights used melodrama to encourage their readers and spectators to be aware of 

                                                            
299 Neale, “Melodrama and the Woman’s Film,” 179-204. 
300 Elsaesser, “Tales of Sound and Fury,” 68-92. 
301 Ibid. 
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their own moral sense despite their frustration in the face of desacralized existence. In 

this context, Brooks also demonstrated a literary mode of melodrama that dramatizes 

the polarized conflict between good and evil to impose the moral and spiritual 

intensity on the public. Melodrama, thus, becomes a principal mode for the essential 

moral universe in a modern era.302 In order to enhance this mode, excessiveness and 

exaggeration should be encompassed to derive emotional responses and recognitions 

from the readers and spectators. The “excess” is thus significant in melodrama to 

strategically enhance emotional engagement.  

In Elsaesser’s account of the family melodrama, he examines all the stylistic 

strategies of melodrama, which heighten feelings associated with family conflicts. He 

explores the formal devices, including camera work, lighting, mise-en-scène, color, 

and sound. The cinematic strategies of melodrama amplify conflict in the narrative and 

elicit emotional reactions in the reception. Nevertheless, these cinematic features 

cannot be seen as ideologically progressive. Then, why did Elsaesser claim that the 

illogical narrative and the mode of expressivity are subversive of the bourgeois 

ideology? In particular, Elsaesser cited Hollywood films of the 1950s, produced by 

auteurists, such as Douglas Sirk and Vincente Minnelli, to argue that the mode of 

excess shown in their films created discord with what the narrative aims to do. 

“Excess” instead can be seen as unconscious eruption of repressed emotions and 

allows the spectators read the film against the grain of the ideology of the bourgeois 

family. By inviting both Marxist and Freudian analysis, Elsaesser articulates the latent 

hysteria in bourgeois families and the sexual desire of women that cannot be expressed 

                                                            
302 Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination, 9.  
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under the patriarchal system.  

The criticism of excess in melodrama raised by Elsaesser was then further 

developed by feminist criticism. Laura Mulvey (1977) expands the idea of excess to 

female repression in her essay “Notes on Sirk and Melodrama.”303 She examines the 

interrelationship between gender and genre by expanding the question about the 

function of melodrama as a “safety-valve for ideological contradictions centered on 

sex and the family” under patriarchy.304 Mulvey divides into two types of melodrama 

according to the point of view: the male melodrama and the female protagonist’s point 

of view melodrama. The former one is already dealt with by Elsaesser’s analysis of the 

Oedipus complex in the family melodrama. Mulvey, then, examines the latter one in 

terms of the hidden policy of patriarchal order. She argues that the contradictory 

ending in melodrama with the female point of view results in the excessive style in 

mise-en-scène. The particular aspects of mise-en-scène are associated with excess and 

reinforce the differentiated sexual positioning of men and women concerning 

conventional gender roles, which leave women mute. She contends that the 1950s 

family melodramas reinforce the “phallocentric, misogynist fantasies of patriarchal 

culture.”305 The cinematic inability to represent women becomes the central issue in 

the feminist critique of Hollywood cinema and results in weakening the boundary 

between a woman’s film and melodrama.  

While the feminist criticism on melodrama has focused on the mode of 

                                                            
303 Mulvey, “Notes on Sirk and Melodrama,” presented as a paper for the SEFT weekend 
school Melodrama and published in Movie in 1977. 
304 Ibid., 41. 
305 Ibid., 42. 
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“excess” as a generic approach to woman’s films, Gledhill (2000) and Williams (2001) 

have tried to redefine melodrama by pointing to the impossibility of locating 

melodrama within the boundaries of the genre. They have refused to confine 

melodrama in the framework of the analysis on the mode of excess and sought its 

essence elsewhere, with an interest in what melodrama ultimately says or the way it 

tries to reach us. Williams, in “Melodrama Revised,” begins with the impracticality of 

specifying melodrama as a genre. In her revised view, melodrama sometimes 

combines with realism and thus cannot be simply be categorized according to features 

of excess or aberration.306  

Williams attempts to revise current discourse on melodrama and redefines it 

as a way of dramatically revealing moral and emotional truths in the popular narrative 

forms, a manner of representation which goes beyond literature and cinema to 

incorporate reporting on real-world events, such as the Olympic TV news and the O.J. 

Simpson’s criminal trial.307 Williams calls attention to the narratives of these various 

events and argues that melodrama should be viewed as a pervasive narrative form that 

deals with the pain and tears of victims in a way that is presented more spectacularly 

and dramatically than movies and dramas in the real world. While the Cold War 

system has been dismantled politically since 1989 and neoliberalism has been 

expanded, the disturbing news of the 9/11 terrorist attacks that occurred like a scene in 

a movie and the current COVID-19 pandemic suggest that melodrama is moving 

beyond the fictional world and is moreover evolving as a modality of political culture 

                                                            
306 Williams, “Melodrama Revised,” 42-88. 
307 Williams, Playing the Race Card, 1-2.   
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that represents and coordinates public sentiment.308 Williams’ argument for moving 

the connotations of “melodramatic” beyond the concept of genre to something broader, 

a “modality” is suggestive for my understanding of the process involved in the taetkŭl 

space. 

Similarly, in “Rethinking Genre,” Gledhill also emphasizes the flexibility with 

which what we call “melodrama” which embraces various features of diverse genres, 

noting that in contemporary cultures tragedy has been displaced by melodrama in 

Brooks’ sense of the melodramatic mode. By expanding Brook’s perspective, she 

defines melodrama as a “mode of aesthetic articulation adaptable across a range of 

genres, across decades, and across national cultures.”309 Gledhill’s attempts to redefine 

melodrama as a “mode” can be understood as redefining melodrama as a socio-

cultural medium and form of popular culture, which empowers a group of audiences 

who emerge across the boundaries of genres, temporal demarcations, and national 

cultures. Writers, film makers, critics, and theorists have thus refined the term 

melodrama from their own specific positions. In this way, it is possible to see that 

melodrama’s essential element of evoking emotions has been devalued as 

manipulative, subordinate to the didactic intention in the making process of 

melodrama. In these earlier views, spectators and readers have not had the right to 

write, make, or involve in creating melodrama, but melodrama exists and evolves in 

                                                            
308 The Cold War is often described as a lengthy struggle between the United States and the Soviet 
Union that began in the aftermath of the surrender of Hitler to the Western allies in Europe and of the 
Japanese on 15 August 1945.The United States and the USSR gradually built up their respective 
spheres of international influence, and the emergence of these two new global superpowers forced other 
countries to choose between the two zones. During 1989 and 1990, the Berlin Wall, the symbol of the 
Cold War, collapsed and the Soviet Union itself dissolved into its component republics in late 1991. 
Thus, 1989 is interpreted as the year when the Cold War ended.  
309 Gledhill, “Rethinking Genre,” 229.  
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the realm of active audiences. 

Audience response emerged as a significant factor in film studies in the 1990s. 

The significance of reception was introduced in Steve Neale’s (1990) 

conceptualization of film genre. In “Questions of Genre,” Neale describes audiences’ 

interactions with films as a part of “systems of expectation and hypothesis,” which 

involves the spectator’s knowledge of the verisimilitude in the generic regime.310 The 

spectator understands various, but distinctive, features, based on their awareness of 

repetition and difference between films while watching them. Repetitive and 

distinguishable factors are closely related to generic conventions and stereotypes. 

Neale reevaluates discourses on the history of film genres by interpreting “the 

understanding of both the industry’s and the audience’s generic conceptions.”311 

Neale’s approach to melodrama from the perspective of spectator reception suggests 

its shift from the theoretical analysis of texts to viewers’ responses to and perceptions 

of generic conventions and differences. In his book Genre and Hollywood, Neale 

challenges the established accounts of melodrama, including Elsaesser’s family 

melodrama and feminist scholars’ women’s films, through his different 

methodological approach to melodrama. He investigates the term melodrama in film 

reviews, journals, and newspapers to verify that the terms such as family melodrama 

and romantic melodrama are entirely absent in audiences’ understanding. Neale also 

wishes that his conceptual point of generic studies is applicable to film genres in other 

countries through the ways film scholars examine spectators’ responses within 

sociocultural contexts. In conjunction with this trend, the debate continues to expand 

                                                            
310 Neale, “Questions of Genre,” 179. 
311 Ibid., 185-186. 



 

199 

from the rediscovery of the values and meanings of melodrama to the current 

exploration, which is becoming more complex.   

South Korean Golden Age Melodrama312 

The reevaluation of melodrama has also occurred in the non-Western 

academic world as a lens of comparative, transnational approach to national cinema. 

Korean cinema has gained its global recognition since the late 1990s; this 

phenomenon has attracted academic attention to South Korean cinema and also 

encouraged film theorists to shed new light on melodramas in terms of the historical 

construction of “national cinema,” which emerged as the mainstream of South Korean 

film studies in the 2000s. The 1950s South Korean films were introduced as the 

subject of South Korean Golden Age films at several film festivals, including Post-

Colonial Classics of Korean Cinema held in Irvine, California, in 1998. English 

language film scholars, such as Kathleen McHugh, Nancy Abelmann, Chungmoo Choi, 

Soyoung Kim, and Hye Seung Chung, have elaborated on the 1950s South Korean 

melodramas. Chayu Puin (自由夫人, Madame Freedom, dir. Han Hyŏng-mo, 1956), 

in particular, has often been discussed as one of the most controversial Korean 

melodramas, which triggers a regionally different interpretation of melodrama on the 

tragic ending of the female protagonist who embodies insecure modern values of 

financial and sexual independence in her transition to a modern housewife. McHugh 

                                                            
312 Abelmann and McHugh, “Introduction,” in South Korean Gold Age Melodrama, 13. Along with 
Hanyŏ (Housemaid, 1960 ) and Obalt’an (The Stray Bullet, 1961), Chayu Puin (Madame Freedom) is 
one of the most popular films programmed in Korean retrospectives in the film festivals abroad. In the 
1999s, when Korean films were showcased in various retrospectives around the world- Paris, Hong 
Kong, Pusan, and Irive, among others – Madame Freedom was included in the programs’ selections. It 
also remains one of the most hotly debated film sin Korean film scholarships.  
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(2005) addresses her comparative approach by pointing to a “somewhat different 

articulation of the melodramatic ethos” in the South Korean Golden Age 

Melodramas.313 The classical Hollywood melodramas urge spectators to feel sympathy 

for victims who represent moral virtue in the clear distinction between good and evil 

in the conventional narrative. Their identification with a victim leads to the 

reaffirmation of moral and emotional truths at the end when the resolution clearly 

confirms that the victim is a good character. However, the tears of the female 

protagonist in Chayu Puin complicate the moral principles because she abandons her 

moral duties as a wife and mother as she indulges in the temptation of Western goods 

and romantic, but sexual, relationships with other men.314 When the protagonist 

realized her moral misconduct and begged her husband to forgive her, it was already 

too late and she was thrown out of her own home. McHugh reads the melodramatic 

expression in the film as a response to the “sense of vulnerability” of the individual in 

the historical context of the “postcolonial self-representations and encounters” and the 

influx of diverse cultural influences, including American consumer culture, in the 

1950s.315  

Considering the time when melodramas emerged and became popular in 

                                                            
313 McHugh, “South Korean Film Melodrama: State, Nation, Woman, and the Transnational Familiar,” 
in South Korean Gold Age Melodrama: Gender, Genre, and National Cinema, eds. Nancy Abelmann 
and Kathleen McHugh, 24. 
314 Chayu Puin begins with the scene in which a housewife, Sŏn-yŏng, wearing traditional hanbok, 
discusses with her husband her job offer to work as a salesman at a boutique shop. While her husband’s 
occupation as a professor grants the couple a higher degree of social status, his income is insufficient to 
support their social position, compared to her social cohort. The film mainly focuses on her transition to 
an insecure and vulnerable modern housewife: in the course of obtaining financial independence, she 
indulges succumbs to the temptation of Western goods as well as romantic and sexual relationships with 
other men. In the meantime, her husband also finds himself strongly attracted to a pretty young woman 
who aspires to be a typist and is taking his Korean grammar class. However, Sŏn-yŏng’s indifference 
toward her son and affair with her boss’ husband result in her being thrown out of the home. The film 
ends with the scene of her weeping outside the gate.    
315 McHugh, 23-25. 
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South Korea, these film scholars have recognized melodrama as a site where a nation 

is transformed by the global and historical processes of colonialism and modernity. 

Modernity, in this case, often emerges as a negative connotation of the colonial 

experience. The experience under the colonization by Japan and later the occupation 

by America after the Korean War led to the destruction of the existing social orders. In 

this respect, Bruce Cummings (1997) describes Seoul of the 1950s as a “terribly 

depressing place” where people consumed American goods and used unidentified 

English while enduring the political humiliation of being under another colonial power 

despite independence.316 People still saw a lot of beggars and orphans on the street at 

the very moment when they faced the radical changes of social transformation to a 

modernized, urban state. In this sense, feminist film theorists have suggested 

“femininity” as a melodramatic register of the “moral imagination” or “dilemmas” of 

Korean women whose lives intersected with so-called Korean “compressed 

modernity.”317 The concept of “compressed modernity” is suggested as a theoretical 

tool, by Kyung-sup Chang (1999),318 in order to understand post-war Korean society, 

covering both the upward forces that brought about the country’s rapid development 

and the vulnerability underneath.319 The big wave of modernization swept up the 

entire Korean society, and Koreans were instantly subdued by modernity without a 

thorough reawakening about its historical viability. In the meantime, they have 

suffered from anxiety and fear, occurred by the imbalanced situations between modern 

                                                            
316 Cummings, Korea’s Place in the Sun, 255. The previous edition was published in 1997. McHugh 
cited 1997 edition in her article. 
317 Kim, “Questions of Woman’s Film,” 185-200; Jeong, “Nation Rebuilding and Postwar South Korean 
Cinema,” 129-162.  
318 Chang, “Compressed Modernity and Its Discontents,” 30-55. 
319 Refer to the lecture notes in the course “Korean Modernity and Pop Culture” offered by Mi-seong 
Woo at Cornell University in Fall 2016.  
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elements and traditional remains.  

Feminist criticism has focused on revealing the moral and emotional 

ambivalence imposed on female characters. For example, Kyung Hyun Kim (2004) 

and Kelly Jeong (2006) have pointed out the problematic rhetoric of the tropes of 

absent father figures and deformed male bodies in popular South Korean melodramas 

to analyze the cinematic concepts of “femininity” and “masculinity” in relation to the 

historical context.320 The absence of a father figure or sick and deformed male body 

indicates the vestige of a male member’s conscription into the war. The loss of ideal 

male citizens reflects the national trauma as well as the ideological anxiety of 

constructing a “modern masculine national subject.”321 Both the colonial experience 

and the outbreak of the Korean War urged the government institutions to restore social 

order as a national project of effacing the colonial social system, which once relegated 

the nation and its people to a position of subjugation and feminization under the 

masculine colonizers. As a response to the (un-)conscious cinematic project of 

rebuilding patriarchy, the symbol of masculine power, in the post-war periods, 

melodramas doubled the burden on femininity as a medium of expressing ambiguous 

feelings toward a new order of modernity. The mother-centered family system, due to 

the loss of masculinity, compels a mother to sacrifice herself for her family. A 

sacrificial mother performs a masculine role as a substitute, but her position as a 

female in melodramas still degrades her status as subordinate. In this regard, a 

mother’s sacrifice problematizes the lack of female subjectivity. The academic 

                                                            
320 Kim, The Remasculinization of Korean Cinema ; Jeong, “Nation Rebuilding and Postwar South 
Korean Cinema.”   
321 Jeong, “Nation Rebuilding and Postwar South Korean Cinema,” 129. 
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reevaluation of the “Golden Age melodramas” in the English language works has thus 

established its cinematic genre as female-centric in the discourse of national cinema. 

Korean Melodrama and Shinpa  

Film theorists within South Korea have also attempted to refine the term 

melodrama by demonstrating the origins of South Korean melodramas. However, this 

effort has also perpetuated the widely accepted generic categorization of this term by 

defining melodrama as popularly-oriented or outdated shinpa-style dramas. In South 

Korea, shinpa usually refers to a mode of sentimental and tear-jerking narrative mostly 

found in melodramas, in conjunction with the negative perception of sentimentalism 

as an adjective form of aesthetic inferiority in the domain of art.322 Works labeled as 

shinpa have been excluded from the realm of academic debate, as the term is mainly 

used to indicate a vulgar taste. The term shinpa was introduced as a “new wave” or 

“modern form” of theatrical plays through the adaptations of Japanese plays in the 

early twentieth century.323 The Korean shinpa style drama is a localized form of the 

Japanese sinp’a drama that is described as a hybrid form of the Western theatre and 

the indigenous form of kabuki.324 In response to a social transition during the Meiji 

restoration, sinp’a has been developed as an emergent form of shingeki (new theatre), 

which dealt with modern sentimental romance in contrast to kabuki, a vestige of feudal 

                                                            
322 Yi, Nunmul kwa Chongchi (Tears and Politics), 57.  
323 The term shinpa was introduced through the adaptations of Japanese plays in the early twentieth 
century. The Japanese sinp’a drama was influenced by European literary and stage melodrama. Shinpa 
melodrama films were a dominant trend from 1923, when Korean film production began to be active, 
until 1939, when the Japanese government began to oppress the Korean film industry. At that time, this 
term referred to “new wave,” but now it is more used to imply “outdated” or “second-class” plays, films, 
and television dramas. (Refer to Ŭng-jun Min, Chin-suk Chu, Jinsook Joo, Han Ju Kwak, Korean Film: 
History, Resistance, and Democratic Imagination (Western, CN.: Praeger, 2003), 33. 
324 Banham, The Cambridge Guide to Theatre, 565.  
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society. During its transition to modern society, new values, such as love between 

young people from different class backgrounds, were regarded as central themes in 

shingeki, but the remnant of the feudal system and cultural turmoil often led to tragic 

love stories. A shinpa drama Chanhanmong (A Long and Sorrowful Dream, 1913), 

which is adapted from the famous Japanese sinp’a drama Konjikiyasha, creates a 

historical significance by contributing to the rapid development of shinpa as a popular 

genre in Korea.325 The turbulent love triangle between different social statuses derives 

tearful responses from audiences through identification. Audiences were, in this way, 

allowed to release their repressed emotions under the colonial oppression. In contrast 

to the original one in which the female protagonist commits suicide, the Korean 

adaptation provides the audience with hope through the happy ending, even if the hope 

is closer to illusion in reality. When cinema was introduced, the sentimental form of 

shinpa-gŭk (new theatre) integrated into a film genre, which brought about “shinpa-

style” melodramas in Korea. However, the word itself has remained as being 

associated with an outdated cultural form as opposed to another “new” cultural 

medium of film.   

The word “melodrama” was first listed in the Korean dictionary in 1958, 

marked as “mellodŭramŏ,” and classified as a generic term for a particular type of 

                                                            
325 Jinsoo An, “Screening the Redemption,” 65-66. Changhanmong features a turbulent love triangle 
between a woman and two men representing opposing social values. The female protagonist, Sim Sun-
ae, and her lover, Yi Su-il, love each other but face objections in the form of pressure from Sun-ae’s 
family for her to marry a wealthy man, Kim Chŏng-bae. She eventually marries the man whom she does 
not love. However, she suffers from her sense of guilt for her having betrayed Su-il. Later, Su-il finds 
out that she married to Chŏng-bae due to money, and in order to avenge himself he becomes a greedy 
moneylender. Nevertheless, the show ends happily. Sun-ae loses her sanity, but Su-il’s forgiveness 
helps her recuperate from her mental suffering. This ending is very different from the original Japanese 
one, in which the female protagonist commits suicide.  
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emotion-evoking plays.326 However, its registration in the dictionary implies the 

widespread use of this word as a reference to the dramatic development of the conflict 

between good and evil or rich and poor worked around a romance or a tragic event in 

plays, films, and literary works as well. However, when we consider the fact that the 

film Chayu Puin was advertised as a social drama in 1956, when it appeared on the 

screen for the first time, we may observe that the term “melodrama” was ambiguously 

used.327 It may be challenging to draw a clear cut between contemporary melodramas 

and shinpa-style ones. But Yi Yŏng-il (2004) and Kim Mee hyun (2007) distinguish 

one from the other by suggesting their relationships to the historical and cultural 

context in the 1950s as holding new post-war trends and Korean modernity after 

independence.328 Both film scholars admit that the 1950s melodramas reflect social 

and cultural changes and thus generate new sensibilities. Yi, however, identifies the 

contemporary melodramas as “fashionable melodramas,” which introduce a new 

fashion code in response to the social phenomenon of flooding with diverse cultural 

encounters, including American pop culture, while Kim describes 1950s melodramas 

as dealing with money and sex as modern subjects in dramatizing the clash between 

liberals and conservatives in the national movement toward modernization. Their 

accounts reveal their aspiration to identify the origin of Korean melodrama by directly 

relating to the West, as shinpa is deeply rooted in the colonial state.  

In response to Yi and Kim’s efforts to draw a distinction between shinpa and 

melodrama, Yun Sŏk-chin (2004) proposes shinpa as a dramatic form of expressing 

                                                            
326 Pak (Park), ed., “Introduction,” 15. 
327 Park, “A Study on the Formation of Korean Melodrama Genre Concept,” 181-212.  
328 Yi Hanguk Yonghwa Chŏnsa (The History of Korean Cinema), 248. It was originally published in 
1969; Kim, Korean Cinema from Origins to Renaissance, 143-145.  
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“anxieties of colonial modernity” and moreover suggests the 60s melodramas as 

reflecting the mode of Korean “modern imagination” by borrowing Brooks’ 

conceptual term “melodramatic imagination.”329 In his book The Modern Imagination 

of Korean Melodrama, Yun introduces Brooks’ conceptualization of melodrama to 

theorize modern imagination infiltrated into mass media, including plays, films, and 

television dramas, in South Korea. He also considers the historical context of its origin 

as significant in relation to a modern project but points out the different historical 

context of colony Korea: shinpaguk or shinpa melodramas conspired with the colonial 

project to produce colonial modern subjects under the emphasis on modern education 

and obedience to new virtues of intensifying colonial disciplinary power.330 In respect 

to Korea’s “modern imagination,” he regards the 60s as the most turbulent period 

when the populace suffered from dual-layered oppression from political ideology and 

patriarchy as the government spurred the new social values of industrialization and 

urbanization after the ravages of the war. Yun argues that the 60s melodramas sought 

a narrative strategy to communicate with female audiences by encouraging them to 

identify with female figures who endure the double-layered oppression. By choosing 

the methodological approach of semiotics that emphasizes textual decoding as a 

meaning-making process, Yun intends to grasp the public tendency of the 60s when 

melodramas were actively consumed by female audiences even though he admits that 

the meaning of the text can be interpreted differently depending on the individual. 

Through the emotional response to the shared victimization, female spectators 

emerged as a community that embodies the particular emotional structure in that 

                                                            
329 Sŏk-chin Yun, Han'guk mellodŭrama ŭi kŭndaejŏk sangsangnyŏk (The Modern Imagination of 
Korean Melodrama). 
330 Ibid., 15.  
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period. Thus, Yun’s suggestion implies that the 60s melodramas can be viewed as a 

decipherable political macro-text to perceive the emotional engagement of female 

spectators in the historical moment of social turmoil and patriarchal oppression from 

the perspective of active audiences. Yun’s work explicitly moved the connotations of 

the word “melodramatic” from its association with a national state of “feminization” 

to an association with postwar Korean female audiences.    

Female-centric Genre 

The discourse on melodrama as a female genre or its proximity to female 

audiences, however, did not begin from the reevaluation of the 50s and 60s 

melodramas. Most recent work by Kim Yu-mi (2006) claims that the term melodrama 

was already used in the film review section of the feminist journal, Sinyŏsŏng (新女性, 

New Woman), in the 30s before it was listed in the dictionary in the 50s and that the 

films mainly dealt with love and family issues to consider the film taste of female 

spectators.331 In this regard, Pak Yu-hŭi (2007) inferred that not only were the main 

spectators of melodrama women but also that the narrative rhetoric and sensibility 

aimed at the class of sinyŏsŏng (new women).332 The gender approach to melodrama 

                                                            
331 Kim, “Kwan'gaeng ŭi ipchang esŏ pon shinp'agŭng hokŭn mellodŭrama ŭi saengmyŏngnyŏk (The 
Vitality of Shinpa or Melodrama from the Audience’s View), 164-189. Puin (夫人, Wife) was a 
feminist journal, published by the intellectual journal Kaebyoksa (開闢社, Creation), from June 1922 to 
September 1923. In September 1923, its title was changed to Sinyŏsŏng (新女性, New Woman), a 
journal for modern-educated “new women.” The journal’s main objectives were to inform readers about 
women’s entry into society, women’s rights movement, and their Enlightenment. In particular, 
women’s education, labor, and jobs were most consistently addressed. It was published until August 
1934, but publication was suspended between November 1926 t and December 1930 because it was 
integrated into Pyŏgŏngon (別乾坤, Another World), published by Kaebyoksa.   
332 Sinyŏsŏng (新女性) or sinyŏja (新女子) is often translated as “new women” or “modern” Korean 
women and refers to a group of women who emerged during the colonial period (1910-1945). They 
were not only literate but also central in new womanhood, including women’s education and movement. 
Feminist scholars, including Yung-Hee Kim (2002), Hyaeweol Choi (2004), Jiyoung Suh (2013), argue 
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was, in fact, enhanced by Yu Chi-na (1999), who seems to be one of the first to 

address Korean melodrama’ origins and historical trajectory in her book-length study 

of Korean melodrama.333 Her femininity-based analysis provides a new perspective on 

melodrama, which up until then had been considered only as a type of a particular 

genre in film studies. Yu argues that melodrama is an attribute, which can be found in 

many genres, and thus we should understand it as a framework to develop the content 

and form while intersecting with the particularity of each period and region.334 She 

refuses to see melodrama as an independent film genre and theorizes the origins of 

Korean melodrama by articulating them as three stems that entail historical and 

cultural particularities. This approach was later developed by Pak (2007), whose work 

contributes to opening the scope of discourse on melodrama so that it applies broadly 

to genre conventions of South Korean popular narratives reflecting historical and 

cultural transformations. 

Yu’s identification of the three sources has often been cited in the English 

language works since Hye Seung Chung (2005) introduced Yu’s analysis in her article 

on the comparison with Hollywood melodrama.335 The first source is the Japanese 

sinp’a drama involving colonial cultural legacy. Based on Edward Said’s (1993) 

theory of the connection between imperialism and culture, Yu argues that the 

reception of Japanese sinp’a dramas reveals how culture colludes with the colonizer to 

control the colonized. For example, the dissolution of feudal or pre-colonial order was 

                                                                                                                                                                           
that “new women” signified modernity by challenging Confucian patriarchal gender relations and 
women’s subjectivities.  
333 Chi-na Yu, ed., Mellodŭrama ran muŏt in’ga (What is Melodrama).  
334 Hwang and Kim, “Han'guk Mel-ro Tŭrama Ŭi Pyŏnhwa Wa Suyong (Transformation and Reception 
of Korean Melodrama),” 24. 
335 Chung, “Toward a Strategic Korean Cinephilia,”120-123. 
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claimed by the new cultural value of a romantic relationship between men and women 

regardless of their social statuses in the shinpagŭk. This cultural promotion implies the 

idea or desire that attempted to paralyze people’s consciousness of reality in the name 

of public enlightenment in the colony.336 In addition to the complicated relationship 

with Japanese sinp’a, Yu proposes the national sentiment of han as the second source. 

She describes it as pervasively dispersed feelings of deep-rooted sadness and 

resentment that women particularly hold in their minds. Korean women have been 

forced to bear suffering under the long history of foreign invasions and patriarchal 

Confucian traditions. According to Yu, the cultural sharing of han encourages female 

spectators to identify with the female victim and cry together. For the second source, 

Chung (2005) argues that it should be understood as a “melodramatic” sensibility in 

the Korean context and refines it by relating to what Brooks defines as a 

“melodramatic imagination.”337 The third one is the impact of Hollywood melodramas 

on the film making system after the Korean War. The 1950s and 60s films encompass 

the traces of Hollywood’s cinematic tropes and attempts of cross-cultural translations, 

including non-Hollywood films.338 For instance, in Chayu Puin, the female 

protagonist enters a dance hall and becomes absorbed with the exotic atmosphere 

while staring at a female dancer who dances to Latin American music “Mambo.” The 

idiosyncratic cultural infusion occurs when the band sings in English. This club scene 

has been discussed as a global “chronotope,” representing a particular time and space, 

                                                            
336 Yu, Mellodŭrama ran muŏt in’ga (What is Melodrama), 16-17. Yu cited Said’s (1993) Culture and 
Imperialism.  
337 Chung, 121-122. 
338 McHugh, 32. 
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in the course of South Korea’s encounter with modernity.339   

Yu analyzes the 1970s melodramas in terms of femininity. Yu and other film 

critics, including Pak Yu-hŭi (2007) and Byun In-shik (2007), describe this period as 

the “dark ages” of Korean cinema because of economic depression, the competition 

with TV, and the authoritarian Yushin (維新, rejuvenation or renewal) regime’s 

political pressure.340 Film directors tended to choose women’s sexuality as the central 

theme under these unfavorable conditions to attract spectators. The trope of romantic, 

but furtive, love between a rich man and a poor woman prevailed. This trend continues 

in the 1980s, but the romantic mood transforms into eroticism in the advent of the 

popular series of Madame, including Aema Puin (愛麻夫人, Madame Emma, 1982-

1996), which embodies female sexual desires. A wave of Madame and hostess 

(prostitute) films divulges the limit of film representation under the military regime’s 

oppression. A woman’s body is used as a political tactic to avert the eyes of the 

populace from the questions regarding the legitimacy of the political system. The 

image of a woman faithful to her sexual desire also raises the issue of patriarchal 

traditions that women prioritize home or childcare first. However, the gender-divided 

unequal relationship intensifies the patriarchal ideology through the cinematic 

perpetuation of the relationship between the viewer and the viewed. Given that the 

woman’s love and body are displayed in front of the camera with voyeuristic eyes, as 

                                                            
339 Ibid., 37. 
340 In-shik Byun, cited in Korean Cinema: from Origins to Renaissance, ed. Mee-hyun Kim (Seoul: 
CommonBooks, 2007), 228-229. The authoritarian yushin regime refers to the Fourth Republic, which 
was founded on the approval of the Yushin Constitution in the 1972 constitutional referendum. The new 
constitution codified the de facto dictatorial powers held by President Park Chung-hee and succeeded 
the constitution of the Third Republic. Park and his Democratic-Republican Party ruled under the 
centralized and authoritarian yushin system until the assassination of Park on 26 October 1979. 
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Laura Mulvey (1977) argues, the gender suppression between the male spectator and 

the female body in front of him enhance the male-dominant ideology.  

Male Melodrama  

In considering the 1990s melodramas, however, Yu (1999) notes a new 

development of the popularity of male melodramas whose narratives portray men in 

different ways. Yu calls attention to the transformation of gender-associated spatial 

division in male-dominated melodramas. The previous melodramas tended to be 

perceived as women’s territory, mainly dealing with the tragedies surrounding love 

and family matter in a closed space such as a home. According to Yu, however, the 

boundary between public and private spaces in the 90s male-dominated melodramas 

became blurred to expand romance into a public sphere by creating an intimate 

connection between home and work. By watching a male melodrama representing the 

narrative of a man who struggles to achieve and complete love as interacting with his 

counterpart in both the private space and workplace, the spectator experiences a 

different level of pleasure and senses changing values. In this context, Yu argues that 

the male melodramas of the 90s looks like an “aporia” by borrowing Derrida’s term. 

Derrida deploys the term to indicate a spot or “point of undecidability, which locates 

the site at which the text most obviously undermines its own rhetorical structure, 

dismantles, or deconstructs itself.”341 The “aporia” exists as the core of the text, 

although it is not yet undifferentiated. In the case of Korean male melodrama, the 

blurred spatial boundary in the text can be discussed as an “aporia” regarding the point 

                                                            
341 Yu quoted Derrida’s term in William Harmon and Hugh Holman, eds., A Handbook to Literature 
(New Jersey: Pearson Princeton Hall, 2009), 39.  
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where the text deconstructs the ideology of female victimization and also shows the 

desire for love to men who have been indoctrinated by a false sense of phallic 

narcissism or emotionally been castrated in Korean films.  

Yu demonstrates the entry of melodrama into a man’s space in the 1990s. The 

collapsed spatial boundary contradicts the patriarchal system and male chauvinism. 

However, the popularity of male melodramas can, at the same time, be seen as a 

response to the sociocultural crises in the 1990s when the patriarchal ideology began 

to contract due to the significant impact of the so-called “IMF (International Monetary 

Fund)” financial crisis.342 Korean men were forced to reckon with their incompetency 

when they lost their jobs and social status as a patriarch, accordingly. The intensity of 

neoliberal competition not only collapsed a financial safety net but prompted advanced 

computer technology. The film industry also faced its demand to transform due to the 

threats of proliferated electronic culture. Korean cinema needed a new story to 

compete with other media. As for male melodramas in the 90s, a man’s inner state 

appeared at the forefront to attract diverse spectators. In the new type of melodramas, 

the male characters began to reflect on their lives and are even willing to devote 

themselves to protecting love. However, they cry because they find there are unable to 

rescue their lovers and families from suffering in reality. The narrative themes of 

men’s frustration and their pursuit of love represent these rapid changes of the time 

and also can be read as a reaction to the emerging cultural tastes of the younger 

                                                            
342 The “IMF Crisis” means the financial crisis experienced by Korean people in the late 1990s, which 
was caused by the severe foreign exchange shortage when South Korea was on the brink of default in 
December 1997 and had to be bailed out by the IMF Standby Credit Facility and other international 
financial supports. Although the crisis was not caused by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) itself, 
the Korean people nevertheless have been traumatized by the name’s association with the national 
financial crisis.   
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generations who seek sensuous styles and new ways of consuming culture. A changing 

mode of masculinity, thus, emerged as a new cultural code. A “New man” was 

introduced in response to the phase of consumer-oriented society. Kim Chong-dŏk 

(2007) used this term to describe male consumers who are interested in fashion and 

beauty, which were traditionally considered as belonging to a female culture.343 “New 

men” are represented by the young male characters in the so-called television “trendy” 

dramas. The “trendy” melodramas attracted many younger television viewers by 

featuring the delicate portrayals of the character’s inner state and also showing their 

sensitive and nimble reactions to love and cutting-edge consumer culture. They break 

away from the typical male imagery of an authoritarian patriarch often shown in 

previous melodramas.  

This phenomenon influences the research directions on contemporary 

melodramas. A journalist Yi Si-saem (2011) wrote about middle-aged men watching 

melodramas by referring to the survey on the gender distribution of television drama 

viewers in 2000s.344 According to the AGB Nielsen Korea’s research, the survey 

shows the steady growth of middle-aged men in their 40s and 50s who have watched 

melodramas even though the number is still low.345 Yi Si-saem’s newspaper article 

urged academic research on the media reception of Korean middle-aged men who 

watch melodramas. Im Yong-ho (2012), in the field of Journalism and Broadcasting, 

                                                            
343 Kim, Chong-dŏk, “Han'guk TV kwanggo e nat'anan namsŏngsŏng Yŏngu (The Study on Masculinity 
in Korean Television Advertisements),” 238-239, cited in Hwa-jeong Lee, “Alteration of Masculinity 
Types Shown in Melodramas,” 62-69.  
344 Si-saem Yi, “Nŭrŏnanŭn 40, 50tae tŭramagwang namp'yŏndŭl... ‘nŏmu kubang maseyo’ (Growing 
Number of Husbands, Who Love Watching Dramas in Their 40s and 50s, ‘Don’t be so hard on them.’),” 
cited in Seung-hwa King, Yung-ho Im, and Tae-min Noh, “Men Watching Melodrama,” 201-221.  
345 According to Yi Si-saem (2011), the ratio of middle-aged men who watched melodrama increased: 
13.2% in 2005 and 16.2% in 2010.  
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began his study on male audiences with Kang Sŭng-hwa and No Tae-min through 

theoretical analysis and in-depth interviews of actual middle-aged male viewers.346 

They find that men, who spend more time at home, due to economic circumstances or 

retirement, discover the pleasure of reflecting on their daily lives by identifying with 

male characters. Their findings are similar to what Ien Ang and other feminist film and 

media studies scholars have argued regarding the relationship between melodrama and 

female audiences. Thus, their study on male viewers demands to rethink the gender 

boundary in the audience reception of melodramas. The interviewees said that they 

shed tears while watching melodramas but understood their tears as a form of 

expressing their feelings. According to the discovery of the researchers, the male 

viewers emphasized that their tears do not contradict their notion of masculinity. The 

researchers conclude that the middle-aged male viewers traverse across gender and 

genre during watching melodramas. At the same time, they underline that the male 

viewers reconstitute the traditional gender boundary by rationalizing their tears. 

However, the dichotomy of masculinity and femininity that the researchers had 

imposed on their questions induced the participants to admit that they have a feminine 

taste. Their conclusion ironically reveals that the premise of the dichotomous thinking 

between masculinity and femininity stems from the desire of the researchers to confine 

melodrama to the realm of women.          

Why Melodrama Now? 

Then, can we say that male melodramas and male tears enable a new 

                                                            
346 Im, Kang, and Noah, “Men Watching Melodrama,” 201-221.  
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interpretation of melodrama as involving a progressive, and subversive, perspective? 

Pak Yu-hŭi (2007) is concerned with this question in her analysis of the evolvement of 

South Korean melodrama. She proposes that male melodramas expand the cultural 

border of melodrama through the multiplicity of the Korean popular narrative 

transcending the central theme of female victimization. The cultural tendency of 

creating and consuming diverse male stories contributes to the diversification of 

melodrama. However, she argues that the evaluation of whether male characters in 

male melodramas are ideologically progressive is a different matter. Because the 

television drama is the most sensitive medium to the public’s cultural tastes and 

desires, they instantly respond to the trend of consumer culture but simultaneously 

manipulate the public’s desires and ideals due to its powerful influence on the “mass.” 

Thus, television melodramas are easily used to unconsciously promote the legitimacy 

of the current government and mainstream ideologies.  

In this regard, Pak suggests the two opposing aspects of melodrama: “fixation” 

and “movement.”347 She elaborates on the ambivalence of melodrama to examine 

South Korean popular genre conventions. The populace-oriented narratives are 

inevitably ambivalent as adapting to social changes and public tastes.348 First, the 

popular narrative tends to adhere to stable conventions based on the form of the story 

that has been successful. For example, one of the most popular narratives is the love 

                                                            
347 Pak suggests the two terms, kojŏng (固定) and yŏkdong (力動) in “A Study on The Change of 
Melodrama in Jayubuin,” Korean Association of Literature and Film, vol. 6, no. 2 (2005): 135-158. She 
uses English translation of “fixation” and “movement.” I also follow her original translation, but 
suggest “fixation” as “conservatism” and “movement” as “hybridity” or “fluidity” in accordance with 
the context. I discussed these terminologies with Pak and have her permission of using more flexible 
translations.  
348 Pak, ed., “Introduction,” 11.  
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story between Yi Su-il (Lee Su-Il) and Sim Sun-ae (Shim Sun-Ae). Their love story 

was first introduced in Changhanmong during the colonial period and then has been 

adapted to diverse media as an archetype of the conventional love story. They love 

each other but face frustration due to their different social statuses and family 

objections. Sun-ae marries a rich man, Kim Chung-bae, due to money. When Su-il 

finds out that Sun-ae was married, he decides to be a greedy moneylender to take 

revenge. His line, “do you love the diamond of Kim Chung-bae that much?” became 

popular as evoking the essential question about the value of love in a capitalist society. 

This line is still famous enough to become a parody in various media. Sun-ae later 

became insane and Su-il forgives her. In the end, she recovered and they have a happy 

ending. Their love story precisely follows the narrative structure of four stages 

(exposition, rising action, climax, and resolution) by dramatizing the polarized conflict 

between good and evil or rich and poor worked around a romance. The recurring 

adaptations of this type of narrative prove that most popular narratives ostensibly 

glorify the conservative ideology of society. 

On the other hand, the popular narrative serves as a role to raise questions in 

the process of reacting to social changes while reflecting consumer interests and 

cultural codes. As men’s inner conflicts have emerged as the central factor of male 

melodrama, the new mode of masculinity has led to the diversification of melodrama. 

The diversified narratives acknowledge that the patriarchal Confucian ideology is no 

longer valid and suggest a new perception of its reformation. This indicates that the 

relationship between the conservative conventions and emerging cultural values are 

becoming more complicated and dynamic. Interestingly, no matter how elaborate and 
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stable the narrative is, a rupture occurs in the tension between the “fixation” of 

conservative conventions and the dynamic “movement” of narrative conventions. 

While Pak posits that most popular narratives conceal the rupture by suturing the 

conflicts that the “movement” caused with conservative ideology, she never neglects 

the traces of rupture and also argues that they remain in the form of “shock” and 

“fascination,” which cannot be fundamentally sutured.349 The “fixation” of 

conservative conventions is seemingly prevalent. This tendency confuses us and 

sometimes misleads to interpret melodrama as an outmoded, vulgar form of dramatic 

non-art. Yet, the conflict and resolution in the conservative framework of the narrative 

ironically reveal that the problem of reality has not been resolved yet. The discord 

between the conventional framework and social changes in reality inevitably urges 

melodrama to move toward another way of interacting with reality.  

For example, the so-called “makchang/makjang (莫場)” drama, which has 

now inherited the popularity of the trendy drama, provides television viewers with a 

sensational shock due to its illogical, absurd, and outrageous narrative. The word 

makchang is a term referring to the far closed end of a mine, but it is more commonly 

used in reference to television dramas as a neologism of the word “kkŭtchang (death 

or the end),” combined with the word “majimak (final or last).” The makchang drama 

faithfully follows the conventional narrative framework. However, the conflict and 

resolution surrounding the stories of birth secrets, adultery, incest, revenge, terminal 

illness, murder, and/or suicide invite the audiences to experience such an extremely 

emotional roller coaster. Watching makchang dramas also fascinates the viewers by 

                                                            
349 Ibid., 11-12. 
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encouraging them to explore their emotions in various ways of sympathizing, 

criticizing, and even curing. Considering “shock” and “fascination,” the very first 

reactions of critics and spectators to Chayu Puin in the 50s can be discussed in this 

context. This film was described as a problematic, sensational social drama, which 

brought about a social attention to women’s sexual desire and material culture-

oriented hedonism. South Korean melodramas have developed and evolved by 

traversing across the boundaries between the conservative framework of encoding the 

mainstream ideologies and the dynamic relationships with audiences’ (un-)conscious 

emotional reactions to sociocultural transformations. Thus, melodrama has a 

conservative narrative structure, but cannot be fixed in a single genre, style, or form.  

“Shock” and “fascination” are the driving force behind the evolution of 

melodrama transcending genres and mediums. Pak points out “hybridism” as a 

significant factor in the diversification of melodrama and argues that the mixing or 

combination of genres evolves melodrama. Her perspective of “hybridity” can be 

extended by Henry Jenkins’ media convergence and transmedia storytelling, but her 

approach is different from Jenkins’ view on media practice by focusing on the 

movement of narrative conventions among media forms. Pak cites the adaptation of 

popular comics into other visual media (video) narratives.350 Many of the most 

successful films and television or web dramas have original comics.351 This is because 

comics can effectively convey emotional expression in the narrative: images and lines 

                                                            
350 Ibid., 31. 
351 The “web drama” or “web series” is an episodic drama or video program, generally released on the 
Internet and part of the web television medium, which emerged in late 1990. As Internet use has 
become prominent along with the proliferation of personal portable devices, such as smartphones and 
tablet PCs, streaming videos have rapidly grown in popularity and begun to dominate the film and 
television market.  
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are delivered through panel divisions, enabling the dramatic development of the story 

and the imaginary movements across time and space. The digital media spurs the 

diverse movements of the narrative across media forms to evoke audiences’ interests, 

tastes, and sympathy as well. Unfortunately, Pak’s trajectory does not encompass the 

webtoon consumption and adaption because her book was published in 2007.  

However, Pak agreed that the webtoon is one of the most resilient forms of 

media and contributes to the diversification of melodrama during our recent discussion 

at a Korean film conference in 2019. Webtoons and their film or other media 

adaptations amplify the tension between the conventional narrative framework and 

dynamic movements across genres, forms, and mediums, as actively interacting with 

audiences. Moreover, writing taetkŭl in the course of audience reception of webtoons 

evolve melodrama into a fluid form of the narrative. As I argued earlier in this chapter, 

taetkŭl can be considered as small narratives as reacting to the storyworld of the 

webtoon content. Webtoon fans find their emotional awareness through identification 

and reflection. Then, they write about their feelings, thoughts, and their own lives as 

well. Not all of the webtoon fans write, of course, when they read and watch webtoons. 

However, they write in the space of taetkŭl which allows them to express their 

emotional reactions and create their stories through sharing sympathetic imagination. 

In this way, melodrama exists and becomes more flexible and fluid as being across 

boundaries between genres, mediums, and forms.   

Male Tears 
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Media consumers watch/read webtoons in the virtual space, called the web, 

and write taetkŭl in that space about their thoughts, feelings, and even tears. The 

webtoon series Misaeng called attention to the phenomenon of male tears, which 

suggests changing modes of masculinity in contemporary Korean media practices. 

There are, of course, many tears unidentified in terms of gender. However, men wrote 

about their tears with their stories suggesting they were men in the taetkŭl space. Tears 

have been considered inseparable from melodrama and have been examined within the 

assumption of belonging to a female-oriented cultural domain. Male tears have 

relatively been excluded. That is not to say that there has been no research on the 

relationship between melodrama and male tears. Joo Ch’ang-yun (1998) shows 

different gender-orientations in the ways of decoding the text while watching 

melodramas.352 He demonstrates that the gender-divided tendency in regard to the way 

of decoding the text for the viewers’ escapist fantasies. Men tend to consider the 

drama as evoking nostalgia for the hometown and nature to escape into the patriarchal 

world. In contrast, women tend to consider the drama as a space into which they 

escape for their fantasies toward love by identifying with the characters. Both Yi Su-

yŏn (1995) and Kim Yun-gyŏng (2002) analyze male viewers’ desire for ideal 

masculinity.353 Yi Su-yŏn, particularly argues that male viewers pursue psychological 

pleasure by identifying with dominant, patriarchal male characters in the text. Their 

research, however, has focused on the inherent desires of the male audiences and 

neglected their actual emotional expressions.  

                                                            
352 Joo, “The Interpretative Positions of the Television Drama Audience,” 163-199.  
353 Yi, “T'ellebijyŏn tŭrama ŭi chŭlgŏumr namsŏng shich'ŏngjawa morae shigye (The Pleasure of 
Television Drama: Male Audiences and Sandglass),” 131-169; Kim, “T'ellebijŏn tŭramaŭi 
namsŏngsŏnggwa kŭ suyonge kwanhan yŏn'gu (A Study of Masculinity in Television Dramas and 
Reception),” a Master’s Thesis at Chungnam University in Korea. 
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Yi Ho-gol’s (2007) explored the historical context of the connection between 

men’s tears and melodrama in his doctoral dissertation on male melodrama.354 He later 

expands it to the theoretical framework of “tears criticism” to address the social, 

historical, and political meanings and roles of tears in Korean modern literary works in 

his book Tears and Politics (2018). To contextualize the tears of Koreans, Yi 

summons the word “shinpa.” He defines shinpa as a representational convention that 

penetrates the entire modern Korean literary art, by drawing on Brooks’ point of view 

on the “melodramatic imagination,” and suggests that “shinpa” should be reevaluated 

as “the melodramatic.”355 Yi views the tears Korean people have shed as a 

sociopolitical phenomenon that emerged in the field of culture. In this respect, he 

attempts to elaborate on tears as mirroring the flow of Korean “mass” culture. He 

classifies male tears as male shinpa and investigates how male tears are different from 

female tears in the family narrative prototype, which embody the representational 

conventions of gender-associated tears. The family narrative prototype refers to the 

narrative that family members, including women, are thrown into the hardships caused 

by the crisis, and that men helplessly watch the situation and agonize over their 

incompetence. Yi cited Hong-do’s tears in Fooled in Love, Weeping over Money and 

Yong-jin’s tears in Arirang (dir. Na Un’gyu, 1926) as examples. 

In Fooled in Love, Weeping over Money, Hong-do became a kisaeng (妓生, 

geisha) to support her brother’s education.356 She fell in love with her brother’s friend, 

Kwang-ho, and eventually married him despite the family objection. However, she 

                                                            
354 Yi, “Shinp’a Yangshik Yŏn-gu (A Study on the Mode of Shinpa),” 15-20.  
355 Yi, “Sinpa’ ran muŏtin’ga? (What is Melodramatic?),” Film Studies Association of Korea (FISAK) 
(November 2005): 57-75.  
356 Fooled in Love, Weeping over Money – 1936, made into a film in the late 1950s.  
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was thrown out of the house due to the scheme of her mother-in-law while Kwang-ho 

went to Beijing to study. Hong-do returned to her former home and shed tears with her 

brother. She decided to endure her suffering and waited for her husband who would 

reveal the truth. Nevertheless, her husband did not trust her and even abandoned her. 

Hong-do then killed her mother-in-law and became arrested by her own brother who is 

a policeman. Her innocence was proven in the end, but it was too late. Hong-do’s tears 

represent her behavior of enduring suffering. She chooses or is forced to choose to 

wait until other male family member resolves her suffering as a way of performing 

patriarchal norms.  

Yŏng-jin’s tears appear in Arirang, which is a silent film directed by Na 

Un’gyu in 1926. This film is often discussed as the first national film embracing 

national reality under the colonial occupation.357 It is named after the traditional song 

“Arirang” that audiences were said to sing in the end when Yŏng-jing became taken 

away by the Japanese police. Because the film was lost, Yi cited the film script which, 

exists as a written record. Yŏng-jin is the son of a peasant who lives in a rural village 

beyond the Arirang hill. He is mentally ill because he was imprisoned and tortured by 

the Japanese for his involvement in the March 1st movement in 1919. After his release, 

he returned to his home and lives with his family. Yŏng-jin cherishes his younger 

sister, Yŏng-hŭi, with his lunatic attachment. Yŏng-hŭi falls in love with her brother’s 

old friend, Hyŏn-gu. During the harvest festival, Ki-ho, a vicious farm supervisor, who 

collaborates with the Japanese police, tries to rape Yŏng-hŭi. Both Hyŏn-gu and 

Yŏung-jin discovers it, but Yŏung-jin is rather interested in watching it while Hyŏn-gu 

                                                            
357 Yi, Hanguk Yonghwa Chŏnsa (The History of Korean Cinema). 
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is fighting with Ki-ho to save her. Suddenly, Yŏng-jin falls into an illusion and stabs 

Ki-ho with a sickle. Ki-ho is dead, and Yong-jin regains his senses at that moment. 

However, the Japanese police arrest him and the villagers weep with Yŏng-jin. He also 

commits murder, similar to Hong-do, but his behavior is classified as male tears within 

the logic of the patriarchal system, which requires men to solve the family crisis 

externally.  

According to the gender-divided family practice, while Hong-do passively 

waits inside the family space for other male members to resolve her suffering, Yŏng-

jin actively solves the problem outside the family space. Both shed tears due to the 

crises they face, but their tears are asymmetrical by the gender-distinguished 

patriarchal system. Due to the spatial boundaries, men’s tears are more involved in 

dealing with the outside world; in other words, social circumstances. Yŏng-jin’s tears 

can be interpreted as his suffering that occurred in rescuing his younger sister from the 

crisis, but it can also be read as a metaphorical reflection of the national reality that the 

peasants went through class struggle under the colonial rule. It has been argued that 

men in the colony are almost placed in the same social position as women in their 

relationship with colonizers. However, their tears cannot be described as feminine. Yi 

focuses on the tears outside the home where Korean men shed as opposed to the 

conventional perception that tears usually belong to a private, domestic space where 

women’s sentimentalism emerged as central. He claims that they inevitably wept as 

experiencing the transitional periods of colonization and modernization. They were 

not allowed to shed tears inside the home due to the patriarchal-oriented family order.  
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Yi Ho-gŏl’s view on gender-divided spaces and men’s tears outside the home 

as sociopolitical products that embody social turbulence provides a significant 

perspective on redefining the relationship between melodrama and tears. As Vincent-

Buffault pointed out, people cried in public places and men also cried without 

hesitation in the seventeenth century. Men no longer cried in the nineteenth century as 

they experienced changing moral sensibilities and values in the eighteenth century 

when they encountered a desacralized modern society. Tears, at some point, have 

become dissociated from the kinds of collective imagination Vincent-Buffault 

discusses, and have been seen instead as a reflector of the individual’s sentimentalism 

that occurs within the most personal place, home. Women who remain in the home 

have become the owners of tears, and their tears, in accordance with a hierarchical 

gender dichotomy, are defined as sentimental. Yi’s “tears criticism” plays a pivotal 

role in (re-)discovering men’s tears as a critical factor of social and political reactions. 

Tears, Yi shows, should no longer be devalued as individual sentimentality. Nor 

should they be considered only women’s tears. The tears shed in the process of 

interacting (reading/ watching) with a narrative and creating a story should be 

understood as influencing social and cultural values that are rapidly changing from 

day to day. These critical observations would strengthen this dissertation’s proposal 

that the term “melodramatic,” while maintaining its associations with emotions and 

bodily responses, must be broadened beyond the narrower sphere of genre 

classifications.     

Writing Taetkŭl as a Melodramatic Mode of Reception 
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It cannot be denied that the idea that men should not cry is pervasive. As the 

arguments cited above, however, have shown, their tears can be considered as a 

reaction to the changing values and understandings of social, cultural, and political 

transformations in the historical moments that we have faced. Even now, people 

continue to experience unprecedented situations, including that of the Covid-19 

pandemic. The physical form of face-to-face meetings has started to be replaced by a 

new type of human interaction, which profoundly influences consumer cultural 

practice in the digital media-oriented period. The social and cultural changes require 

new values, but people need to express their feelings, such as confusion, frustration, 

sadness, resentment, and hope in the transitional moments of encountering a changing 

morality and sensibility. To perceive and reveal their emotions, they should share their 

sensibilities with others. Emotion prompts make webtoon audiences write taetkŭl, 

even about their tears. The webtoon series Misaeng called attention to the 

phenomenon of male tears, which suggests changing modes of masculinity in 

contemporary Korean media practices. The current media practice and rapid socio-

cultural changes require a new perspective on analyzing men’s tears.  

 In this sense, the media practice of writing taetkŭl can be suggested as a new 

mode of reception that has emerged with webtoon consumption. The emotional 

explorations by audiences occur in writing taetkŭl after or while they watch/read 

webtoons and other fans’ reactions. I argue that this social practice can be illuminated 

by considering the historical uses of the term “melodramatic.” Webtoon audiences 

interact with the storyworld of the webtoon and create their own stories as a response 

to their perception of emotional movements. The entire process of reading and writing 
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taetkŭl involves emotional engagement. During emotional interactions, audiences 

reconstitute their lives in the form of narrative. They reflect on their lives and write 

about their tears. In this respect, not only the webtoon narratives, but the taetkŭl 

themselves can be viewed in relation to melodrama. The scholarship on melodrama 

tends to focus on its close relationships with women. As opposed to the current 

perception of melodrama as a female-centric genre, this chapter proposes melodrama 

as a mode of reception engaging men’s emotions in new ways as part of a larger 

cultural reaction.  

 



CHAPTER 5 EMOTIONAL ENCOUNTERS IN THE WEBTOON RECEPTION OF 

NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES  

Media Discourse Surounding North Korean Refugees in South Korea 

The previous chapters focus on analyzing changing modes of masculinity in 

the affective reception of webtoons and their multiple media adaptations in order to 

deconstruct gender-divided discourse, which has evolved into a contrasting structure 

between men and women in contemporary South Korean media practices. By contrast, 

this chapter explores the dominant media discourse surrounding North Korean 

refugees/defectors in South Korean society to reveal an embedded dichotomous 

perspective that intensifies a biased perception of marginalized social groups in media 

reception. In addition to the problematic deployment of North Korean refugees, as 

pathetic and deplorable, in the major media sectors such as newspapers and television 

programs, I will examine its alternative by demonstrating how audiences engage in the 

reception of Choi Sŏng-Guk’s webtoon Rodong Simmun (Labor Interrogation, 2016-

2018). As the first North Korean defector web-cartoonist, Choi portrays North Korean 

refugees’ challenges and difficulties in their resettlement based on his actual 

experience of crossing borders and on interviews with other North Koreans.358 In 

contrast to the conventional depiction of North Korean defectors to South Korea as 

inactive and objectified beings trapped in the oppressive narrative of nation-state 

conflicts, Choi’s webtoon series evokes the individuality and subjectivity of North 

                                                            
358 Choi escaped to South Korea through China in 2010. He spent eight years drawing cartoons at 
Pyŏngyang’s SEK (Scientific Educational Korea) animation studio before he crossed the borders. His 
animation skills and the new cartoon world in online space enable him to reach South Korean audiences 
meanifully through webtoons. (from an interview in August, 2017). 
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Koreans who engage in meaning-making in their everyday lives. Furthermore, by 

molding the taetkŭl comments section into an extended panel of his comics, Choi 

fosters a space for intimate exchange of a broad range thoughts and feelings regarding 

the survival narratives of North Koreans in South Korea.359  

As of 2019, South Korea’s Ministry of Unification announced that more than 

33,000 North Koreans had defected to South Korea.360 The growing population of 

North Korean refugees in South Korea brings about the issue of their adaptation to a 

new community. Hui-sang Kim and In-jin Yun (2017), both Korean media and 

sociology scholars, argue that North Korean refugees confront more complicated 

situations than other immigrants due to their complex entanglement in political 

ideology.361 Along with the uncertainty of the ongoing division on the Korean 

peninsula, under the still extant influence of Cold War ideology and the complex 

political conflicts in Northeast Asia, North Korean refugees inevitably experience 

social exclusion and identity problems as “Others” in South Korea even though they 

are identified as belonging to the same ethnic background and hold the rights as 

                                                            
359 In Korean, North Korean “defectors” or “refugees” are referred to as Pukhan It’al Chumin or 
T’albukcha. The term “North Korean defector” indicates those North Koreans who have fled or 
defected from the North for political, ideological, religious, economic or personal reasons following the 
division of Korea after the Korean War (1950-1953), according to Article 2.1 of the South Korean Law 
on the Protection and Settlement Support of North Korean Refugees. Alternative terms in South Korea 
include Pukhan It’al Chumin – close to “Northern Refugees” – and Saetemin (new settlers or new 
comers). South Korean law specifies that defectors are individuals who used to live in North Korea with 
a registered home address, who worked or have direct family members there, but have not acquired a 
foreign nationality. However, the Ministry of Unification has suggested embracing North Koreans who 
have left the North Korean region, whether they intended it or not, or whose influence has not reached 
North Koreans since 2000.  
360 Policy on North Korean Defectors. (2019) South Korea’s Ministry of Unification. July, 2019. The 
total number of North Korean defectors who entered to South Korea in 2019 is 33,022. 
https://www.unikorea.go.kr/eng_unikorea/relations/statistics/defectors/. 
361 Kim and Yun, “Changes in the Perception of North Korean Defectors according to Media Contacts,” 
8-42. 
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afforded to all citizens of South Korea.362 Their stories about escape from North Korea 

and resettlement in South Korea are often associated with an anti-communist ideology, 

while their anecdotes justify criticism against the authoritarian regime, and thus 

legitimize the South Korean political ideology of liberal democracy. As a result, the 

way that major media productions rationalize mainstream ideologies attends to the 

logic of dichotomy, which consciously and unconsciously produces others in society.  

Despite North Korean refugees’ peculiar social position, the South Korean 

government prioritizes their stable settlement because they have the potential to bring 

progress toward reunification and to promote security in Northeast Asia.363 Some 

positive aspects of the scholarship on North Korean refugees is that it has helped to 

create room in the public domain for the view that the refugees are indeed assets in 

regard to the future of South Korean society. Woo-taek Jeon (2000) evaluates their 

position as important to South Korean society and emphasizes their “impact on the 

future Korean unification and the integration of the two different South and North 

Korean peoples.”364 Particularly, the resumed North-South, and North-U.S., dialogues 

in 2018 helped shape a more positive ambience toward the future of Kim Jong-Un’s 

regime and impose the appointment of influential figures to act as advocators of 

human rights or to form a cultural delegation on North Koreans. Thus, the government 

policy and diplomacy centered discourses which dominantly re-/produced the images 

                                                            
362 Kim, “Konggam Ŭi Yun-ri, Kŭ (Pul)Kanŭngsŏng (Ethics of Sympathy, Its (im)Possibility),” 295.  
363 King, “Difficulties for Defectors in the Era of Rapprochement with North Korea.” North Korean 
defectors first stay at Hanawon, the resettlement education center, run by the Ministry of Unification for 
about two months after their investigation. Once they receive social adjustment education, including 
medical care and professional counseling, they have official support from the government in accordance 
with provisions of the 1997 Act on the Protection and Resettlement Support for the Residents Who 
Escaped from North Korea. They have rental deposit assistance and also can live in public apartments 
for defectors. Refer to O, “The Integration of North Korean Defectors in South Korea,” 151-169. 
364 Jeon, “Issues and Problems of Adaptation of North Korean Defectors to South Korean Society,” 362.  
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of North Korean refugees as Other, more similar to an enemy, have started to integrate 

with a more humanitarian perspective and urged scholars to articulate the degrees and 

types of their adaptation to South Korean society.  

This transition also reflects changing concepts of “defection” and “adaptation” 

which complicate the distinction between in-group and out-group members.365 In 

respect to the discussion of the changing social definitions of North Koreans in South 

Korea, Byung-ho Chung (2008) provides a historical account on how these terms have 

developed and what kinds of academic perspectives they reflect. Chung examines the 

literature on North Koreans in South Korea and classifies the views regarding them 

into four major groups: political defectors, refugee migrants, ethnic Korean diaspora, 

and cultural minorities.366 Each term entails different perspectives and structural 

conditions, but his analysis of these terminologies resonates with the defectors’ 

ambiguous legal and cultural membership due to the changing conditions and policies 

toward North Koreans in South Korea, which cause their identities to fluctuate 

between “defector” and “migrant.”367 This confusion not only exacerbates their 

unstable membership in South Korean society but also intensifies their struggles in 

reconciling with existing members. The suggestion of changing and rethinking 

terminologies and their concepts can be understood as a reaction to concerns over the 

imaginarily constructed border between inclusion and exclusion in the process of 

migration and resettlement in the phase of global movement. In this chapter, the terms 

                                                            
365 Refer to Yi, The Social and Psychological Acculturation of North Korean Refugees ; Lee, North 
Korean Defectors in a New and Competitive Society; Kim and Yun, “Changes in the Perception of 
North Korean Defectors according to Media Contacts.” 
366 Chung, “Between defector and migrant,” 1-27.   
367 Ibid., 3. 
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“refugee” and “defector” are the most commonly used, with the latter appearing 

slightly more often to show the commonly accepted idea and image of North Koreans 

in South Korea. Other terms such as border-crosser, newcomer, and new settler are 

also used in accordance with the context.   

In terms of the dyadic structure of global culture, Stuart Hall (1991) points out 

an exclusive form of cultural identity which engenders otherness.368 Hall unfolds the 

world process of globalization through the trajectory of dyadic relationships between 

the center and the periphery as well as the global and the local by introducing the new 

dialectics of global culture in relation to the logic of capital. In his view, this dialectic 

is exemplified by the rise and decline of the United Kingdom from the epoch of 

prevailed imperialism to the era of post-colonial modernity. The formation of the 

world market was dominated by the economies of powerful nation-states during 

colonization, and an exclusive form of cultural identity has reinforced the hierarchical 

division between a metropolitan center and a marginalized periphery, or more likely a 

“colonized Other.” Such a logic of regarding the boundaries of cultural identity in the 

world market developed into new forms of global mass culture during the erosion of 

the rhetoric of nation-state building. Paradoxically, the de-centered but multi-national 

aspect of the global market creates a homogenizing form of cultural representations, 

such as an American concept of the world. Hall admits the unequal power structure of 

the relationship between the global and the local but argues that the marginal space – 

the local – has become a powerful space and thus enabled the marginalized to become 

visible and to speak for themselves by letting new subjects, genders, ethnicities, 

                                                            
368 Hall, “The Local and the Global,” 19-20. 
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regions, and communities emerge, even though that space is still a space of the 

weak.369  

Similarly, the taetkŭl space in the webtoon transforms marginalized people and 

allows their voices to be heard. They are still considered a minority, but interactions 

through taetkŭl can blur the boundary between mainstream culture and minorities. In 

Choi’s webtoon series, the involvement of audiences’ questions and debates in the 

taetkŭl section evokes emotional encounters with various aspects in terms of the 

resettlement of North Korean refugees. The marginal, yet powerful, space of taetkŭl in 

Choi’s webtoon elicits intimacy, sympathy, and empathy from audiences toward 

marginalized social groups, and thus encourages individuals to engage through this 

intimate form of communication. Choi’s webtoons have comparatively received 

positive responses and attracted younger audiences who may not have any knowledge 

of, or investment in, the issue of the content. Particularly, his first webtoon Rodong 

Simmun attracted more than 90% favorable reviews from webtoon readers because he 

diverges from the typically barrowing defector memoirs presented in other major 

forms of the media.370 Rodong Simmun, which already has a witty pun on the official 

North Korean newspaper title, Rodong Sinmun (Labor Newspaper), mixes the serious 

content of escape and survival with some humorous and sarcastic elements.371  

Choi serialized two more webtoons, Kobal (Accusation, 2017) and Nam 

Chosŏn Ilgi (The South Korean Diary, 2017-2018), which also maintain an amusing 
                                                            
369 Ibid., 34.  
370 Kang, “[Interview] North Korean Defector Uses Humor to Spur ‘Cultural Reunification.’”  
371 Rodong Simmun (Labor Interrogation) was serialized on the “best user-created webtoon” section of 
the Naver portal site from May 2016 to November 2018. However, the episodes of Knowing more 
about North Korea published after November, 2017 were not originally the work of Choi Sŏng-guk. 
Only Choi’s original episodes are considered in this dissertation. 
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and humorous stance but never neglect the sociopolitical problems of North Koreans’ 

settlement in South Korean society and the ongoing suffering of those remaining in the 

country.372 However, Choi abruptly ended his serialization of these two webtoons 

because of contractual issues. In contrast to Rodong Simmun, the later works were 

serialized for a short term at the request of the contractor for specific purposes: to 

webtoonize an original work known as Bandi’s The Accusation: Forbidden Stories 

from Inside North Korea and to promote a TV and online shopping company as a 

marketing strategy. Thus, this chapter will focus on analyzing Choi’s first webtoon in 

terms of an intimate form of media reception that sheds new light on the larger issue 

of sociocultural diversity.  

As the webtoon is an emerging popularized form of media consumption, Choi 

uses its format as a medium to inform South Koreans about both North Korea and the 

defectors. During an interview, Choi confessed that the biggest challenge he had faced 

in South Korea was “prejudice.”373 Due to the pervasive prejudice against North 

Korean defectors in South Korean society, defectors find it hard to believe they will 

one day be able to lead the same lives as born-and-bred South Koreans. Through his 

experience in adjusting to life in the South, Choi learned that South Koreans were 

                                                            
372 Kobal (Accusation) was serialized on the “user-created webtoon” section of the same portal site 
from March to June, 2017. This webtoon series has an original work which is known as The Accusation: 
Forbidden Stories from Inside North Korea. This book is considered to be the first reflection of life 
under the North Korean rule written by someone, a dissident writer, still living inside. The author is 
known simply as “Bandi,” a firefly in Korean, a pen name he apparently chose himself. With a help of 
the South Korean activist, Do Hee-youn, this book was first published in Korean in May 2014 and then 
translated into 19 other languages, including French and English. Some episodes in the book were later 
adapted into webtoons by Choi. https://www.cnn.com/2017/04/02/asia/north-korea-the-
accusation/index.html. The third webtoon, Nam Chosŏn Ilgi, was serialized from October 2017 to 
February 2018 and sponsored by Lotte Homeshopping. Since Choi was offered by a TV & on-line 
shopping company, he mainly described funny and entertaining stories that North Korean defectors 
encounter in a capitalist society.  
373 I conducted a personal in-depth interview with Choi and had a couple of more email interviews for 
clarification in August, 2017.  
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biased primarily due to their lack of knowledge. The ignorance about North Korean 

defectors and fragmented information in the mass media strengthen the image of 

North Korean defectors as alien and untrustworthy. To his audiences, Choi wanted to 

show, “we (the defectors) are different, but also the same.” I will argue that Choi has 

largely succeeded with his mission, and that audiences’ affective engagement with 

Choi’s webtoons can potentially reduce or break down the pervasive stereotypes about 

North Korean defectors as being isolated and otherized. In the audience reception of 

the defectors’ accounts in Choi’s webtoons, affect emerges as the driving force of 

triggering an alternative discourse on the perception of the marginalized in 

contemporary society. The reception study of media text, by integrating with non-

rational aspects such as empathy and intimacy, will contribute to diversifying 

perspectives as well as research methodologies. This approach allows us to expand 

from the exclusive reliance of the dominant media’s discourse on a critical and 

rational process in articulating otherness. 

In addition, such affective resonance enables us to rethink unification. Through 

the digital form of reception, audiences, or ordinary people, can leverage the marginal 

yet powerful space of taetkŭl comments to raise their own voices about unification and 

challenge its preexisting discourse which have presumed difference as opposition in 

the dichotomic North-South political relations. The discourse of difference is used to 

establish the formation of a national and cultural identity to exclude others. However, 

difference can fuel the promotion of diversity by letting new cultural elements enter 

into our lives. As a response to the discussion of differences in North and South 

Korean cultural identities, Roy Richard Grinker (1998) proposes that, “difference 
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might be seen as constitutive of new identities and communities whose worth lies not 

in how they diverge from an ideal purity but in how they bring together new cultural 

elements in a way that provides meaning for their members.”374 Audience interactions 

on the media platform of the webtoon thus kindle a vibrant cultural power that helps 

generate more concrete diversity – specifically in the discourse of unification and in 

media practices in contemporary society.  

Otherness, the Exclusive Form of Cultural Identity 

Mass migration from North Korea occurred mainly due to the North Korean 

economic crisis starting in the early 1990s, when the state revealed its impaired ability 

to manage the main method of allocating food distribution, the so-called Public 

Distribution System (PDS). The regime has begun to fail in meeting people’s demand 

for food and about one million people, or at least five percent of the population, of 

North Korea died during the great famine of the mid-1990s.375 In addition to natural 

disasters, Stephen Haggard and Marcus Noland (2007), in their book about the North 

Korean famine and its regime collapse, demonstrate that North Korea began to lose its 

food assistance and international support from the Soviet Union and later China. The 

situation became even worse when the regime chose to strengthen its ideological basis 

by emphasizing the sŏngun (Military First) policy and demanding ordinary people’s 

sacrifice for the military while surrounding countries such as Russia and China urged 

North Korea to open its market to a capitalist economy.376 The economic imbalance 

                                                            
374 Grinker, Korea and Its Future, 270.  
375 O, “The Integration of North Korean Defectors in South Korea,” 153. Refer to Haggard and Noland, 
Famine in North Korea, 1. 
376 Yi, Economic Crisis and Regime Change in North Korea, 299. 
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between the North and South has been substantially worsened and the number of 

refugees escaping from North Korea has increased accordingly. Since the outbreak of 

the Korean War (1950-1953), these two officially divided Koreas have gone through 

modernization in different but intensive directions of socialism and capitalism, 

respectively. Their different, or rather opposing, sociopolitical and economic systems 

brought about cultural differences in both Koreas’ identity formation. Chung (2008) 

argues that the difficulties and struggles experienced by North Korean settlers in South 

Korea reveal “the cultural cleavage between the two Koreas.”377 The gap in cultural 

differences also takes form in antagonism against each other. Therefore, North Korean 

refugees’ ambiguous and insecure social positions in South Korea confuse their 

membership in a new community and aggravate the socially constructed border of 

inclusion and exclusion as they negotiate cultural differences even after they 

physically crossed the border.  

Difference is often used to define one’s identity because identity itself is vague 

and can be addressed in its relationship with the outside and others. Media and 

political science scholar David Shim (2013) highlights the role of difference in 

identity construction as a “representational line between Self and Other.” 378 Shim 

states, “[s]ince there is no essential common ground that binds a society together, 

different identities have to be politically articulated. Identity remains partial; it can 

never be full or complete. It can therefore only be established by difference, by 

drawing a line between something and something else.”379 According to Shim, identity 

                                                            
377 Chung, “Between defector and migrant,” 3. 
378 Shim, “Imagining North Korea,” 291.  
379 Ibid., 290-291. 
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needs an external threatening force which ironically helps sustain “the identity of the 

Self.” He introduces the current presupposition that North Korea is depicted as the 

most closed and isolated Other in the media cultural environment, an outlook which is 

often referred to in the West. In his scrutiny of the representations of North Korea, 

Shim draws on Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse theory, to argue that 

this particular view of North Korea as “menace” and the prevailing image of the 

threatening Other can dominate because “hegemony rests on the assumption that any 

discourse tries to dominate the field of discursivity.”380 A single image, in other words, 

can represent the whole. In Shim’s analysis of the image representations of North 

Korea, the politically established boundary between “Self” (us) and “Other” (them) is 

an impetus of the hegemonic operation.  

 The boundary between “Self” and “Other” is parallel to an invisible but 

powerful line between binary groups governed by difference. This boundary is 

conceptualized by Michel Foucault’s early work History of Madness (2006).381 

Foucault defines a spatial divide between sanity (reason) and insanity (unreason) by 

exploring the history and means of exclusion. Foucault’s model of the panopticon 

provides an alternative perspective to analyze history, which was dominated by 

Marxist notions of class casting a vertical view. Through analysis of the horizontally 

complex binary of inclusion/-exclusion, Foucault changed the fundamental historical 

methodology. Foucault’s concept of exclusion was later used as an official 

                                                            
380 Ibid. 
381 The edition that I referred to is a translation of Histoire de la folie à l'âge classique, Editions 
Gallimard, Paris, 1972. 
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administration tool to categorize citizens according to mental, physical, and social 

conditions.  

The term “social exclusion” was first employed in France in 1974 when French 

philosopher René Lenoir, as Secretary of State for Social Action, used it to refer to 

French citizens who are excluded from employment-based social security systems. 

About a tenth of the French population was described as “mentally and physically 

handicapped, suicidal people, aged invalids, abused children, substance abusers, 

delinquents, single parents, multi-problem households, marginal, asocial persons, and 

other social ‘misfits.’”382 Therefore, the list of “excluded” intensifies the binary social 

system which categorizes people into two groups according to whether they are able to 

adjust to mainstream society or not. While this concept has spread to other countries, 

its encounter with other cultures has led to varied interpretations reflecting more 

complexly layered sociopolitical and economic conditions. Hence, the concept of 

social exclusion has been changed and redefined as more categories of groups, such as 

unemployed youths and immigrants, were included in the phenomena of globally 

expanded economic crisis and movements across borders.383  

However, exclusion is apparently used to empower inclusion to justify the 

social process of integration. Similar to Shim’s perspective on identity formation, 

Nabin Rawal (2008) argues, in his analysis of Nepal’s inclusion policy, “[l]ike 

deviance, exclusion both threatens and reinforces social cohesion and the inverse of 

exclusion is ‘integration’ and the process of attaining it is insertion, which implies 

                                                            
382 Quoted by Hilary Silver 1994, “Social Exclusion and Social Solidarity: Three Paradigms,” 
International Institute of Labor Studies Discussion Papers, No.69, Geneva, ILO. 
383 Aasland and Flotten, “Ethnicity and Social Exclusion in Estonia and Latvia,” 1023-1049.  
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assimilation into the dominant culture.”384 In this paradigm, individuals should fit into 

moral and normative standards and thus difference requires the reformation of 

social/cultural identity through assimilation into mainstream ideology. The logic of 

assimilation is often used in defining the social position of defectors in academic 

research, which thus far has not critically questioned the government’s postulating of 

South Korean citizenship as a norm to the defectors. Chung’s classification of 

terminology also depends on how North Korean specialists position defectors in South 

Korea in relation to the process of social integration. These scholars generally 

preoccupy themselves with the ultimate national goal of citizen-making which 

constitutes assimilation. Thus, Chung’s attempts to group North Korean settlers by 

discursive difference reveal the embedded boundary of exclusion in current academic 

scholarship.  

New Approach to the Discourse of Defectors beyond Difference  

The dyadic term, inclusion/exclusion, has been centered on the discourse of 

North Korean defectors in South Korea from the view of the cultural identity 

formation as a continuum of the narrative of nation-state building while academic 

research has explored the issues of adaptation and social integration. This contestable 

term is not only related with articulating the social position of defectors but also 

associated with research methodology. Because of the difficulties of interviewing with 

many defectors at once, most specialists and researchers, in terms of this topic, 

facilitate ethnographic research by focusing on qualitative interviews with a certain 

                                                            
384 Rawal, “Social Inclusion and Exclusion,” 167.  
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number of North Korean newcomers.385 However, the presupposition of ethnography 

is explicit that the defectors are the research subject or participants who become 

objectified by a researcher with a specific gaze and purpose. The repetitive questions 

such as “why did you leave North Korea, and how terrible is it?” (un)intentionally 

compel these newcomers to become aware of what the interviewers want to hear from 

them.386 Even if a personal testimony is not fully considered credible evidence, limited 

access to North Korea puts the interviewers and researchers in the position of heavily 

relying on their testimonies to gather information about North Korea and they use 

these testimonies to verify their hypotheses. North Korean newcomers’ exposure to 

the conditional interview circumstance reveals the divided aspect between researchers 

and defectors, based on the attitude of dichotomy which is increasingly problematic 

along with the growing tide of diversification and multiculturalism in refugee studies. 

Accordingly, it can be argued that what was viewed from an ideological or rational 

point of view should be discussed from a different perspective and methodology in 

regard to North Korean refugees, and largely minorities, in South Korean society. 

Non-rational elements, such as emotional resonance, bodily reaction, and border-

crossing imagination, can be alternative in developing a discourse on minorities and 

refugees in contemporary society. By integrating with emotional reactions in media 

reception and imaginary experiences of crossing borders in mind, Yun-Ho Im, Joo-

Hyun Kang, and Dong-Hee Lee (2012), Young-Suk Oh (2012, 2013), Sung-kyung 

                                                            
385 In the recent research (2019) about resettlement experience among North Korean migrants, Sung-
Nam Kim, Ok-Kyung Yang, Ga-Hwan Yoo, and Ji-Hye Yun interviewed five people and clarified their 
methodology as a qualitative case study. Kim et al. “Re-settlement Experience among Re-entry North 
Korean Migrants,” 39-75.  
386 This question is introduced as a representative question type to defectors in their interviews in “Why 
do North Korean defector testimonies so often fall apart?” Oct. 23, 2015. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/13/why-do-north-korean-defector-testimonies-so-often-
fall-apart. 
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Kim (2013, 2017), and Hui-sang Kim and In-jin Yun (2017) diversify research 

methodologies in elaborating on the presence of North Korean refugees in South 

Korean media and cultural studies.  

In this regard, Kim and Yun began to pay attention to the actual perception of 

North Korean refugees among the South Korean community. Since the 2000s when 

television programs began actively dealing with multi-cultural families and ethnic 

minorities, South Koreans have experienced a high frequency of encounters with 

defectors and minority groups in the media. As a response to this trend, defectors’ 

survival and adaptation have come to be addressed as emerging issues, although the 

majority of South Koreans have little chance to communicate with them in the real 

world. In terms of acquiring information about North Korea and defectors, the 

percentage of terrestrial broadcasting is exceedingly high and reached 60.7% in 

2019.387 If combined with general TV programs and cable TV shows, the percentage 

would be over 75%. The proximity of visual contact, through the medium of television, 

generates commonly represented images of North Korean defectors as reflecting 

distorted and tendentious views of the mainstream ideologies circulated by media 

productions. Exaggerating defectors’ stories on television, benefits media companies 

and the state, as their anecdotes of escape and adaptation serve to entertain audiences 

as well as promote South Korea’s political ideology as having resulted in a more 

prosperous lifestyle than North Korea’s. 

                                                            
387 Refer to KINU Unification Survey 2019: Realistic Outlook and Persistent Confidence. Preliminary 
Analysis was conducted in May, 2019.  
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Moreover, their repetitive exposure in television programs intensifies prejudice 

and discrimination against them. According to Yang Sup-sim’s (2017) research on 

South Koreans’ perceptions toward North Korean refugees, the survey shows that 

around 49% of the respondents expressed their concerns about taxation and 

unemployment despite their awareness of the need for social and economic help.388 

The fragmented information about “otherized” North Korean defectors in media 

content produces a fallacy that they can deprive existent community members of 

economic and social opportunities in a competitive society. In fact, North Korean 

defectors were more exposed to unemployment than South Koreans. The 

unemployment rate among defectors is 4.8 percent, 47 percent higher than that of 

South Koreans (3.4 percent), and 5.6 percent for those in their twenties and thirties.389 

This problem is also raised by Ahlam Lee (2016) who points out South Korea’s 

passive attitudes toward the matter of North Korean defectors’ resettlement.390 Lee 

continues to point out that most South Koreans do not understand the social and 

economic strife that defectors face in adjusting themselves into South Korea, and 

hence South Koreans’ apathetic and indifferent attitudes exacerbate social and 

psychological barriers in North Korean defectors’ adjustment.  

Considering the necessity of a positive recognition of North Korean refugees, 

Kim and Yun argue that the digital media, particularly the Internet, helps improve 

                                                            
388 Refer to the survey of the public perception of North Korean defectors conducted by the National 
Human Rights Commission of Korea in 2014, cited in Sim, “A Study on South Korean Perceptions 
towards North Korean Refugees,” 175. 
389 Refer to “ North Korean Refugee Legal Aid Training and Empowerment,” a public lecture organized 
by the Help and Support Center for North Korean Refugees, September 4th, 2017; Pak, T'Albukcha, 
Kŭdŭl to Taehan Min'Guk Kungmin? (North Korean defectors, Are They South Korean Citizens?), 48.    
390 Lee, North Korean Defectors in a New and Competitive Society, 51-96.  
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audiences’ interests in and optimistic view toward them because of interactivity in the 

process of obtaining knowledge. They pay attention to diverse media forms that lead 

to different levels of perception of North Korean defectors. Their study indicates that 

negative responses often emerge through major media sectors, such as newspapers and 

television programs, because of the remaining influence of anti-communist ideology in 

major media productions. Also, the producer-audience relationship tends to be 

unidirectional in these media sectors. Audiences are forced to repeatedly encounter 

and accept these negative images and stories of the defectors without interactions with 

media producers, and even with defectors.  

Indeed, the Internet media provide various types of comments sections, which 

potentially invigorate multi-directional communication between media producers and 

audiences and between audiences as well, in contrast to the one-sided mode of 

communication in the majority of mass media forms. In addition to interactivity in the 

digital form of reception, the Internet enables a public display of emotion which was 

confined in private and group-centered settings. Emotion is visible on the screen while 

audiences engage in reception by reading, watching, thinking, and commenting. 

Through the visibility of their thoughts and feelings, audiences become aware of their 

own reactions and furthermore make sense in media practices. In this way, displayed 

emotion contributes to lowering the filtering process of diverse reactions in media 

reception. For example, certain images projected in a television program lead 

audiences to receive and believe in certain aspects of refugees while their own 

emotional reactions are absent on the screen. In the recent research on the information 

route to acquire information about North Korea and defectors, the proportion of the 
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Internet was the second highest and YouTube was used more than the newspaper as a 

source of information in this respect.391 This change indicates the potential of bringing 

a new direction on the discourse of North Korean refuges in South Korean society.  

Changing Factors in Defection   

Compared to the previous generation of defectors who unavoidably chose to 

flee due to extreme hunger, North Koreans’ emotional engagement in media 

consumption becomes another important factor in recent defection to South Korea. 

Youna Kim (2007), a South Korean media scholar, introduces a distinctive case of 

defection in her book chapter, “Korean Media Go Global.” Kim pays attention to a 

transitional point in North Koreans’ defection to South Korea in relation to the 

influence of South Korean popular culture. By referring to a New York Times article 

(2005), she describes a 20-year-old North Korean soldier’s defection into South Korea. 

The soldier defected across the demilitarized zone in 2005 because of his admiration 

and yearning for South Korea after watching its television programs, according to 

South Korean military officials.392 Survival is still the major reason to defect from 

North Korea, but their reasoning to leave their country changes now. North Koreans 

migrate to other countries due to their mediated experiences of other countries’ and 

mostly South Korean television dramas, films and music. The migration of North 

Koreans to South Korea has continued and even increased as their reception of the 

South Korean popular culture has proliferated in North Korea.  

                                                            
391 KINU Unification Survey 2019: Realistic Outlook and Persistent Confidence. Preliminary Analysis 
was conducted in May, 2019, 6. 
392 Onishi, “Roll Over, Godzilla: Korea Rules”; Kim, “The rising East Asian ‘Wave,’” 135-152. 
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With an information blockage, the North Korean regime was able to manage 

exactly what information ordinary North Koreans have access to and to present these 

people with the certain picture of the outside world in relation to their own country’s 

place in it to create most suitable narrative to sustain their ruling ideology.393 However, 

North Korea has begun to open unofficially since the late-1990s when famine caused 

severe food shortage and starvation. 394 As the government has continued to fail in 

keeping its promise of providing people with food rations, extreme suffering from 

hunger has driven individuals to search for outside the public system to survive with 

private actions. People have sought for private markets to obtain basic necessities, 

including food, clothes and medicine, to support their own lives. North Koreans barter, 

sell or buy goods which private market vendors acquire by crossing the border 

between North Korea and China. Through informal trade and smuggling, private 

vendors obtain not only food and daily necessities but also media devices and content 

to make profits in local black markets or Changmadang. Through their private but 

illegal economic activities, North Koreans have higher chances to access to outside 

information and diverse media cultures. Individuals’ encounters with the alternative 

media environments enable them to imagine the outside world and transform their 

view toward the media propaganda of their own country. The people of North Korea 

have been forced to believe that their country is full of riches and the rest of the world 

is suffering from a worsening living environment while they have been struggling to 

                                                            
393 Kretchun and Kim, A Quiet Opening: North Koreans in a Changing Media Environment, 5. 
394 The North Korean famine started in 1994 and caused serious economic crisis until 1998. These years 
are known as the Arduous March or The March of Suffering which has forced ordinary people to endure 
extreme hunger and suffering.   
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survive in reality.395 From their own experiences of watching South Korean dramas 

and films, North Koreans become to recognize that South Korea is not the country of 

suffering from hunger and poverty which has been projected in their government-

driven media.  

Not only North Koreans’ recent access to the outside information, through the 

media, but also the influx of materialism and individualism raise questions with regard 

to their state ideology centering on the Kim family’s dictatorship.396 With the 

command economic system failing to function normally, a new economic system 

called Changmadang was initiated by demand from below. Marketization from below 

brought about changes in its political class system, which has resulted in creating an 

emerging merchant class who accumulate wealth in North Korea. Considering most 

ordinary people belonging to either the working class or farmers, the birth of a 

merchant class implies unequal distribution of power, wealth and resources among the 

public. An even worse situation is that the merchant class, particularly the tonju 

(masters of money) class, pays part of their income to the political forces in return for 

their patronage.397 The rise of the merchant class and their illegal economic activities 

cause identity problem and furthermore urge to engage in individual strategies for 

survival. These socioeconomic transformations encourage North Koreans to rethink 

against the regime’s oppressive and impervious control over their everyday lives and 

hence trigger their dangerous journeys to other countries. As North Korean Studies 

                                                            
395 Demick, Nothing to Envy: Ordinary Lives in North Korea, 220. 
396 Cho, “South Korean Media Making a Difference”; Choe, “13 North Koreans Working Abroad 
Defect to the South”; Fifield, “Life under Kim Jung Un.” 
397 Yun, “Puk’an shijanghwa ihu kyegŭm ch'egye nodong kyegŭm ŭi ideollogijŏng chŏngch'esŏng 
pyŏnhwa (Changes in the Ideological Identity of the Working Class in the Class System after the 
Marketization of North Korea),”143.  
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scholar Chol-gi Yun (2017) indicates, changes are occurring throughout the entire 

social system of North Korea and also taking place in people’s mindset. In regard to 

these changes, a new perspective and multidisciplinary approach are needed to take 

account of North Korean refugees and people who live in North Korea.  

Emotion as Method  

Among several words relating to emotional reactions, “pity,” “compassion,” 

“sympathy,” and “empathy” are used frequently in the reception of media content on 

North Korean refugees.398 Most people’s first and instant reaction to the story of 

escape and settlement process of North Korean defectors is “they are poor people.”399 

I also had a similar emotional reaction when I first listened to a defector’s testimony 

about his life-risking journey from North Korea. Their testimonies represented an epic 

of unimaginable suffering to me. This feeling, which can also be called “pity,” urges 

me to ponder over my feelings by looking at other people’s pain. Aristotle defines pity 

as “a kind of pain in the case of an apparent destructive or painful harm in one not 

deserving to encounter it”400 His definition focuses on a painful feeling for another’s 

misfortune or distress and at the same time requires moral judgment if the cause of the 

suffering deserves our pity. In this sense, pity can be considered a moral and social 

emotion necessary in the formation of both communal sense and social identity. 

Interestingly, Aristotle does not allow for “self-pity” in his formula. This implies a 

                                                            
398 “Pity” and “compassion” are often translated into tongjong (同情) or yŏnmin (憐憫) while 
“sympathy” and “empathy” are generally translated into konggam (共感) or tongam (同感). However, 
“sympathy” is also translated into tongjong (同情) or yŏnmin (憐憫) in accordance with the situation 
and context.  
399Kim, “Konggam Ŭi Yun-ri, Kŭ (Pul)Kanŭngsŏng (Ethics of Sympathy, Its (im)Possibility),”288. 
400 Rhetoric 2.8, 1358b13. Cited in Konstan “Pity, Compassion, and Forgiveness,” 179. 
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distance or division between “self” and “other.” David Konstan (2014), working on 

notions of emotion in Greek and Latin literature, affirms Aristotle’s implication of 

distance in his definition of pity. Konstan proposes, “[a] consequence of his account is 

that, although pity depends on our susceptibility to adversity, we feel it only when we 

are not actually in the same situation as those we pity: pity presupposes a difference in 

condition between subject and object, the capacity to regard another’s suffering from 

the vantage point – never wholly secure – of our own well-being.”401 In other words, 

we do not pity our own suffering or those who are very close to ourselves. Pity does 

not involve sharing the sentiment of others because this feeling guarantees a distance 

between the pitier and the pitied, which confirms difference for the safety of our 

identity.   

In connection with sharing sentiment, the word “sympathy” is used to stress 

intimate relationships with others in the process of a reformed community. As In 

introduced in Chapter 2, Myoungkyu Park (2015) posits “sympathy” as an emotional 

element in the concept of nation (minjok) during the transformation of Korea from 

1860 to 1920 when European civilization expanded to East Asia.402 As Park points out, 

this new concept of sympathy was introduced to Korea from the West via Japan as “a 

new element of moral solidarity.”403 Adam Smith theorizes moral sentiments in 

relation to community and democratic values. Smith highly values its evolved capacity 

to mirror and understand other’s sentiments in relation to his goal of achieving a 

politically harmonizing society. Collective and sentimental citizens share similar 

                                                            
401 Ibid., 180. 
402 Park, “From Shame to Sympathy.” 
403 Ibid., 281. 
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emotional responses to the same circumstance while they experience the same type of 

sentiment through sympathy.  

However, Smith’s conceptualization of sympathy reveals its limit by equating 

with communal sense or “fellow-feeling” through solidarity. In the late eighteenth 

century, Smith tried to liberate the word “sympathy” from its inflexible category as a 

noun to extend its meaning predicatively to express different labeled emotions, such as 

joy and pleasure. Smith differentiates sympathy from pity and compassion:  

“Pity” and “compassion” are labels for our fellow-feeling with the sorrow 
of others. “Sympathy,” though its meaning may originally have been the 
same, can now fairly properly be used to denote our fellow-feeling with 
any passion whatever.404  

Smith attempts to redefine sympathy in relation to a communal feeling toward ethical 

values ironically reconfirms its category as a kind of feeling toward others. Michael 

Ure (2014) also pays attention to the limit of sympathy as functioning as a moral 

device to embody democratic values of “equal respect and concern.”405 Even though 

sympathy evokes the same or similar emotional responses to the same moral and 

ethical matter, it does not guarantee to entail the exact same level of understanding and 

concerning about others’ suffering. Ure argues that compassion can be absent in both 

experiencing and expressing sympathetic emotion. Compassion, according to Ure, is 

conceptualized as an “ethical and political sense of caring about their [others’] 

suffering or attempting to address its causes.”406 Whereas Ure agrees with Smith’s 

point of view about the embodiment of solidarity, based on egalitarian democratic 

                                                            
404 Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, I. i.i. 5.  
405 Ure, 231. 
406 Ibid. 
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pursuits, which depends on citizens’ efforts to maximize the capacity of sympathy for 

political and social harmony, he problematizes the unstable connection between these 

two emotional involvements in implementing moral justice.  

Sympathetic understanding or sympathizing with others is not a simple way of 

expressing inner feelings toward others. Its revelation can be intertwined with desire, 

which may jeopardize the justice of society, due to the precarious connection with 

compassion. By drawing on Ure’s analysis of Smith’s theory of moral sentiments, he 

emphasizes that recognition or attention is essential in flourishing our well-being and 

hence “our sympathy is motivated by the value we accord its object” (242). What we 

value is that others also sympathize with all of our sentiments. A desire for attentions 

of others or social-esteem motivates a social being to sympathize with people of 

higher rank or superiority as substitute for self-satisfaction of higher values. For 

example, people tend to admire celebrities and influential people and easily express 

their sympathy and support (or antipathy in some cases) when these rich or great 

people suffer from misfortunes and sorrows while they often show indifferent and 

apathetic attitudes toward their inferiors and socially low rank people. The precarious 

coexistence of sympathy and compassion complicates our experiences of moral 

sentiments toward others in accordance with desire, values and relationships. 

Particularly, emotional responses toward North Korean settlers in South Korea 

obscure compassion-connected, sympathetic understanding because of a psychological 

distance in the audience reception of their testimonies and anecdotes about escape and 

survival. A psychological distance emanates from not only audiences’ indirect 

experiences through one-sided mode of communication in the media, but also their 
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hierarchical relationships with refugees who are considered to be inferior in the social 

structure. The distance between the subject and the object in observing and 

understanding the North Korean refugees thus increase the impossibility of 

sympathizing with their suffering even though the national sentiment of hanminjok 

(韓民族) is still considered a powerful inner feeling in dealing with the issues of 

North Koreans.  

In this regard, the direct emotional engagement with others in the taetkŭl space, 

which refuses a vertically structured social view toward minorities, can alter 

ideological understandings of media audiences. The dynamics in audiences’ emotional 

interactions with Chois’ webtoons about North Koreans and new settlers in South 

Korea contribute to the formation of a moral subject who becomes conscious of 

cultivating ethical sentiments in a way that the other urges the self to acknowledge a 

psychological distance in one’s understanding of other. The conscious recognition of 

the impossibility of sympathizing with other’s suffering casts an epistemological and 

philosophical question about ethical dilemmas between self-centered desire and ethical 

sentiments toward others. An indelible distance in understanding other’s suffering 

calls attention to Husserl’s philosophical approach to intersubjectivity deriving from 

empathic senses of other persons. The interchange of thoughts and feelings between 

two persons enables experiencing or imagining feelings and motives of another 

consciousness. This experience shapes self-awareness transcending perspectives and 

assumptions embedded in cultural, economic, historical, and social environments. The 

Husserlian understanding of empathy starts from the conceptualization of 

consciousness, which rejects all assumptions about oneself, others, culture, empirical 
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psychology and human nature.407 Empathy occurs in the process of understanding 

another which constitutes the awareness of the other or another consciousness in self. 

Thus, the interactions between two beings or more, or between two subjects through 

empathic senses will be used as a methodology to explore an intimate level of 

emotional encounters in understanding North Korean defectors and refugees in the 

reception of Choi’s webtoons. This approach can be seen as an attempt to dismantle 

the one-sided view that is still prevalent in the discourse on North Korea and its 

defectors under the framework of logic of rationality.  

The realm of emotionality or non-rationality has been absent in discussing 

South Korean society in terms of its relationships with North Korea and its people due 

to the academic framework within which political ideology of democracy, capitalism 

and rational-centered modernity predominate. The ways scholars attempt to be across 

the humanities and social sciences have developed a range of concepts and 

frameworks related to the study of emotions. Some scholars have labeled this as a 

“turn to emotions” or an “affective turn” to suggest a profound and wideranging 

reshaping of disciplines and approaches.408 By returning to various factors in academic 

research, including emotions that have been dismissed as irrational, we are further 

expanding and developing the discussion of universal values which have heavily relied 

on rationality.  

Therefore, I suggest integrating emotion as a response to the multidisciplinary 

shift in expanding discourses that shed light on the presence of North Koreans in 

                                                            
407 Husserl, Cartesian meditations. 96. 
408 Lemmings and Brooks, “The Emotional Turn in the Humanities and Social Sciences,” 3-4. 
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South Korea. In terms of a non-rational aspect or object as a methodology, Kim Sŏng-

gyŏng (Sung-gyung Kim, 2017) proposes “mind as method” in her analysis of the 

everyday life social practices of North Koreans.409 Kim was inspired by Takeuchi 

Yoshimi’s “Asia as method,” which had attempted to “break away with the dominant 

mode of thought that has been trapped in the colonial structure of academic 

institutions” in 1960s Postwar Japan.410 In her articles on North Korean refugees, Kim 

borrows Takeuchi’s strategy which uses Asia as an imaginary way to disrupt the 

dichotomy of the West and the East. In this respect, emotion “as method” is used as a 

strategy to develop a critical reflection of a binary thinking structure and at the same 

time to reaffirm the values of emotional encounters in media reception.  

Rodong Simmun  

Rodong Simmun has been serialized on Naver, one of the major portal sites in 

South Korea, since May 10 in 2016. It was first published on the “user-created 

webtoon” section and then moved to the “best user-created webtoon” section after 

receiving quite some favorable reviews. Most episodes received more than the average 

30,000 views and its rating reached almost 9.9 out of 10.411 Growing positive reviews 

call attention to Choi Sŏng-Guk who becomes known as the first North Korean 

webtoonist in South Korea. Before coming to South Korea, Choi worked as an 

animator for eight years at North Korea’s Scientific Education Korea Studio, which 

                                                            
409 Kim, “Puk'an chumin ŭi ilsang kwa pangbŏm ŭrosŏŭi maŭm (North Koreans’ Everyday Life Social 
Practices and Mind as Method),” 323.  
410 Chen, “Takeuchi Yoshimi's 1960 ‘Asia as Method’ lecture,” 317. Kuan-Hsing Chen rediscovered 
Takeuchi’s formulation to explore temporality of knowledge conditions. According to Chen, the ‘inter-
Asia methodology’ imagined in Takeuchi’s time is still a viable proposition to be implemented today if 
we use it to break away with the dominant mode of thought.  
411 Counted in August, 2017.  
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has acquired an international reputation by working for big budget animated features 

including Disney’s Pocahontas and The Lion King.412 Choi has been interviewed by 

major news media in South Korea and was also invited to give a talk in Washington 

D.C.413 This unusual popularity spurred the contractor to publish its series in the print 

book form in 2016 and 2018, respectively. However, this webtoon is currently deleted 

from the list of Naver webtoons due to circulation issues. Because Choi signed a 

contract with a non-professional webtoon agency, he suddenly came to a halt without 

finishing the series. For now, there is no guarantee when the serials can be accessible 

again. A similar situation happened before and Choi stopped serializing from mid-

March 2017 through the beginning of November in the same year. Thus, the first 

serialized part of Rodong Simmun and the published book series will be considered as 

a primary source in analyzing its content in relation to audience reception.  

Rodong Simmun strategically uses its title to attract webtoon audiences. The 

title means “labor interrogation,” which sounds as if it is a synonym of the North 

Korean state’s official newspaper, Rodong Sinmun (Labor Newspaper). As this 

newspaper is internationally used as a source of conveying recent news about the 

North Korean regime, the webtoon Rodong Simmun aims to satirize this one and only 

channel for obtaining knowledge about North Korea by using the homonym effect. 

This witty and satirical title arouse the curiosity of audiences, who may have any level 

of interest in North Korea, and furthermore promoted them to read/view, rate and 

leave comments. Many reviewers wrote about their expectations about this webtoon as 

                                                            
412 Hwang, “A North Korean Defector’s Life… in Webtoons.”  
413 Choi was interviewed by KBS (Korean Broadcasting System), MBC (Munhwa Broadcasting 
Corporation), Chosun Ilbo Newspaper, Hankyoreh Newspaper, Washington Post, AFP News (France), 
Global Times (China), and Asahi News (Japan) in 2016.  



 

255 

“unknown stories about North Korea” and considered as an opportunity to learn 

broadly and also specifically about differences in thoughts and cultures between North 

and South Koreans.414 Many commenters highlight that the way Choi deploys 

defectors’ survival and settlement narratives in his webtoon series is different from 

other media which often reveal fragmented information by exaggerating cultural 

differences in their anecdotes. The commenter Kang Un-a writes, “I really enjoy 

reading it. Sometimes, when I see people from the North on TV, I think, ‘why are they 

here if they are going to do that?’ But, Rodong Simmun helps me understand why they 

behave in that way.”415 The audiences believe that this webtoon series can improve 

mutual perceptions about both North and South Korean cultures. Through the medium 

of comics, Choi provides a humorous account of North Korean refugees which turns 

the stereotype of hidden and furtive images of North Koreans into accessible and 

understandable representations.  

Choi’s satirical humor can be found again in the original subtitle “Taetkŭl? 

What Is That? Something Like Writing a Report or Evaluation?”  

                                                            
414 Choi, Rodong simmun (Labor Interrogation), 196-197.  
415 Choi, Jwachung udol daehan minguk jeongchakgi (The Enthusiastic Resettlement in South Korea), 
233.  
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admitted that he had to reflect opinions of the distributor, who might consider the 

medium of book to be more formal than the online circulation. Instead of deleting the 

North Korean associated title, the publisher adds the name of South Korea, Republic 

of Korea, with light green color to imply a smooth transition of a North Korean man’s 

adaptation indicating a possibility of a romantic relationship with a South Korean 

woman. Unlike the previous cover illustration, the two women have reddish faces 

which may dramatize a North Korean man’s journey between two different and more 

likely opposing female images of modern and pre-/un-modern associations. The 

explicit contrast in this seeming love triangle embodies dominant ideologies that 

reinforce a negative view of both North Korea and defectors. Yet, the theme of a love 

triangle or romantic relationship only relates to the first episode of a marriage proposal. 

In this episode, Yong-Chŏl misunderstands the word “a good friend” when he hears 

from a South Korean woman and looks forward to marrying her. In North Korea, the 

term “friend” refers to a lover if it is used between a man and a woman. He soon finds 

this is due to a cultural misunderstanding, and comes to learn that the expressions of 

kindness, including “I love you, the customer,” are prevalently used as a part of 

customer service and etiquette throughout the entire South Korean society. Indeed, this 

episode demonstrates a cultural cleavage in a humorous way to ponder over the social 

conundrums that North Korean refugees confront as they attempt to resettle in South 

Korean society rather than intensifying the fantasy of consuming the imagery of 

difference as portrayed on the 2018 book cover.  

Since the word “interrogation” in the webtoon title indicates an actual 

investigation, initial episodes focus on portraying various experiences that the 
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defectors go through at South Korea’s NIS (National Intelligence Service). They 

undergo several months of interrogation by NIS as soon as they arrive in South Korea. 

This agency, which is similar to the United States’ CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), 

investigates the defectors to screen out spies. North Korean agents sometimes disguise 

themselves as innocent refugees and enter South Korea to complete their missions. 

They then assassinate certain other defectors who are known to have sensitive 

information about the North Korean state or who are sent to provoke social chaos in 

South Korea.416 One episode deals with a camouflage defection where a security 

manager pretends to be a defector to capture Yong-Chŏl who defected to South Korea. 

Unless the manager brings Yong-Chŏl back to North Korea, the Communist Party will 

suspend food rations for his family in North Korea. Though he must carry out the 

order from the Party, he becomes impressed with his rescuer’s sacrifice and eventually 

comes to trust liberal democracy in South Korea. Another episode shows a defector’s 

fear of torture while waiting for interrogation. That person worries about getting 

punishment because most investigations in North Korea involve physical coercion. 

However, in the next scene he is able to get over his anxiety when he is offered a cup 

of coffee by the investigator. Not only this character but also other defectors discuss 

their misunderstandings about NIS. When they were in North Korea, the Communist 

Party circulated incorrect information about the organization and forced common 

people to believe that NIS tortures defectors and also conducts medical experiments 

on living bodies. As described in this webtoon, most defectors are not much involved 

in ascribing to political ideologies. They choose to undergo conversions of political 

                                                            
416 Lee, North Korean Defectors in a New and Competitive Society, 52.  
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orientation as a way of surviving and mostly wish to satisfy their hunger and other 

basic life necessities. 

With regard to content, Rodong Simmun draws the attention of webtoon 

audiences with humorous elements that particularly appeal to younger generations of 

South Koreans. The way Choi describes defectors’ survival narratives is different from 

other memoirs while preexistent accounts often focused on extremely perilous 

journeys during escape. Choi emphasizes a light tone with caricature-style drawings in 

conjunction with South Korean popular culture to   continuously hold the attention of 

younger audiences, who can easily lose interest and also can at any time click onto 

other content on the Internet. In one episode of “Show Me the Loyalty,” the defectors 

are shown making exaggerated efforts to demonstrate their loyalty during an 

investigation period where they hear about “freedom of expression.” By using features 

from the television hip-hop program Show Me the Money, which was very popular 

among younger generations of South Koreans, Choi presents the defectors proclaiming 

in rhythmical lyrics their loyalty to NIS. Humor occurs in the defectors’ performance 

as the audiences recognize this episode as a parody. One of the taetkŭl comments 

receiving a lot of “likes” figures out which part in which season of Show Me the 

Money is parodied. The commenter continues by noting that this webtoon successfully 

deals with a serious subject by means of integrating popular culture into its narrative. 

By utilizing and reconstructing familiar references of South Korean popular culture in 

his narrative of North Korean defectors, Choi aims to contribute to promoting 

intimacy toward North Koreans and cultural understanding between North and South 
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Korea based on cultural connection and interactions evoked among the younger 

generations of South Korea.  

In addition to trying to appeal to the younger generations of South Koreans, he 

wished to attract recent defectors as readers of his webtoon, to encourage their 

communication with South Koreans. During the interview, Choi spoke about the 

contribution of other North Koreans who help deepen the issues of survival and 

resettlement. Choi used his own experiences and interviews with other defectors to 

convey what he sees as the reality of their situations today. Choi has regularly 

contacted North Koreans since he is also engaged in activities in rescuing people who 

long for resettlement in South Korea. Choi’s contacts with other North Koreans 

encourage him to introduce more diverse perspectives in his webtoon. The last episode 

about Sin Ko-Nam’s escape embodies a serious tone with hyper-realistic drawing 

technique to dramatize Ko-nam’s loss of family and a woman in love with him as well. 

Ko-nam’s elder brother Chŏl-nam successfully managed to escape to the South but 

worried about his remaining family members and thus came back to the North. He was 

soon caught by the state political security department and became in danger of being 

put to death. However, the security chief suspended his death and instead made him 

travel around the country and to give his public speech criticizing the South as a part 

of the propaganda campaign. Not only Chŏl-nam but also his family are subject to 

intense surveillance. While Chŏl-nam is forced to denounce South Korea as the 

country of suffering from extreme hunger, he persuades Ko-nam to be awakened from 

the regime’s oppressive and impervious control. The security chief disguises his 

specially trained female comrade as a fugitive and orders her to enter the house and 



 

262 

report to him regularly. The woman, with Ko-nam’s help, stays with his family and 

ends up falling in love with him. The female agent later sacrifices herself and helps 

Ko-nam escape from the security’s persecution. Ko-nam reminisces about his family 

members and the woman he loves but can never see again. Yet, in the last frame, he 

states, “with new people in the new land” to imply his own meaning-making of his 

new settlement while he holds all the memories that he cannot forget. Thus, the 

episodes in Choi’s webtoon stand in for the real world situations in which North 

Korean refugees emerge as a new entity in the South Korean community and also 

embody their emotional experiences that will lead them and us as well to a new 

viewpoint in the world through which they, as we, constitute identity. 

Affective Structure of Reception  

The medium of webtoon can not only reduce the cultural boundary between 

the North and South but also enable interactive and constructive communication 

between North Korean refugees and South Korean audiences through taetkŭls. In the 

interview, Choi said that he read every single comment in the taetkŭl section on his 

work and was thus able to learn how his webtoon influenced South Korean audiences 

and what kind of information and content they were interested in. He considers taetkŭl 

as one valuable source in determining the direction of the webtoon’s narrative and also 

structure. The publisher is also aware of the importance of taetkŭl in Choi’s webtoon 

and thus adds the collection of taetkŭl as the last section in the book series. Choi 

changed the format of this webtoon while he was building an intimate relationship 

with audiences through taetkŭls. The format of the webtoon was transformed from an 
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episodic comic strip to three parts in one vertical layout – comic strip, the author’s 

commentary section, and “North-South Taetkŭl Summit.” While Choi continues the 

narrative about the settlement process that Yong-Chŏl and other defectors are going 

through, he features the other two sections as a new field of extensive communication 

with his audiences. Through these sections, he answers audiences’ questions about 

North Korea, people from that country, and himself as the author. This new format 

actively involves the thoughts and questions of the audiences who wish to learn about 

other aspects of North Korea. The printed book format also adopts this structure. In 

between episodes, the author’s commentary sections appear together with “North-

South Taetkŭl Summit,” in which audiences, as representatives of the South, are able 

to put forth questions, answered by Choi as a representative of North Korea.  

The author’s commentary section is used as a trailer to introduce a leading 

topic and related question among taetkŭl comments to lead to an informal summit. For 

example, Choi begins with a personal issue about his broken cellphone in the author’s 

commentary section. In the next frame, he searches for cellphone brands such as 

Samsung, Apple, and Xiaomi. He finally chooses a South Korean product in the 

following panel and ends this section with his comment that it is good to be able to 

purchase a domestic (made in Korea) product as easily as to defect to South Korea.417 

The other section, “North-South Taetkŭl Summit,” starts with a question from taetkŭl 

as a delegate of the South. The question is about the actual consumption of South 

Korean products, such as cosmetics and computers, among North Koreans. The 

commenter asks, “North Korea seems to have a very negative perception of South 

                                                            
417 Choi, Jwachung udol daehan minguk jeongchakgi (The Enthusiastic Resettlement in South Korea), 
45.  
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Korea, but I wonder if Ri Sol-ju is still using South Korean cosmetics called 

Sulwhasoo and North Koreans tolerate it.”418 Choi answers in the next panel as an 

informal representative from the North: “North Korea has a negative view of South 

Korea as well as the United States, but this is only the way the government coerces 

people to believe. In fact, ordinary people prefer Korean and U.S products to Chinese 

ones. They look at Korean products even with dignity and pride.”419 In the next frame, 

Choi shows why North Koreans pretend to criticize South Korean goods even if they 

want to own and praise them. People are afraid of the public surveillance system in 

which their neighbors can report to the Communist Party if they find anyone who 

shows any sign of infidelity to the state. Choi continues that he is not quite sure if the 

First Lady uses South Korean cosmetics, but he posts photographs of Kim Jung-un 

and party members using Apple desktops to ensure his comments are based on reality. 

He ends this section with a sarcastic comment: “Her husband hated America so much, 

but… Hmm, that is right. You should know your enemy well.”420  

                                                            
418 Ri Sol-ju is the First Lady of North Korea and wife of North Korean Leader Kim Jong-un. The 
question was posted in August 2016.  
419 Ibid., 46. 
420 Ibid., 47. 
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consider a taciturn person to be virtuous. Thus, an expressive person, even when 

expressing gratitude, is seen as a low-status person. Other topics taken up include 

chuche (self-reliance) arts, which features the artistic embodiments of communism and 

nationalism, propaganda broadcasts, the Kim dynasty, food rationing, the educational 

system including teaching English, historical sites for students’ field trips, amusement 

parks, monetary units, the circulation of digital technologies such as personal 

computers and mobiles, the Hallyu (the Korean Wave) boom, and so on. Some matters 

may be considered sensitive in other forms of media, such as television programs and 

films. Webtoon, as a subculture genre, enables satirical comments and critical views in 

debating such controversial topics.  

The development of diverse discourses about North Korea through “North-

South Taetkŭl Summit” contributes to enlarging knowledge about North Korea and 

furthermore to creating some degree of intimacy and emotional attachment with the 

people from this unexplored nation. As a precondition of their activities of reading and 

writing taetkŭl, intimate feelings help reduce the psychological distance between a 

debating subject on North Korean refugees and South Korean audiences. Many 

commenters start by noting their emotional change which encouraged them to write 

taetkŭl.   

“There is parody and fun. I really enjoyed this webtoon. I logged in to give 
stars (a symbol of ‘like’). This is my first review on Naver.”  

– by porestas from the second series 

 

“Wow, it is really touching. I am impressed by the emotional expressions in 
the story. It’s great fun.”  
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– by marimitte from the second series 

“This webtoon is a bit sad and makes the tears well up, but at the same time 
makes me laugh. Especially, the author’s commentary is thrilling and twisted 
on the scale of news of a nuclear test.”  

– by zephyrus from the second series 

“I like the subtle and detailed expressions of emotion the best here. I used to 
help North Korean refugees. I wish I had seen this webtoon earlier. I thought 
that I knew them better than other South Koreans but I did not care much about 
their feelings. It seems that this is the best part of this webtoon that I can 
deeply understand North Korean refugees. I am always watching it. There is 
something useful but it is also fun.”  

 – by kwŏrenai from the second series 

“‘Cultural empathy makes war unnecessary.’ Thanks to you, I realized I am 
biased against new settlers but can learn to empathize with them. So, I visit this 
webtoon every Wednesday.” 

 – by hellominimi form the first series 

 

“I came to rethink unification as I read this webtoon. … Unlike the current 
policy of making North Koreans assimilate into South Korea, I wish Reunified 
Korea will create harmony in the future. I hope to see more cultural and 
economic exchanges take place before reunification. I hope those who came 
from North Korea can use their own dialect confidently. … I am so worried 
about the many problems of Reunified Korea I might experience later on. I 
think there will be more social conflict and discrimination. I do not know why 
I keep shedding tears.” 

– by kike from the first series 

 

As a result of emotional encounters with this webtoon, audiences attach to a 

community of imagination in which they are motivated to change their perception of 

North Korean refugees and also moved to rethink current discourses of social 

integration policy and unification. In the reception of Choi’s webtoon, a range of 
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emotional experiences gives meaning to audiences’ lives and provides a new 

perspective to view the world around them and thier relationships with others.  

The distinctive webtoon structure of the informal summit creates “affective 

space” where audiences actively participate and thus come to have affinity with North 

Korean refugees. In terms of the intimate form of audience reception in online space, 

Matthew Hill (2001) argues that virtual fan communities constitute a novel form of 

“affective space” that sustains a community of imagination, extending Benedict 

Anderson’s concept of the nation as an “imagined community.”421 Hill theorizes fan 

communities through the lens of Anderson’s well-known term to emphasize the 

disposition of “shared significance” in fandom, but distinguishes on-line communities, 

more specifically the fan newsgroup community, from the “seemingly affectless 

‘imagined community.’”422  The “nation” is central in constructing Anderson’s 

concept of community, but the ritualistic process of shaping nationalism cannot 

accurately address Hill’s study on the fan’s emotional experiences and cultural identity. 

For Anderson, the main concern is about how community, society, or identity is 

shaped through the idea of imagination given by material conditions. Anderson 

introduces the idea of print capitalism which encourages individuals to engage with 

imagining the nation while they are reading the newspaper written in national 

languages and concerning about the common news related to the nation. The 

individual’s involvement in imagining the community is thus a ritual demonstration of 

belonging. Hill relates the ritual engagement of creating certain level of attachment 

through certain behavior, such as reading the newspaper or fan gatherings for a face-

                                                            
421 Hill, “Virtually Out There,” 147-160.  
422 Ibid., 148. 
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to-face meeting, to some temporal and spatial restrictions. In his analysis of Internet 

fan newsgroups, fans can access newsgroups any time through the Internet when they 

care and want even in the middle of work. Hill focuses on a new concept of space in 

which media technology meets human practices and moreover that space enriches fans’ 

or users’ emotional experiences and interactions.  

Hill conceptualizes the “affective space” of online newsgroups by referring to 

Grossberg’s (1992) idea of the “mattering map” in theorizing fandom practices. The 

term “mattering” can be discussed as a force of meaning-making in such a bodily state 

of caring and feeling, but different from Fiske’s (1980) meaning-making through 

pleasure and resistance. Hill writes, “Fans care intensely about their objects of 

fandom.”423  He sees intensity as a distinctive feature of the affective space of online 

newsgroup communities from ritually bounded experiences emphasized in the 

previous scholarship of community. However, Hill places affect as closely related to 

the realm of feelings and emotions. His ambiguous positioning of affect without 

relating to body can be problematized by reference to Brian Massumi’s work 

(2002).424 As a translator and philosopher of the Deleuzian theory of affect, Massumi 

elaborates on the difference between affect and emotion. Massumi denotes a sequence 

between these two words as affect is introduced as a predecessor of emotion. He 

formulates affect as a bodily state or emergence, or intensity, which unconsciously 

occurs when we are touched by or encounter with another subject or an object such as 

an artwork and a place. Affect can be linked to a mood, moment, and disposition. 

Affect itself is unclear because it does not convey a meaning while emotion appears as 

                                                            
423 Ibid. 
424 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual.  
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the result of the conscious level of an affective body. According to Massumi, human 

bodies are consistently emerging and moving as they interact with phenomena that 

surround us in our everyday lives.425 In this process, affect as a form of intensity lets 

the subject produce meanings. The meaning-making involves emotion and then its 

expression augments the possibility of creating a vibrant cultural power through 

intimacy and empathy.     

In Choi’s webtoon, audiences form intimacy and experience a various range of 

feelings, including sympathy and later empathy, through the affective structure of 

reading and writing taetkŭls. In this process, their emotional encounters lead them to 

create meanings and furthermore produce a new form of cultural power. By engaging 

in an intimate form of communication in the “affective space,” both refugees and 

South Korean audiences as members of a shared community, come to understand the 

problems of commonly accepted images of others in mainstream media forms. 

Moreover, some of them resolve to enhance their capacity to make the world better for 

everyone attempting to constitute an identity.  

Cultural Empahty in the Taetkŭl Space 

“Cultural empathy makes war unnecessary.”426 During the interview, Choi 

spoke about his purpose for this webtoon. He wished to promote “cultural unification” 

between North and South Korea through cultural empathy, particularly among 

younger generations of South Koreans. His notion of cultural unification is about 

                                                            
425 Ibid., 5. 
426 Choi spoke it several times during the interview and in other interviews as well. Some commenters, 
including kike, refer to his words and wrote in the taetkŭl section.  
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empathizing with another but through the medium of cultural understanding. For Choi, 

the medium of understanding is taetkŭl. The growing reviews and discussions through 

the taetkŭl space enable an affective form of reception. The engagement of audiences, 

based on individual and intimate form of communication, improves their 

understanding of marginalized people. Furthermore, it helps them express their 

feelings, thoughts, and imaginations in their everyday lives, as active subjects who are 

aware of their capacity to overcome the binary structure of thinking that is embedded, 

in the view of the ruling class, in the sociocultural, political, historical, and economic 

domains in a way that the media texts re/produce and strengthen mainstream 

ideologies.  

Moreover, attention to North Korean refugees in South Korean society, such as 

through engaging policy that stems from insights gleaned from Korean Studies, can be 

an important resource in approaching and exploring the present state of contemporary 

Korean society and culture. While agonizing over how to overcome the hostile 

experience and memories of division, we need to ponder over how to move forward in 

conjunction with the increasing phenomenon of global mobility. The movements, 

settlements, and identity formations of North Korean refugees are those of historical 

and spatial particularities on the Korean peninsula. Thus, their entanglement in current 

media practices and more specifically audiences’ engagements with taetkŭl activities 

provide another perspective to discuss what direction we should pursue and 

furthermore extend the existential question of the subject “I” to the aspect of 

emotional encounters with another subject.  
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