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From Confucianism to Consumerism: 
W o men, F ood and the Media 
in Contemporary I(orea 

Abstract 
This paper attempts to ex.p!ore the culıural dynamics and contradıctions women arc ex.periencıng in 
contemporary Korna. The process of modernizatıon has crooted structural dı!emmas in womcn's 
everyday lives. Women nowadays nre caught up between traditional Conlucıan values and western 
values whıch is ııctıvely mcorporated with consumerısm in the name of modernity. The tensıon ıs 
clearly revealed ın the widely shared values, belıefs ıınd attıtudes of food and eating, and the 
porceptıons of women's body imagos. Allhough rapıd transformatıon of social and economic 
environment has greııtly modilıed food cııstoms and eeting styles, women's roles and expectatıons 
wıth regard to food ıınd eatıng are much more ıımbıguous ıınd prob!ematıc than ever beforc, The 

symbolic meanıng of food in the discourses of television advertısements, asa central sıte of publıc 
cultural representation, is ex.amıned. Women 's cveryday expectatıons and negotiations with regard 
to food and eating arc further analysed through ınterviews with women. 

Özet 
Koııfıiı;yerıizuı 'den Tiiı·,•tiu"·iliğe: 
Çağdaş l(onı'de Kndnılar, 1'iyecl,ı· ve ılledya 
Bu çalışma günümüz Kore'sinde kadın deneyimlerinin kültürel dınamiklerini ve çelışkılerını 
araştırmayı rımaçfamaktadır. Modernleşme s(ireci kadınların giı'ndekk yaşamlarında yapısal 
açmazlar yaratmıştır, Kadınlar bugünlerde etkin bır biçımde modernfık adına tüketimcılikle 
(consumerism) blitünleştirılen batılı defjerfer ve geleneksel Konfüçyen değerler arasında sıkışıp 
kalmışlardır. Gerılim, geniş anlamda yiyecek ve yeme edımine dair paylaşılıın değerler, ınıınçlar ve 
eğılimlerde, ve kadın bedeni ımgesinin algılanmasında açıkça ortaya çıkmaktadır. Toplumsa! ve 
ekonomik çevredeki hızlı dönüşümün yemek adetlerını ve yeme sııllerinı etkısi o/tına olmasına 
rağmen, kadınların yiyecek ve yeme konusundakı rof ve beklentı{erı hıç o/mndığı kadar muğlaklaşmış 
ve sorunsa! hale gelmiştir Yiyeceğın sembolik anlamı kamusal kültlire/ temsılın merkezi bır bölgesi 
o/aran televızyon reklamlnrındo incelenmışıir. Kadınların günde!ık bekfentilerı ve yıyecek ve yeme 
edımi ile olan mlizokerelerı kodınfarfa yapı/an görüşmelerle anafız edılmıştır. 
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From Confucianism to Consumerism: 
'\Vomeıı, Food aııd tlıe Media in Contemporary Korea 

1 
Richard Johm,on (199-!) 
suggest;; that cu!tural 
idenlity is continually 
construc!ed and re· 
constructed through the 
coınplex ıntl'rplay betwcen 
privall• expenence:, and the 
experiences of pub!ıc 
culture. According to hiın, 
people's everyday hve~ are 
not oııly .ı source of the 
publıc cultural 
repres!.'ntatioııs but also 
negotıatl'd by the cultural 
identitY ccınstrucled ın the 
publıc'culture. Therefore, 
he argues, "public versions" 
of identıty and people's 
ınu\lıp!e ''ways of lıfc" 
make ,, cırcuıt of identitr 
forınation, foeding on e~ch 
other through "culturul 
production" and "n,ading" 
of cultura! products. 

lntroduction 

Korea has achieved a considerable degree of rapid 

industrialization and modernization over the !ast several decades. 

\,Vomen in Korea, ho\vever, are experiencing clashes bet\veen 

modernity and tradition, capitalisn1 and Confucianisnı, and \Vestern 

and Korean cultural values. This unique pattern of cultural dynan1ics 

and dilen1n1as modernity in Korea has presented, is clearly revealed 

\\'hen \Ve look at the relationship bet\\'een \\'on1en and their values 

and attitudes to,vards food and eating, and the social constraints 

imposed upon them. Although rapid economic development and 

social changes have considerably ınodified people's eating habits, 

,von1en's values, expectation and practices in regard to food and 

eating are 111ore an1biguous and probleınatic than ever before. This 

structural dileınına, in \vhich conten1porary Korean \vonıen are 

caught up, is ,videly n1ediated by the logic of consunıerisın, and this 

process is clearly revealed in the ,vorld of advertising. Korean 

ad vertising displays sharp contradictions of these aspects by 

reflecting and actively reshaping the prevailing iınages of nıodern 

\Vornen. Additionally, ,von1en negotiate \Vith these public cultural 

representations consciously and unconsciously through their 

everyday food practices.' This paper attempts to explore the 

contradiction and tension created in contenıporary Korea in the 

process of ınodernization by exanıining ,von1en's food habits and 

their perception of body. 
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This paper is a part of a \Vider scope of research dealing ,vith 

,voınen's changing identity in contemporary Korea. The original 

research consists of the roles and expectations of ,voınen ,vith regard 

to food and eating both in the public domain and in the domestic 

doınain. Ho,vever, by focusing on ,vomen appearing in public 

places, and narro,ving do,vn the interests to \V0111en's o,vn eating 

habits, this paper ,vill concentrate on examining the tension and 

soda! constraints in tern1s of their diet and slin1nıing habits. Broadlr 

t\vo types of <lata \Vere dra,vn upon in this research; firstly, the 

discourses of advertiseınents as a central site of public rultural 

representation, and secondly, intervie\VS \\'ith ,vomen on their o\vn 

dailv food habits. Especially, this paper will aim to discover present 

cultural dynamics by focusing on the \vays ,von1en accept, reject, and 

negotiate contemporary currents of change in their everyday food 

activities, \vhich are revealed through the \.Voınen's intervie\vs. 

Changing women's identity 

\Vonıen in conteınporary Korea are being confronted \vith 

conflicting concepts of female identity. Traditional values suggest 

that the virtues of ,von1anhood are identified \vith ınotherhood, and 

"true happiness" and "success" in life are firınly located ,vithin the 

family context. As Korean society has ınaintained a strong tradition 

of group ethos mıd family solidarity, the virtue of femininity and 

motherhood has been largely understood within the collective 
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context. Woınen's primary role is, therefore, being a \vife and 

and their place is in the hoıne and ,vith the fan1ily. Ho,vever, there 

another powerful set of irnages, which has newly eınerged 

constantly present ,vomen as independent individuals, free fron1 

bond of family. lncreased concern with individualism, the extensiv, 

impact of advanced modern technologies, legal and poınıe:aı 

changes, broadened opportunities in education and eırıpl,oyıneıot. 

and the extensive inforı11ation systen1s available over the 

decades have combined to influence greatly vieıvs of ,vomen's 

and expectations, thereby promoting the value of 

individuality, autonomy, choice and self-achievement. 

coexistence of long lasting traditional values and the relati,,eıv 

sudden awareness of personal potentialities with regard to w,ıırn,n's 

identity have created a unique cultural dynamic in Korean 

This can be understood through the complex interplay 

Confucianism that permeated lor centuries as the philosophical 

social base, and capitalisrn as the new ınobility of str•uctıuraı 

transformation in this society. 

Women in Confucianism 

Woınen's position and changing identities in Korea can 

usefully approached through Confucianism, which has been 

comrnon cultural heritage of the East Asian region including 

Japan and Korea. The concept of Confucian values refers broadly 

"a cornplex of attitudes and guides to behaviour that spread 

China" (Rozman, 1993: 7). Amongst these East Asian rrnmh·;o, 

Korea has maintained exceptional singularity in tern1s of otfm;,;tv 

national sovereignty, language, and culture, developing a 

historical tradition because the country was isolated frorn the 

world until the !ate 19th century. 

Changes in Korean women's identity can be traced through 

historical stages of social translormation. Firstly, traditional 

women's identity may be understood in the light of the social base 

the Yi-Dynasty, which started in 1592 and lasted lor se,•enıl hun,dred 

years. During this period, Korea adopted Confucian ethics as a 
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for social life, and the country was strongly influenced by Confucian 

thought in many ways. Over a long period of evolution these values 

came to pern1eate every level of social life, and a range of customs 

and manners in this region. 

The view of men and women in Korea is deeply based on 

Confucian thought that was widely propagated and accepted 

throughout the Yi-Dyıınsty. The core ideas of Confucianism are based 

on a philosophy of harmony and social cohesion, which extols the 

unity of heaven and humanity. Since the fundamental goal within 

Confucian thought is the harmonious and stable order of society and 

the cosmos, there is an emphasis on a hierarchical social structure 

and authoritarianism. This has created various authority figures 

including the head of the family and the authority of men over 

women. The clear hierarchical gender relations have lormed a deeply 

rooted tradition of ,vomen's subordination to men in East Asian 

societies. in Confucian philosophy, the union between man and 

,voı11an is vie,ved as the root of all human relations. The harmonious 

union of men as heaven and ,vomen as earth is seen as the 

foundation of human morality. As heaven (ymıg) dominates earth 

(yin), so the male has precedence over the female (Deucheler, 1992). 

Women's identity in Confucian society of the Yi-Dynasty was 

firmly based on their relationship with men, and thus, their life was 

characterised as revolving around three basic relationships; being an 

obedient daughter with filial piety to her parents, being a dutiful 

wife to her husband, and being a wise and caring mother to sons. 

Accordingly, women's education, traditionally carried out by the 

elder women of the family within the domestic sphere, was mostly 

focused on their duties and responsibilities to fit into the farnily 

structure rather than to develop their individuality. A woman gained 

her status by dedicating herself to the husband's family, and more 

importantly, by bearing a son. As Lee noted, whereas a man's status 

was "ascribed," the position of women ,vas "achieved" within a 

Confucian patriarchal farnily (1992: 418). Women's identity was only 

solidified through these relationships within the farnily structure, 
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and ınotherhood was considered as the highest value and t 

greatest virtue in ,voınen's lives. 

The Yi-Dyıınsty ended with foreign invasion at the beginning 

this century. During the colonial domination far several decades · 

Japan in the early 20th century, the social system that had remaine 

stable over several centuries collapsed, and a ne,v \.vay of life a 

social system gradually replaced it. The country thus experienced 

transitional period. As the extended fanüly structure \.V 

maintained, ho,vever, the Confucian vie\.v of \.vomen's roles an' 

expectations ,vithin it continued to remain crucial. Under Japanes 

domination, ther.e ,vas a strong historical imperative for Koreans t 

resume national İndependence. While men ,vere actively involved i 

the national independence movement, there ,vas a strong a,varenes( 

and encourageınent of ,vomen's support of the rnen's roles to resurn~! 

national autonomy (Cho, 1991). This created a new pattern of gendet 

roles, suggesting men working for the country in the public domain,'. 

and woınen supporting their partners in the private domain. This 

idea of partnership later led to creating more active iınages of 

,von1en and their ne,v roles as society rnoved on. 

Soon after the country experienced liberation from Japanese 

domination, the Korean War took place in the 1950s and lasted for 

three years. While Korea began to experience rapid economic growth 

in the 1960s, the process of modernisation over decades resulted in 

rapid social transforrnation. This time of transition ,vitnessed 

another stage of changing feınale identity. A western style 

educational systeın was widely introduced, and the access of both 

men and women to public education increased. Naturally, 

considerable changes appeared in the perception of women's roles, 

expectations and identities at both public and private levels. While 

,vomen ,vere still expected to play a central role in ınaintaining 

household ınatters within the extended faınily structure, women 

gradually began to be encouraged to discover their own seli, 

individuality and the possibility of diverse social roles. As a 

consequence, a long-standing slogan in the society, "Hyıımno Ynngclıo 
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(wise mother, good wife)" became .ı popular ideology until the 1960s 

and the 70s.' it was assumed that this would be the best for 

constructing a modernised country, and coınpeting with advanced 

western countries at national level. 

The key features represented in this model can be summarised 

as the ideal of the nudear family with equal companionship between 

ınen and ,vomen, and the increased emphasis of romantic love. The 

idea of egalitarian marriage partnership, romantic love, and the 

image of nudear family becaıne popular, thereby transforming the 

ideology of "Wise mother, Good wife" into "Successful husband, 

Beloved Wife."·1 The irnages of these "modern" Korean ,vomen, anda 

ne,vly emerging fashionable relationship behveen ınen and ,vomen 

ıvere increasingly united with the typical western images of 

femininity and family roles. Ironically, this widely propagated 

ıvestern model of "equal partnership," which was transplanted in a 

Korean context, yielded an ideology of "cute, lovely and dependent 

wife" rather than a woman as an independent and confident 

individual (Cho, 1991). it suggested that women's desire for active 

roles in an industrial capitalist society could be best expressed both 

by supporting their husbands in their struggles for success, and by 

building up ,voınen's confidence and competence in constituting 

hoıne as an emotional haven and protecting their husband and 

children from the coınpetitive social world.' 

Superficially, the image of "new women" appeared to have 

eroded traditional Confucian vie-ıvs of ,vomen as it suggests 

,vomen's more active involvement in the marriage partnership. The 

traditional Korean patriarchal ideology, that lasted several hundred 

years and explicitly protected male superiority both in the public 

domain and in the family, seemed to have been diluted substantially. 

Yet, it can be argued that the dynamics of \.vestern ınodes of 

capitalisın, ,vhich restructured many aspects of Korean society, 

produced a new form of patriarchy, thereby reinforcing the existing 

gender relationship. 

2 
Smilh suggests that this 
phr.ıse was used for the 
similar context e:ırlier in 
Japan during their °' 
revo!ution in the \ate 19th 
century (1963). 

3 
"Successful Husband, 
Beloved \\'ife .. was inilial!y 
created by one of the oldesl 
Korean women's popular 
monthly magazlnes, 
Yeowmı. Yeowoıı launched a 
nationwide campaign with 
this slogan, and this phrase 
became popular and widely 
used in Korean society 
during the time of 
modemization. 

4 
In the newly emerged 
model of nudear family, the 
husband had high 
educalional qualifications 
and econonlic activities 
outside the home, and the 
wife, who also had 
relatively high educalional 
qualifications, became a 
professional home 
manager, and a capable 
partner rather than a 
submissive wife. 
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I 

Women in Capitalism 
As one of the Asian examples of "!ate arriving modernity"-t 

arrival of a consumer system and a consumer culture, Kor 

together with other NICS (Newly Industrialising Countries), h 
become relatively prosperous, and consumption has gather 

momentum alongside industrialization over the !ast two decades 

so. A consumer society has emerged, and consumerism has beco 

central to organising and expressing self-achievement arı 
happiness. The process of industrialisation was spurred on by t 

westem modes of capitalism. This, in turn, has contributed to t 

rapid soda! transformation, producing new modes of life based 

capitalist logic. 

it can be argued that advertising plays a key role in the proce 

of modernisation through capitalist growth. The role of advertisi 

can be approached in two ways. Firstly, advertising as an econo · 

institution, which promotes commodities and circulates informati 

lor the purpose of profit seeking, plays a significant role 

lubricating the rapidly expanding capitalist system. Both public 

private spheres are greatly influenced by consumerism during · 

progress to\vard modernisation. In the case of Korea, advertising 

expanded rapidly, and the country has become the second ]arg 

market in both size and profit in Asia, next to Japan, which h 

contributed greatly to shaping the country's economic structur 

Secondly, advertising appears to provide cultural meaning in 

consumer society. People in modern times experience problems an 

uncertainties in their identities because of the uncomfortabf 

coexistence of traditional order and ne\v forms of modernit 

(Bauman, 1991). Those who experience an "ambiguous an 

confusing modern self" in transient times, inevitably requi 

modified forms of identity. This ambivalence is often resolve 

through the "allurement of fascinating consumerism" (Bauma 

1991). Advertising in a consumer society successfully fills this gap b 

both supplying cultural meaning to consumption and introduci 

new images of modern life. in Korea, the messages of advertisi 

rapidly began to map out a view of the modern world, and to sha 
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constantly individuals' way of life. it has been argued that 

advertising is a key agent of identity formation in the modern world, 

suggesting what is socially desirable and meaningful, and 

constructing possible new lifestyles, and magically offering self­

transformation anda new identity (Kellner, 1992: 163). The messages 

of advertising in present day Korea play a significant role in both 

constructing and reflecting modern identity in the ne\vly emerged 

consumer society. Over the last several decades, ne,v in1ages of 

modern identity have appeared in Korean society, fitting into the 

nevvly eınerged consumerism along \Vith the rapid transformation of 

economic structure. While the obsessive concern with lifestyle and 

appearances is widely promoted in the form of public cultural 

representations, ınainly led by advertising, people's pursuit of image 

construction through consumption-oriented lifestyles has becoıne of 

prime importance. 

Far \Vomen, construction of ınodern identity in the vvorld of 

advertising appears to be highly problematic as the old ideas and 

values of women's identities, and the ne\v in1ages of ,vomen often 

contradict each other. As we already noted, recent structural 

changes, ignited by the force of modernity, have transformed the 

expectations of \vomen in many areas: education, en1ployment, 

family patterns, lifestyle and ınany others. Numerous Korean 

,vomen, ,vhose lives had been confined to the domestic space over 

several hundred years under the Confucian mores, began to be 

dra,vn out to the public space ,vith the increasing a\vareness of 

feminist concerns \vithin a short period of modernisation. The 

accentuation of vvomen's individuality, freedom, and the creativity of 

an available lifestyle have been strongly linked with finding 

consumption and leisure-oriented solutions. This has becoıne a 

doıninant cultural representation of ,vomen, young and unmarried 

\VOmen, in particular. 

Ironically, advertising, lor comınercial purposes, strategically 

links feıninist concerns such as independence, participation in the 

ıvork force, freedoın of personal choice, power and self-control with 
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,von1en's physical beauty ,vhich has been traditionally value 

(Goldman et. al., 1991). Women being depicted in moderı 

advertising are often visible through the detailed lines, curves 

gestures and gazes of their bodies. As Gold111an and colleague: 

argue, the process of con1111odification of \Voınen's physical beau 

produces t,vo consequences: firstly, ,voınen's bodies largely begin t 

be understood as objects of desire, and secondly, women begin ta 

look at themselves through ınen's eyes since feınale beauty has beeıi 

consistently portrayed and established through the male gaze 

(Goldman et. al., 1991). Korea, as a rapidly developing capitalist 

society~ is not exceptional in this respect. A ne,v set of ,voınen' 

images have eınerged, and created a ne,v style of cultural pt1tter 

spurred by consuınerisın. 

it is noteworthy that this process has been largely based o 

\Vestern cultural values. Conteınporary Korean advertisln 

constantly presents and celebrates \'Vestern ideals of ,vomen'S 

appearance and lifestyles. Conunodification of ,vomen \Vho appeaf'. 

in the public domain is even nıore problen1atic in a non-,,·esterr{ 

society such as in Korea, ıvhere both neıv concepts of feınale beautYi 

and feminist ideas are super-imposed on deeply rooted trnditional 

systems of thinking and representation. Most of ali, the value of 
!eminine beauty has been greatly ınodified and widely accepted 

no-,vadays. For ,von1en, the criteria of physical beauty are Jargeıy­

based on the \Vestern concept, traıısforıning the vie\\' of preference~ 

of ıvomen's physical shape. Additionally, tlıe modern idea ol 
,voınen's individuality and independence contradicts the Confucian 

vie,,, because the basis of Confucian thought is social harınony and 

order, and that upholds the assun1ption of a gender h.ierard1y it{ 

,vhich ,von1en are subordinate, and ,voınen's place is at hoıne. 

1\s \\'e ,vill see, the details of this contradiction are ,videl 

discovered both in public cultural representation and peopıe{ 
everyday lives. Fora better understanding of the changing cultural 

patterns, exaıninution of the conteınporary fashion of food culture'; 

and ,voınen's eating habits ,vill be useful. Especially, discoursc::( 
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discovered in food advertising ,vill provide a clear pattern of this 

ne,v trend. Additionally, ,voınen's daily negotiations surrounding 

food and eating ,vill sho,v those tensions and contradictions clearly. 

Before ,ve go on to this task, a brief account of the Korean food 

system and the promotional culture ınay be helpful. 

Food Systems and Promotional Culture in Korea 

Transformation of Korean Food and Eating 

Korean food, food custoıns and eating styles have undergone a 

draınatic transition through the complex interplay bet\veen long 

standing Confucian values and recent capitalist trends. Traditionally, 

Korean food culture was greatly influenced by the patriarchal form 

of the extended family structure rooted in Confucian ideas and 

values (Yoon, 1983). Eating manners, conventions governing the 

sharing of lood and relationships among the family members with 

regard to food habits, were forıned and settled over a long span of 

historical time, and these are stili deeply embedded in the present 

Korean culture. 

Cooking and ıvomen have been inseparably tied together 

,vithin the Korean food tradition. As ,voınen have been at the centre 

of food preparation and managenıent, cooking and food preparation 

have ahvays played a central role in structuring their lives and daily 

activities. \Voınen's relationships ,vith parents, husbands and 

clıildren have been reinforced, and their identity solidified through 

their food practices. Over the past several decades or so, Korean food 

culture has seen a ren1arkable chaııge. Food systeıns have been 

industrialized, and 111anufacturing of traditional food has increased. 

The catering industry, involving eating out activities, has prospered. 

As Western eating styles were widely introduced, and fast food 

becaıne increasingly popular aınong the younger generation in 

particular, the generational gaps in tastes, eating habits and food 

preferences have been \videned. Urbanization and the consequeııt 

ınodern lifestyle, econonlic achieveınent, transformed faınily 
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"Seven Vices .. , that was 
traditionally imposed on 
Korean women, explains 
!he strict view of women's 
sexuality. It inc!udes 
sterilit}', adultery, jea!ousy 
and other behavioural 
guidelines. 

! 

structure, and ,vomen's increased education and employment als' 

contributed to the transformation of food habits in th 

ınodernization process. Nevertheless, ,vomen's roles in foo 

preparation basically remain as major doınestic activities. in spite 

the appearance of modern technology and new food systems, t 

majority unchangingly prefers traditional homemade food, and thi 

continues to need ,vomen's considerable time and labour spent i 

cooking and food preparation in the domestic sphere. On the othe 

hand, ,vomen in public places experience rnuch rnore dynan1ic 

change in their roles and expectations, which has rather become. 

another constraint imposed on theınselves ,vith regard to their eating 

habits. Women's eating patterns have been modified to a great 

extent. Wornen today are increasingly concerned about ,vhat to eat' 

and how to look physically. 

In past generations, ıvoınen ,vere expected to control their 

desire far food for the sake of food provision lor rest of the family 

(Yoon, 1974). Eating less and giving more food to the family was 

considered a ,voman's virtue. Women's eating manner ıvas 

differentiated from men's eating, and their own food intake was 

often discouraged. Women indulging in food always had negative 

connotations. Women had to learn and build up their female identity 

by learning their roles and position in the family through the virtue 

of abstinence in daily food practices. Women's eating ıvas not so 

much associated with management of their body images. Women's 

body was basically understood for procreation, and their sexuality 

,vas comn1only restrained.~ As ıvomen's body image ıvas 

preferentially based on the childbearing ability, their slim body was 

rather shunned by the majority of people. 

Women's diets today are determined largely by theif concern 

ıvith body iınages and slin1n1ing. This is ınore distinctive arnong the 

,voınen ıvho are seen outside the home, ıvho belong particularly to 

the younger generation, and ıvho are not yet rnarried. Prevailing 

views of ideal women's body images have shifted from the 

preference far a chubby image symbolising affluence and 
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productivity, to the preference for slimness. A slim figure is now 

widely seen as a modern mark of women's physical beauty and 

attraction. Since most 1,vomen desire to look beautiful, \vomen in 

general are conscious of their body images. This value has patterned 

ı.vomen's eating habits so that their eatings are no,v rnore often based 

on their concern about slirnming and calorie intake rather than on 

health and nutrition. The ways in which women perceive slim 

beauty, attempt to maintain ideal body images, and feel constant 

tension will be examined in detail in the latter part of this paper. in 

general, women's physical beauty and femininity today appear to be 

greatly affected by western cultural influence as a symbol of 

modernity. Women's eating habits have also been greatly influenced 

by the Western style. This pattern is dominant in public cultural 

representations, and even more obvious in promotional culture that 

sells consumption-oriented lifestyles. The contradicting images of 

women are clearly presented in faod advertising. 

Women in Food Advertising 

For a closer exarnination, food advertisernents ,vere collected 

and analysed. Jnitially, all the faod advertisements broadcast lor one 

day on the three Korean commercial TV channels were collected.' 

Then, the faod advertisements in which female actors appeared were 

selected out of all the collected advertisements. Firstly, the data were 

analysed quantitatively by adopting the method of content analysis. 

The advertisements were coded based on advertising product, the 

voice over, the style of setting, and actors' characteristic~.
7 

Actors 

\Vere examined by age, gender, activity, space and associated food 

product." Secondly, qualitative analysis was also carried out in order 

to discover the structured meanings in the text of the advertisements. 

Both analyses reveal that women were portrayed largely in two 

ways in relation to food and eating: 1) women as food providers far 

others, and 2) women as food consumers. Firstly, the roles of food 

provision are greatly valued both for themselves and by the rest of 

the family. Women's food preparation carries various strong 

connotations, symbolisation of motherhood, and manifestation of 

6 
The s.ımplıng period was for 
three days between !he 19th 
and 21st of October 1998. 
The date was chosen 
random!y during the 
weekdays. "food 
advertisement" included ali 
the advertisements 
promoting food and food­
related electric goods. The 
three commercial channe!s 
are SBS, !ı.lBC and KBS2. 
They are nationwide 
channels, of which key 
stations are based in Seoul. 

7 
The advertised food 
products were c\assified into 
32 types. These were 
dassified into four larger 
categories; 1) food, 2) drink, 
3) cooking equipment, 4) 
resıaurant and caf6. Drink 
was dassified again into 1) 
akoholic drink and 2) non­
akoholic drink. Food was 
dassified again into 1) sweet 
or snack, 2) cooking 
ingredient, 3) convenience 
food. Advcrtisements for 
swcets and snacks were the 
most frequent out of total 
sample advertisements. 

8 
Actors were categorised into 
five age groups; 1) 
Children's group, 2) 
Teenagers' group, 3) Young 
adults' group, 4) Mature 
adu!ts' group and 5) Elderly 
group. Those who appeared 
to be aged betwcen 20 and 
early 30s ,vere classified as 
young adults' group. Young 
adults group appearing ın 
food adverbsements was the 
most dominant. Female 
actors appeared far more 
frequently !han male actors 
did. The advertised food 
products were classified into 
32 types. Advcrtisements for 
sweets and snacks were the 
most frequent out of tlıe total 
sample advertisements. 
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"happiness" lor the foınily. These women generally give priority tô 

other faınily ıneınbers' needs over their O\vn, and strongly hol, 

traditional values in regard to food and eating. Secondly, there a/ 

other \VOrnen İn food advertising \Vhü have entireJy the opposir 

iınage. While the former hold traditional feıninine roles an 

expectations, the latter are portrayed through modern symbols. Tl 

contrast between the former and the latter is most striking. Th 

separation between the two roles of these pairs is sharp and 

contradictory. The discovery of the images of ,vomen on TV can be. 
suınmarised in terms of binary oppositions: , -

Public / domestic 

on her own / with the family 

Single / ınarried 

Young / old 

Sexuality / motherhood 

Modern / traditional 

Western / Korean 

The lelt side of the dichotomy, which represents the images 

"nıodern" Korean ,vomen, is the probleınatic part. The ,vonıen 

appearing in the public settings are generally typified by one or more 

of the following markers; generational distinction (young), marital · 

status (single), physical appearance (slim and sexually attractive),< 

and class (affluent). Especially, the importance of woınen's physical 

appearance and body iınage, and their concern about sliınness and< 

diet are continually focused on, as these features are crucial in the:-' 

synıbolisation process of ınodernity. it is alsa interesting that their 

activities are ınostly based on their leisure, entertainment and-:' 

consuınption nıther than ,vork achievenıent and independence. -· 

Unlike women appearing in the domestic space, their food habits are 

predonıinantly consunıption-oriented in the context of fun, play, 

excitement, luxury and special occasions, rather than the day-to-day 

routines of food for nourislunent. For theın, food choice and eating 
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are to seek personal pleasure, to satisfy their o,vn desires, to 

construct a lifestyle, and to assert their individuality. Not 

surprisingly, it has been found that the majority of Korean food 

advertiseınents employ young fenıale actors rather than those of an 

older generation, and the most frequently promoted food type was 

s,veets and snacks rather than conventional cooking ingredients. 

The young generation becomes the most profitable target. For 

instance, advertisenıents often sho,v an idealised dream of ,vonıen's 

}ives revolving around their relationships ,vith men, thereby 

focusing on romance and sexuality. For this reason, for most young 

ıvomen, eating is portrayed as a pleasure rather than soınething that 

enge.nders guilt and self-control, and cooking is portrayed as a 

romantic activity rather than a demanding daily labour. 

Women's Everyday Negotiations 

it is not surprising that ıvoınen's reality is far from the world of 

food advertising. Most Korean women today stili hold strongly to 

traditional expectations and values in their domestic food activities, 

even though there have been considerable changes in their self­

awareness and soda! expectations. The daily life of the majority of 

\Vomen revolves around traditional domestic roles: food shopping, 

food preparation, cooking and washing up. For them, food stili 

contains strong emotional value in relation to ınen and family. 

Ho,vever, as the modern images of ,vomen portrayed in public 

cultural representations are so \videspread, ,vomen find tension and 

an irreconcilable gap between the fantasy world of advertising and 

their o\vn everyday ,vorld. As ,ve shall see in this part, ,vomen 

experience enormous constraints ,vith regard to their Olvn eating 

habits due to the newly emerged, and widely shared concern of 

physical images. Their deınanding roles, which are concerned about 

food lor other people rather than for theınselves, are stili deeply 

traditional. Yet, they are obsessively concerned about the 

ınaintenance of their o\vn figures, which appear to be a consequence 
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9 
Thirty-four wornen were 
interviewed for the original 
research. However, twenty 
interviewees wil! be quotcd 
here because of the limited 
scope of this paper. 

10 
Several interviews were 
initial!y carried out with a 
cross section of subjects. 
These first interviewees 
then helped with the 
arrangement for the next 
interviews, and those who 
had been inlroduced by the 
previous interviewees 
arranged appointments 
with other women for the 
following interviews. 1',tost 
interv]('\\'S were arranged 
in this way. 

11 
Demographic background 
of each interview('e is 
described in the appendix. 

of n1odernisation. Woınen's various eating habits usually converge/ 

on desires and attempts to assimilate themselves to the ideal images · 

of women portrayed in advertising, especially with regard to their 
body images. This trend is prevalent whether they are conscious of it. 
or not. Their perception of physical beauty, their atteınpt to slim, and. 
their consciousness of men's eyes, as ,vell as other ,vomen's, reveal 

clearly the tensions and conflicts ,vhich Korean ,voınen experience -, 

widely today. 

in order to explore women's everyday food habits, values,' 
beliefs and attitudes with regard to food and eating, in-depth 
intervie,vs with ,vomen ,vere carried out. The intervie,vees were:: 

limited to those who lived in Seoul, the capital city of Korea, and to · 

those ,vho ranged in age from their teens to sixties. Intervie,vees 

,vere selected across age, marital status, faınily structure, 

employınent, income and educational background.q The "sno,vball-, 

sampling" method was adopted for expanding the scope of 

intervie,vees.ııı The intervie,vs took place in a three months period. 

Although the interview questions were prepared in advance, the 
conversations were held relatively freely. Each interview took from 

30 minutes to two hours depending on the flow of conversation. 

The Values of Slimness 
Unlike the past, women today are familiar with social 

expectations of having a slim body in contemporary Korea. The 
values of slimness are widely shared among the women. Most. 
,vomen who were intervie,ved eınphasised the importance o~_ 

women's physical beauty. Their understanding of physical beauty 
largely revolves around slimness of the !eminine figure. 

l tlıink it (sliııı figııre) is very inıportant, becaııse womeıı slıoııld be' 
beaııtifııl, above ali. (Interviewee 1)" ' 

We are not like oıır 11ıotlıer's generation, are ıve? 1 tJıink it is nice to_ 
look at clıanning nnd sliın }ıousezvives. Wlıenever I see slender ıuoıneııi 
I feel good. (Interviewee 2) 

Whereas women's appearance was focused mostly on the fa 

in the past, the physical shape has become increasingly important in: 
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present day Korea. Since the ınaintenance ofa sliın figure is vie,ved 

asa social asset, especially for young unınarried ,von1en, parents are 

aften as concerned about their daughter's figures as young women 
themselves. Mothers who want to see their daughter's successful 

ınarriage are particularly prone to worry about their daughter's 

physical shape. 

/'ııı worried aboııt my eldest daııgiıter, Jiıı-kyııng. Her bottoııı mıd 
tJıiglıs are getting ınore and ınore broad. I Jıave lıenrd tlıat teenngers 
ııowadays are ali like tiıat becaııse tlıeıJ sit ali day far stııdies ... Jiıı­
kı)lıng told me tlıat yoııng woıııeıı before ınarriage slıoııld be as skiııny 
as possib/e. So I waııt ıııy daııglıters to look sliııı. Actııally slıe looks 
sliııı to ıııe, bııt siıe says iıer frieııds ali tlıink lıer tlıiglıs aııd bottonı are 
too plıııııp. So slıe is veıy worried. (Iııterviewee 3) 

Women desire slimness not only to conforın to dominant 

notions of physical beauty but also as a boost to their psychological 

confidence and feelings of security in terıns of ron1ance and 

marriage. 

Tlıink about a Jat ıvoıııan. Even ta ıne asa zvonıan, aslim ıuoınan looks 
ınuch nicer tlınn afat ıvoınnız does. It is good ta look ata sliın zvonınn. 
it nıust be good for nıy lııısbmıd to see ıne sliııı, of coıırse. (Iııtervi,1vee 
4) 

A1y Jıusband seeıns ta prefer a ınnrried ıvoınan ıvlıo 111nintains her 
jigure exnctly tlıe saıne as before nıarriage ta a rvoınan ıalıo is plzunp. 
\ıVJıen a nınn expects a ınnrried ıvoman to be slender like thnt, 
ıaaııldıı't lie ıvnnt a single ıvaınan ta be sliın? I can understand ıaJıy 
ınen like sliın waınen (inteıviervee 5) 

Even through the eyes ofa twelve-year-old son, the body image 

of his mother as a ,voman is reflected as crucial. 

Figııre? it is venJ iıııportant far woıneıı. .. My son oııce told me tlınt 
lıis classnınte' s 11111111 Jıas visited Jıis sclıoal and slıe Iaaked very ıvide 
mıd plıııııp. Wlıeııever I lıeaı· soıııetlıiııg like tlıat, l feel I slıoııldn't 
becoıne lıeavy eveıı for ıny family's sake. (/ııten!İewee 6) 

Wide awareness of the value of women's physical image causes 

coınplex emotions such as envy or inferiority, and this triggers 

actions lor a slimming diet. 
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Slimming Patterns 

ı-\s n1ost \Voınen are acutely a,vare of the iınportance ofa sliı~· 
figure, they tend to mobilise every possible method in order to ınake 

an effort to lose ,veight. \ıVon1en in general, no ınatter ,vhat age thev 

are, have soıne experience of atten1pting to diet. The n1ost coınıno 

strategy is to restrict food intake by skipping meals. 

1 don' t Jınve eveııing ınenls tlıese dnys becnııse l nııı oıı n rliet. I ıısllnl!Jj 
Jınve soıne frııit ara glass of jııite at aroıınrl five or six o'clock iıı tlıC 
aftenıoon. it lıns beeıı nlıııost foıır 111011tlıs ııow ... l felt lıı111gry at tlıe 
beginıziııg bllt ııozu 1 nııı alt riglıt. (lııtervieuıee i) 

Women think that the more they reduce the amount of lood' 

intake, the easier their weight loss will be. Accordingly, their 

attenıpts to lose weight by abstaining from food often result in an 

unreasonably demanding attitude to,vard theınselves. \ıVoınen:-' 

sometiınes start fasting and continue until they cannot cope. 

My frieııds were talkiııg aboııt tlıe dietmy gıtide iıı Lndy Gyıtııglıymıg' 
(n ·woıııen's 111011tlıly ınngaziııe), so I bouglıt it. It recoııııııended not to 
lınve dinııer iıı tlıe c-ueııiııg, mıd ta Jınve eggs aııd lots ~f vcgetnlıles 
instend. So J folloruerl tlıe i11strııctio11. l coııldıı't rlo it exnctly iıı tlıe 

snı11e ıuay. Tlıe ıııngnzine said 1 coıılrl lose ten kilos n 111oııtlı. l tlzi11k it-~ 
was fnlse pıılılicity. Aııyıvny, 1 lası five kilos iıı Aııgııst (previoııs ·· 
ıııontlı). (lııterr.ıiewce 8) 

l ıvatclıed n T\! progrmnıııe tlıe otlıı!r day. CJ11111g Sıırn, yoıı kııoru, tlıe 

singeı~ zuns oıı tlıe progranııııe. Slıe ıt1as iııteruiewed nboııt lıorv slıe Jıad 
lost so 111Hclı roeiglıt. 1 ıons nct1Ially nstoııislıerl to sce lıer so clınnged. 
Slıe Hıas very clıııblıy before, ıt1ns11't slıe? Slıe sairi slıe didn't fznve 
diııııer, ııot eveıı n sip of ronter tlıroııglıoııt tlıe e-ueııiııg. I aııı tryiııg to 
do tlınt,Jasting ııow. (lnlcrviewee 9) 

While ,von1en try to lose \\'eight by reducing the aınount of·} 

food they take, the whole process ol young women's dieting often 

upsets their ınothers. ivlothers, ,vhose self perceived role is to care for ' 

their children by providing food, feel relieved to see them well fed. 

f-Ience, a daughter's diet very eften intensifies a n1other's anxiety. A 

rnother ,vho hasa t\venty one year old daughter said: 

Size (dnııg!ıter) snid if slıe nle soınellıing lnte in tize evening, it ali 
ıvoııld tıını hıto fat ... slıe never zunııts to ent becnııse slıe is nfraid of 
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gettiızg fnt. Since slıe doesn't tnke eııaııglı foad, Jıer clıeeks are skiııııy, 
/zer clıiıı is poiııted, nııd lıerfnce looks pnle. /l's lerrible ... Tlıat's wlıy 
slıe lıns loıv blood pressııre ... I anı ııpset nııd uery zvorried al1aııt tlıis. 
(Iııtcrviezı.ıee 10) 

Oıır dnuglıters Jınrdly Jınve 111enls. [Wlıy rlon't tlıey ıvnııt diııner?] 
Tlıey sny tlıey wmıt n diel. T!ıeıı nre nfrnid of gettiııg fnt. T!ıey doıı 't 
listen to ıııe 110 ıııntter lıoııı lınrd I try to persııade tlıeın, sol rlan't say 
aııytlıiııg n11yınore. Tlıey ınııst knonı tlıey nre respoıısible far tlıeir 
lıenltlı. / slıoııldn 't gel ııpsel, slıoııld I? (lnııg!ı) (/11/erviewee 11) 

As revealed by ınany intervie\vees, dieting is an in1portant part 

of women's food habits. The nıotivation behind this self-denying 

activity reflects the \vay in \vhich ,vomen relate to their husbands, or 

to ınen as a \Vhole. 

Through Other's Eyes 

As seen above, ,vornen are eften very conscious of their looks. 

It is largely because of the beliel that physical beauty attracts men, 

and thus love and rnarriage are determined by slim figures. 

Naturally, ,voınen's decisions about dieting are eften motivated by 

their husbands' /boylriends' coınments about their wives' / 

girlfriends' bodies. 

vıqzat lıe (lııısbmıd) snid lriggered lo mnke np my miııd lo start dietiııg 
foıır mont/ıs ngo. My lıeiglıt is slıort, isn '1 it? He snid one dny it ıvoııld 
becoıııe a bigger probleın if 1 got ınore aıırl nıore brond ıuitJı ıny sJıort 
lıeiglzt. Tlıere uıas n cnıcinl ınoıııeııt led ta tlıe fiıınl decision-ınnkiııg. I 
rvns plıotogrnphed nt sonıebody's toeddiızg in Febrııary or lvlarclı tlıis 
yenr. ıı\/lıeıı tJıe plıoto cnıne azıt, I coııldn 't see tlıe clenr oııtline of ıııy 
Jnce becnııse it was so roııııd. lt wns n big slıock. So I renlised "Olı, l 
need ta redııce ıoeiglıt." He sairi J' rl better go 011 n diet. Since tlıen, 1 
da11't lake eveııiııg ınenls. (intervieıvee 12) 

As in this case, ,vornen are deeply CO[!sdous about ,vhat their 

husbands/ partners think and how their husbands see them. Married 

,voınen frequently put up 1vith critical coınments about their body 

iınage froın their husbands. 

Of coıırse lıe (]111sbnıırl) tnlks nbaııt ıııe. It ıuas eveıı ıoorse iıı tlıe past. 
He ıısed lo say "Yoıı nrerenlly fnt, yoıı nre n real rolly polly .... " .. He is 
ııot tlıat critical a11y111ore 11orv becnııse l Jınve lost n !ot of 
ıoeiglıt.(iııten;ieı.ııee 13) 
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12 
"Piggy" is a commonly used 
joke among chi!dren, 
indicating a plump chıld in 
Korean sodet}·. it also has a 
connotation ofbeing cute. 

13 
Throughout the Confucian 
Yi-Dııımstıı, women were 
expe~ted ~ot to indulge 
themselves in food. Those 
who satiated with food had 
to carry a negative 
connotation of food 
coveting and laziness. 

Of coıırse lıe does (coııııııeııts) ... (inııglı). He snys 1 /ook terrilıle, nııd 
oıı, ns n Jınlf jake. (iııtervieıvee 2) 

He doesıı' t sny it iıı froııt of otlıers. He woııldıı 't sny it oııtside lıoııi 
Bııt lıe ofteıı telis ıne I nııı too fnt. He ca/ls men piggy." It ııınde/ 
coıısirler tlıis dietiııg serioıısly. (iııtervieruee 14) 

Husbands' attitudes toward their wives, and their compariso 

\Vith other \Vomen often make \Vives feel depressed or frustrat 

Even \vhen \vives kno\v that their husbands' comments may n 

necessarily be serious, they still feel inferior, and even feel insecu' 

and vulnerable. 

He often looks nt otlıer ı.voınen aıırl talks aboııt tlıeııı wlıeıı ıoe go ôi 
togetlıer ... (laııglı). Well, tlıis woınnıı lıns n good figııre, or tlınt womn 
lıns n ııice /ookiııg bosonı, tlıiııgs like tlınt. He gossips like tlınt ofteıı: 
(bitter lnııglı for n wlıile) (iııterviewee 15) 

Wlıeıı n benııtifıılly fıgııred womnıı pnsses by, my lıııslınııd tnlks nboıi 
Jıer as if it lvas a joke. "\ı\fow, tlıe gııy ıvlıo lives ıvitlı /ıer ınııst b 
lınppy." or ... lıe snys " It woııld be ııice ta lınve n clınnniııg, slii 
1.vo111aıı ratlıer tlıan ta have a piglet." Wlıen he ıoatclıes a beaııtzfıÜ 
1.vo111an an TV, he snys lıe is envioııs nııd so oıı. (interviervee 16) 

Whether this is serious or not, the fact that women's body 

images are compared \Vith those of other \VOınen through men's eye­

affects the -ıvay \Vomen see themselves. As far as ,vomen's slimıni 

is concerned, partners are eagerly cooperative, often encouragin 

their women to start slimming even by suggesting a method. 

My boyfrieııd reco111111e11ded me to trniıı by lıikiııg even; ııow nııd tlıe11 
He snid lıikiııg coııld lıelp me to lose fnt froııı my t11111111y. He nlwnı ' 
eııcourages ıııe ta srveat by rvalking ııp 1ıills aııd ıııoınıtnins 

(intervİt?"ı»ee 17) 

Tlıey (lıııslıanrl aııd soıı) encoıırage ıııe ııat to eat, becaııse I m 
overweiglıt. { Doıı 't tlıeı; worry nboııt yoıı ııot eatiııg at ali wlıile tlıe_ 
ent?J Tlıey welcnme my fnstiııg ... so it (Jastiııg) is ali riglıt. lt's ııot 
proble111 ... (laııglı) (iııterviewee 7) 

I lıad regıılnr ıııenls, nııd tried to lınve n bnlnııced diet. My l111sbnı1 
telis me off by snyiııg tlınt I look nfter ınyself too well. 1 love 111en 
Becnııse of tlıat, lıe teases ıne I anı eating too zvell. (iııterviewee 14)1;, 

Yoo • From Confucianism to Consumerism ... • 67 

While many women control the quantity of food they eat, 

women who feed themselves with as much food as they want are not 

viewed positively by either men or women themselves. lronically, 

the above interview reveals dearly that perceptions of women with 

regard to food consumption has not much changed. Confucian 

women were encouraged to abstain from food because sparing food 

in days of poverty was women's role and their virtue. Women today 

are also encouraged to give up food, not because of ,vomen's virtue 

of self sacrifice that Confucian tradition has cherished for long, but 

Jargely because of the fear of obesity and the consequent social 

punishment the desire for food may result in. 

Women and Biological Changes 

Despite the attempts to keep their figures, women are not 

always successful due to the physical changes in their life eyde. 

Women's body images go through dramatic changes according to 

their life eyde much more than men. Most women who were 

interviewed experienced changes in their figures after pregnancy 

and childbirth, and this became a threat for them. 

I gained a /ot nfter tlıe birtlı, nlmost 8 ki/os, 1 didn' t lose nıııclı nfter tlıe 
birtlı. So I coııldıı 't fıııd any proper design clotlıes or proper size for n 
zuJıile. I rvas very anxious at tlıat tirne. Even these dnys, I aın 1.vorried 
n /ot nboııt nıy weiglıt, so I nm reading a diet guide book nt tlıe 
ınoınent. (iııtervieıvee 16) 

I lınveıı't lost weiglıt nfter I gave birtlı. My weiglıt iııcrensed too ınııclı 
dııring ıııy pregıınııcy. 1 pııt on ınore tlınıı 10 kilos, more tlınn 
nvernge ... My ınotlıer-in-lnw ofteıı nsks ıne wlıy my tıııımıy is stili tlıe 
snıne even nfteı· tlıe delivery. Tlıen I feel offended. l don't like tlıis kind 
of coınınent. Wlıy is soınebody else concerned aboııt ıny tııınıny? 1 Jıate 
it ... ( bitter /nııglı) (Intervieıvee 18) 

1-\~ıen I jııst delivered tlıe baby, my stoınnclı didn't jlatten soon after, 
nnd my wnist was stili tlıick. 1 was so ııpset witlı it ... 1 did post-nntnl 
exercise for n wlıile for one or two mont/ıs (lnterviewee 7) 

No matter how hard women try to lose weight, it is not easy for 

many reasons. To abstain from food by inhibiting one's appetite is 

often a desperate effort in self-discipline. 
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it' s /ıorri. 1 feel like eatiııg ali tlıe time. W/ıeııever l fee/ lıııııgry, l /ı 
ta pııt ııp ıvitlz it. Can yoıı iıııngine tlıe Jeeling tlıat yoıı cnıı't ent wl 
tlıe fririge is filleri witlı pleııty of foori oııri frııits? (inten;iewee 6) 

lt is extreıııely difficıılt ta exercise regıılarly. Soınetiıııes l feel /' 
skipping exercise, tlıeıı I tell ıııyself "Let' s foıget aboııt exercise tod 
jııst tlıis once." VVlıen it repeats over nııd oveı~ I becoıııe lazy ni 
ıındiscipliııed in tlıe eııd. (intervie1vee 19) 

It's not eosy beçaııse 1 0111 not very disciplined. 1 keep sayiııg today 
exceptionnl, oııly todny. A1Iy decision is too lnx ... Exercise is useless 
I don' t coııtrol food, isn't it? (iııterviewee 14) 

Women on the whole, whether they have experienced 

slimming diet or not, are hardly ever satisfied with their preseri 

body image. When they talk about their physical state, m,ost expre 

a feeling of dissatisfaction with themselves, partly because they ofte 

set unrealistic standards that are hard to reach. 

My /ııısbaııd aııd otlıers say 1 look okay. He says I jııst look ali riglıt 
Bııt wlıeıı 1 look at myself, ııiy fat tııııımy looks /ıorrib/e, / really lıat 
it. (intervie1vee 5) 

I become ııpset wlıen 1 /ook fat. Wlıeıı I caıı feel fat on ıny belly, 
become aııgry witlı ıııyself (iııterviewee 3) 

Wlıeıı l look in tlıe ınirror rvlıile 1 anı dressing, l realise ıny clotlıes: 
rioıı't fit, aııri ıııy face looks like a fııll mooıı eveıı iıı ıny eyes ... (/aııg!ı) 
( interviewee 20) 

Two women who had recently experienced giving birth 

expressed how they felt to be confronted with their physical changes: 

Wlıeıı 1 realiseri tlıat ıııy figııre was clıaııging iııto o hJpica/ /ıoıısewife 
style after I gnve birtlı, 1 felt sari. 1 was grieveri becoııse it riawııeri oıt 
ıııe tlıat I was grariııolly approoclıiııg ıııiridle oge, oııri gettiııg old, 
(inten>iewee 15) 

I lıove ıııixed feeliııgs. Since clıildbirtlı, ıııy skin lıns beeıı clıapped, 1 
still !ıave extrafleslı nroııııd my borly, aııd besides, ıııy woist is jııst like 
o trıııık ... it's o complex feeliııg. 1 soıııetiıııes fee/ scared tlınt ıny 
lııısbmıd mny tlıiıık I look like ET, tlıis kiııd of feor ... (lnııglı) 
(iııterviewee 18) 

In the above analysis of intervieı.vs with ,vo1nen1 ,ve hav 

exp]ored the patterns in vvhich ,von1en relate to food in variou 
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ways. From the evidence presented here, \vomen in genera~, ı,.vhether 
ınarried or single, are conscious of their body images. Theır concern 

and anxiety originate from the widely accepted view in modern 

Korean society that physical images are highly important in 

evaluating women's beauty, and that physical beauty requires aslim 

figure. Since body image is dosely linked with food intake, 

adn1iration of slimness results in various undesirable eating habits. 
Throughout the intervie,vs, it has been discovered that ıvomen are 
under pressure to control food intake, and thus often tend to neglect 

ıneals or abstain from food largely because they are conscious of 

their need to control weight to maintain a desired body image. The 

pressure to be slim alsa affects women's psychological state and 

coınmonly generates feelings of guilt, apprehension, inferiority and 

frustration. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, the structural contradiction arising between the 

clash of traditional and modern values, which contemporary Korean 

woınen face, has been discussed in the light of food and eating. 

Women are expected to take a central role in ali the activities of food 

preparation, and they are the ones who satisfy the food and diet 

requirements of the family. Ho,vever, as \Ve have noted over and 
over through the above interviews, women are mostly located at the 

periphery of food consumption by avoiding or controlling food. 

Traditionally, women's body and sexuality have been 

understood primarily far procreation through which women's status 

and power were achieved in Korean society. Accordingly, well-built 

\Vomen rather than slim ,vomen were preferred because of their 
ability to bear children. Women's sexuality was largely restrained, 

and instead, chastity was strictly imposed. This perception of 

women's body and sexuality originated from, and was solidified by 

Confucian thought which had a strong patriarchal base (Lee, 2000). 

Hoıvever, ne\v discourses on \vomen's body and sexuality have 
begun to appear with very different connotations along with the 
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industrialisation process and the rapid growth of a consu 

culture. As women are increasingly drawn into the public sphef 

women's body and sexuality begin to be associated wi 

consumption and leisure rather than ,vork, career and producti 

life. Their body, therefore, becomes a "vehicle of pleasurJ 

(Featherstone, 1991: 177-8) and their sexuality is constantı 

commodified. Consumerism actively replaces \VOmen's desire fô 
their o,vn individuality with obsessive concern ıvith slim bodies an' 

pleasurable sexuality. Visual images in public cultur 

representations constantly encourage Korean ,vomen to question th 
way they look, and to lake self-responsibility lor it. 

it is necessary to point out that Confucian thought is stil! deepl 

rooted in Korean society even today, where the Western mode o 

capitalism and the rapid growth of consumer culture have 

transformed traditional values, beliefs and attitudes. The preferences 

of women's physical appearance that were solidified throug 

Confucianism lor centuries have changed rapidly over the recen 

decades, as discussed above. Accordingly, ,vomen's "productiv 

body" in terms of size and configuration is no longer preferred;, 

lnstead, women's sexuality and freedom in the presentation of body 

are widely accentuated. Nevertheless, it is ironic that Confucian 

ideology, that keeps its strict view on women's chastity, continues to. 

remain powerful in this society (Shim, 1998), thereby constantly 

reinforcing contradictory vieıvs on ıvomen's identity. Advertising, as_ 

a representative public cultural agent in this fast growing consumer 

society, reveals the fragmentary and irreconcilable images of women:' 

Advertising embraces the virtues of traditional Korean femininity 

and motherhood on the one hand, and celebrates women's search lor' 
individuality and freedom on the other hand, constantly upholding 

conflicting images with regard to food and eating. 

it can be argued that this may be a result of the "rush-to'' 

industrialisation" process (Han, 1995). Consumerism emerged 

worldwide as an "aggressive" form of capitalist survival instead ofa 

smooth progression (Ewen, 1976: 54). it is true in the Korean context. 
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Korea has experienced rapid social, cultural and political changes in 

the course of development. The cultural gap created between 

resilient traditional values and the social modification over recent 

decades has been successfully filled by the intervention of 

consumerism. 

it is noteworthy that a consumption-oriented lifestyle has 

become a powerful cultural ideology. The pursuit of a modern 

lifestyle through consumption is largely oriented by Western images. 

Commonly, non-,vestern industrialising countries, ,vhich dream of 
an abundance of material culture, amplify the ideal images of the 

West (O'Barr, 1994). in Korea, as well as a number of other newly 

industrialising countries in Asia, the abundance of material culture, 
,vhich once ,vas only dreamed of, is no,v no longer the exdusive 

property of the West. Instead, admiration and idealisation of 

productive po,ver, success and domination, ,vhich once belonged to 
the west, have been now largely replaced by associations with the 

good life, consumption and leisure, through which freedom is to be 

achieved. For Korean ,vomen, increased concern for a healthy diet, 

slimming, stylisation of female body, romance and sexuality is al! 

charged with strong connotations of "westernised" forms of 

modernity. 

Weiming and the colleagues have observed that it is "the most 

,vorrying/bothering thing" for ,voınen to remain constrained in the 
hierarchical Confucian structure, trying to answer the question of 

what it means to be an individual woman in the family (Weiming et. 

al., 1992: 120). it is doubly difficult because the deeply rooted 

traditional value systeın and the new modes of life constantly 

overlap and dash in Korean society. Advertising may continue to 
lead women to feel vulnerable and insecure by both affecting the 

way in which they look at theınselves, and generating confusion and 

anxiety. Constant provision of Western images in advertising may 
continue to lead Korean \vomen to a consumption-oriented, 

superficial solution. Even though woınen ınay not necessarily 

identify themselves with those in the world of advertising, the 

; 
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paradoxical dynamics of the interplay between Confucian tradition 

and capitalist development nıay continue to reınain po,verful in th( 
society. 

The complexity of the inter-relationship between public 

representations of female identity and individual self-identity at the 

private level makes cultural investigation difficult. A detailed 

exanıination of the ,vays in ,vhich ,voınen interpret and interact ,vith 

the representations in advertising may provide additional insight;r 

into the changing dynamism of modernity. Although it was beyond 

the scope of the present research, this key area for future research 

,vould provide a fuller understanding of the fornıation of gender 

identity in the process of nıodern developınent in Korea, more 

broadly in East Asia, ,vhere capitalist expansion and consuıner 

culture are gro,ving rapidly. 
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Appendix: List of interviewees 

Interviewee 1: ln her !ate 20s. Single. Living with parcnts. CollegC> studcnt. 

lntcrvicwee 2: in her ]alt' 20s. Married for 2 years and 6 months. Living with husband and 
4 months o!d son. \\'orked asa journalist for 6 years until ınarriage. Currcntly not 
employed. 

lnterviewec 3: in her ear!y 40s. l'ıfarried for 20 yC>ars. Living with husband and thrce 
dauglıters agC>d 19, 17, and 13 Year old. Not emp!oyed. 

Interviewec 4: ln her ear!y 20s. Single. Uving with parents anda brother. \Vorking as radici' 
broadcaster for two years. 

Interviewee 5: ln her ear!y 40s. Living with husband and mother-in-law. No child. 
Employed as c\erical worker. 

Interviewee 6: ln her early 30s. l'ıtarried for 13 years. Living with husband and two sons 
aged 12, and 3 years o!d. Employed for 8 years as ınsurance saleswoman. 

Interviewee 7: ln her ]ate 20s. l'ı!arried for 3 years. Living with patents-in-!aw, husband an 
a 1 year and 6 months old baby son. Unemployed. 

Jnterviewee 8: ln her early 30s. Married for 5 years. Living with husband and a 4 year old 
son. Employed part-tıme as c\eaner. 

lnterviewee 9: Ear!y 20s. Sing!e. Living a!one. Factory worker 

Interviewec 10: ln her ]ate Süs. Dıvorced for 23 years. Living with a 21 year old daughter, 
Having an independcnt son in his 20s. Employed for 31 years as cook. 

Interviewt'{> 11: in her ]ate 40s. :-.larricd for 27 years. Living with husband, two sons anda 
daughter. üne independent daughter. Occasionally emp!oyed as manual worker. 

Interviewee 12: in her ]ate 20s. Married for 2 years. Living with husband with no child. N 
employed. 

Interviewee 13: ln her !ate 20s. !\larried for 6 years. Living with husband anda 4 vear old 
son. Employed as factory worker. ' 

Interviewee 14: in her early 40s. Married for 19 years. Living with husband anda 20 year 
old son. Self-employed for 2 years and 5 months as shop owner. 

lnterviewee 15: in her ]ate 20s. }.larried for 4 years. Living with lıusband anda 3 vear old 
son. Part-time language teachcr. · ' 

Interviewee 16: Early 30s. Married for 5 years. Living with husband anda 4 year old 
daughter. Shopkeeper. 

lnterviewee 17: ln her mid 30s. Single. Living with ymınger brother. Employed for B yearş 
as Hbrarian. 

Jnterviewee 18: ln her early 30s. l'ılarried for 1 year and 3 month. Living with parents, 
husband and a 5 month old baby. \'ı'orked for 8 years as broadcaster. Currentlv not 
emp!oyed. · 

lnterviewee 19; ln her !ate 30s. Married for 11 years. Lıving with parents, husband, 10 yeai 
old son. Employed for 10 ycars. University lecturer. 

!nterviewee 20: in her \ate 20s. l'ıJarried for 5 years. Uving with husband and a 7 month 
baby. Employed as c\erical worker. 

Modernleşme ve Mahremiyet 

özet 
Mahremiyet, toplumsal ve bireysel yaşamın temel yanlarından bıridir. Mahremiyet, güncel tartışma 
konuları arasında önemli bir yer tutmaktadır. Bu tartışmalar çerçevesinde sık sık kişilerin sağlık, mali 
ve sabıka durumlarına ilişkin kayıtların mahremiyetinden ve kişisel verilerin güvenliğinden söz 
edilmektedir. Özellikle medyanın özel yaşam alanına yönelik müdahalelerınden yakınılmaktadır. Bilgi 
ve iletişim teknolojilerindeki hızlı gelişmeler, özel yaşam alanına yönelik ihliilleri son derece 
kolaylaştırmaktadır. Hükümetlerin ve özel kuruluşların erişti!ji gözetleme olanakları giderek 
artmaktadır. Kişilerin özel yaşam alanların büyük ölçüde damıtan bu gelişmeler, özel yaşam alanı da 
dahil olmak üzere kişilik haklarını tartışmayı zorunlu kılmaktadır. Bu makalede ilkin, sosyoloji, kültürel 
antropoloji ve psikoloji literatüründen hareketle, mahremiyet kavramı irdelenmektedir. !k'ınci olarak, 
mahremiyet olgusunun tarihsel gelişimi, kamusal alan-özel alan ayrımı çerçevesinde 

incelenmektedir. 

iıfodernizntio,ı nııd Privllcy 
Abstract 
Privacy is one of the most essential aspects of socia/ and individual life. Privacy occupies an 
important place among cuucnt issues ımder subjects of discussion. lndividua/s worry about the 
safety of their personal information and especially complain about the invasion of privacy by the 
mass media. The advancement of information and communication techno/ogies makes invasion of 
privacy extreme/y easy. Governmental organizations and privare establishments lıave large 
surveillance capabilities. Under current conditions, individua/s lıave utmost desire for privacy, yet 
they have little means to control the dissemınation of information about their health, financia/ 
conditions and other personal data such as criminal record. in this artic/e, the concept of prıvacy is 
examined first by means of sociological psychological and cu/tural anthropological literature. 
Secondly, the relationship between modernızation and privacy is discussed in terms of differences 

in private and public domain. 

kültür ve iletişim • culture & communication © 2003 • 6{1) • kış/winter: 75-108 

Mehmet Yüksel 
Ankara Üniversitesi 
iletişim Fakültesi 

75 


