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Abstract

Korean TV drama, most of which is romantic melodrama, characterized by exaggerated emotions,
stereotypical characters, and interpersonal conflicts, account for at least 80% of the total exports of
(South) Korean popular culture. Regarding to the fact of Korean drama’s sudden rise and
sustained boom in East Asia for over two decades, the previous studies suggest a commonly
identified culture named East Asia responsible for the transnational popularity of Korean dramas.
Instead of thinking East Asia as a given cultural fact as in the previous studies, my research studies
it as an imagined community constructed by a shared sense of enjoyment. In order to define the
nature of East Asia in relation to Korean dramas in particular, my research firstly examines the
East Asian history of modernization with the Lacanian version of the theory of the Oedipus
Complex in order to address the unconscious desire produced during the symbolic castration by
modernity shared by members of East Asia. Along with the pre-modern past (tradition) bonded
with the ethnicity (yellow Asian) as a sign of the lack, East Asia is being defined as a ‘female’ in
the western capitalist modern discourse. The desire for legitimatizing the denied past in the
modern discourse to reclaim a cultural authority for a new and more ideal subject is what initiated
the imagination of East Asia in the first place. The paper concludes by showing how Korean
dramas work to create an Utopian experience by making the impossibility in relation to the
irreconcilable conflicts between East Asia past represented by Confucian tradition and the
capitalist west possible again.

Key Words: East Asia, Korean TV Dramas, Imaginary, Oedipus Complex, Hybridity, Pleasure
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Introduction

With regards to Korean drama’s sudden rise and sustained boom in East Asia for more than two
decades, scholars usually initiated their enthusiasm in Korean drama studies to answer the
question -- Why? A ‘secret recipe’ is expected in the related researches. My research aims to
address and examine this ‘secret recipe’, in other words, to explain why have Korean TV dramas
been popular in East Asia over the past two decades.

There has been a lot of work done regarding to the transnational popularity of Korean TV dramas,
especially in East Asia. A conclusion that stands out in the previous studies is that ‘East Asia’
contextualized by a given common culture in the region is what is majorly responsible for the
transnational popularity of Korean TV dramas in East Asia. Instead of thinking East Asia as a
given cultural fact, my research finds it as an imaginary commonly shared in the area, contributing
to the construction of a collective identity of East Asia. If the concept of East Asia really is
responsible for the preference for viewing Korean dramas, there must be something enjoyable
about imagining East Asia in the first place. Communications of popular culture do not cultivate
brand new meanings or values, it demonstrates the existing meanings in its latest context (Katz
and Peters, translated by Chang Jiang, 2010:). Hence, the pleasure of imagining East Asia lies in
the process of its construction since the very beginning, namely it’s history and the complex of
history of East Asia. The pleasure of watching Korean TV dramas can better be studied by
examining the shared sentiments in relation to East Asia which have been historically constructed
but aggravated under media globalization. Therefore, this thesis conducts the study of the
popularity of Korean TV dramas with the history of how the modern concept of East Asia was
being created and constructed in the first place.

Korean TV Dramas and East Asia
The transnational popularity of Korean popular culture began in the late 1990s when several
Korean television dramas took off mainly in East Asian countries and regions (Cho, 2005). Korean
TV dramas mostly are romantic melodramas characterized by exaggerated emotions, stereotypical
characters, and interpersonal conflicts. They account for ‘at least 80% of the total exports of
Korean popular culture, which includes dance music, films, animation, games, and fan clubs for
Korean stars (Jin, 2009:37).’ It gained the momentum in 2003 when a romantic melodrama,
Winter Sonata was broadcasted in Japan, which helped create a $2 billion profit in exports that
includes tourism to Korea (Shim, 2006). With ups and downs through the different periods,
Korean TV drama as the representative product of Korean popular culture, has represented this
continuing transnational popularity.

To the cultural industry insiders, the ‘secret’ of making Korean dramas implies a helpful pattern to
recreate a similarly successful production which indicates a transnational phenomenon with
considerable profits. For Cultural Studies scholars, addressing the Korean drama’s unique ‘recipe’,
if there is any, may help people better understand and explain the dynamic power relationships
between the west and the non-west. Any findings in relation to the subject could be inspiring by
providing a different perspective to see a wider range of related social issues.
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The previous Korean drama studies have focused on the ‘secret’ of making Korean dramas and
come out with numerous conclusions. The current explanations of it appear to be circumstantial
and discursive, although there is one common assumption based on which the previous studies of
Korean TV dramas conducted. It is assumed that there exists a shared common culture among the
places where Korean TV dramas have been most circulated and consumed. As a result, it then
deduces that it is this possible shared culture that is making the transnational popularity of Korean
dramas persist. My research will develop based on this very same assumption, but in order to
avoid circumstantial conclusions to address Korean dramas’ secret as a recognizable pattern, I will
have to break through the current theoretical paradigm which analyzes the possible common
culture inevitably relying on the cultural dualism of East versus West. By understanding the
possible shared culture in East Asia which has been the major market of Korean TV dramas ever
since as an imaginary, my analysis of East Asian culture is therefore able to explain the cultural
stereotypes, instead of being constrained by them.

Pierre Bourdieu (1980) argues that the pleasure of watching TV drama is first and foremost a
pleasure of recognition, which represents the possibility of identifying oneself with it in some way
or other to integrate it into everyday life. Common culture reflects the existing common
identification in the society.

Transnational consumption of cultural products shows the tracks of the possible commonness
across the communities, which according to Straubhaar (1991), does not happen at random. He
proposes the concept of ‘cultural proximity’ based on a shared experience of culture and history.
For example, because of the similar cultural background of commonwealth history, Ang (2004)
borrowed this concept to explain the consuming preference between the UK and Australia for each
other’s television programmes. On the contrary, the Japanese and Korean TV dramas, and
Hongkong movies which have been proved quite successful in the related regions remain marginal
and exotic despite the time-space compression effected by globalization. In other words, the
globalized world today is not uniformly homogenized but displays multiple, sometimes
overlapping, Ang believes that there are relatively transnational zones of cultural affinity and
similarity.

Before Korean TV dramas became popular in East Asia in the late 90s, Japanese TV dramas had
had its moment for a few decades (Chua and Koichi, 2008:2). ‘Transnational zone of cultural
affinity’ has been the core of the researches of the popularity of Japanese dramas at the time. In
Feeling Asian Modernities: Transnational Consumptions of Japanese TV dramas (Iwabuchi,
2004), articles that Iwabuchi edited explore the shape and contours of such cultural affinity from
multifaceted aspects which lead to a series of interesting discoveries.

Iwabuchi illustrates that ‘the emerging sense of cultural similarity between Japan and other Asian
nations experienced as such seems to be based upon a consciousness that lives in the same
modern temporality.’ Similarly, Dirlik (1995) argues that it was the advent of global capitalism and
modernity that has substantiated the cultural geography of ‘Asia’ since the 1990s. Meanwhile,
from a producer’s point of view, Ota Toru (2004:70), a prominent Fuji TV drama producer states
that ‘makers of the popular youth-oriented Japanese dramas since the late 80s did not spend much
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time on narrative sophistication or developing themes, they devoted themselves to stylishly
depicting various kinds of consumerist trends in order to attract a large number of young viewers.
Although Japanese TV dramas became more story-oriented as it developed, consumerist elements
such as stylish urban settings, designer clothes, make-up, and other consumer products remain
vital in the drama production.’

American popular culture may not straightforwardly homogenize the world but has definitely
given birth to a series of cultural formats. ‘an emerging regional cultural connections through the
circulation of Japanese TV dramas (Iwabuchi, 2004:2)’ is recognized as a cultural phenomenon
within the matrix of global homogenizing forces. The content details of Japanese TV dramas may
be the reworking and appropriation at the local level, but their narrative patterns coincide with
Ang’s analysis in the case of Dallas popular in Netherlands. The stereotyped characters, the
magnified daily affairs and the dramatized interpersonal relations and conflicts form the successful
format of television drama with which people can identify themselves ‘in some way or other to
integrate (it) into everyday life’. Format per se represents a cultural logic the mass identified with.
Television dramas represents the culture which attaches importance to trivial affairs on a daily
basis and personal emotions. It is not hard to understand why some scholars explain the
non-western media and cultural industries according to the logic of capital. Shared experience of
modernization explains consumerism and individualism as a commonly identified experience.
However, if it is the end of the story, the previous findings only suggest that Japanese TV dramas
is merely a replication of Hollywood products.

While Ang (2004) argues that culturally specific meanings and feelings that audiences in Asia
sympathetically find through non-western popular culture should not be disregarded, Asian
viewers often refer to some essential and distinct traditional ‘Asian values’ as a reason for their
preference for Japanese dramas. It is often pointed out that ‘Japanese TV dramas taste and smell
like dim sum (Chinese snacks) and kimchi (Korean spicy pickles) to consumers in East Asia
(Iwabuchi, 2004:13).’ Meanwhile, it is often mentioned that the similar color of the skin and hair
contribute to the uniqueness of popular Japanese TV dramas. But how can the metaphors such as
‘dim sum’ and ‘Kimchi’ be addressed and to what extent can the similar racial features be
examined in relation to the distinctive appeal of Japanese TV dramas which seem to be displayed
only by founding itself on a globally diffused cultural format of romantic melodrama remain to be
the unchallenged questions?

Regarding the developments and changes of representational style in Japanese TV dramas since
the 1990s, Ito (2004:30) observes that a new attractive femininity represented through female
characters who are independently and actively seeking love and work, not submissive yet not
totally disobedient to men appears to be appealing to the audiences. He also contends that there is
an intense identification among the youth with a new representational style of a ‘small universe’
approvingly stressing a self-contained life style with little reference to traditional family
relationships in Japanese TV dramas. In other words, a certain degree of individualism in relation
to female characters in particular represented by Japanese TV dramas are commonly recognized
and appreciated. Arguments above suggest the dim sum and kimchi sensation raised in Japanese
TV dramas is originated in but also different from Hollywood aesthetics.
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Ang and Stratton argue that in the dynamic of uneven global cultural communication, we live in
the world where familiar difference and bizarre sameness are simultaneously articulated in
multiple ways. It therefore closely interconnects the sense of cultural affinity with the sense of
difference. If it was the ‘same modern temporality’ as Iwabuchi proposed that arouses the sense of
East Asian cultural identification and relatedness in the first place, it is exactly this entangled
perception of cultural similar and dissimilar, different and same, close and distant that endows the
young people in East Asia with an unique sense of empowerment and therefore pleasure in
watching Japanese TV dramas. Through the audiences’ translocal reading and interpretations
which enrich the discussion of cultural proximity, Ko (2004:107) contends that Taiwan audiences
see Japanese TV drama as a visualized place where dreams would come true. Japan’s urban
modernity presented through TV dramas represents Taiwan’s present and future. Meanwhile,
native viewers in Hong Kong, according to Leung’s research, identify with certain values
elucidated through some frequently used phrases in Japanese TV dramas such as ‘ganbaru’ which
means to fight and strive to achieve the goal. In the cases of Singapore and Bangkok, Japanese TV
dramas to some extent appear liberating and emancipating. Although young women in Singapore
think the depiction of women’s sexuality is represented in a more ‘open’ yet more acceptable
manner than that in American programs, they find it unrealistic and unfavourable to put the
sexuality presented in Japanese dramas into practice (Maclchlan and Chua,2008:73).

Consumerism and individualism, along with the traditional Asian moral values, Iwabuchi
describes as the contradictory experience of these different values in the same time and space as
‘Asian Modernity’. In other words, the regional cultural affinity exists in relation to the idea of
Asian modernity. The current studies of Asian popular culture in general have been trying to make
sense of ‘Asian Modernity’ and its influence on reality. The research outcomes appear to be
diversely yet circumstantially rich, because ‘Asian modernity’ as a shared ongoing experience
functions as both the premise and the conclusion of the studies of Asian popular culture, the
conclusion varies when the selected case changes.

As the popularity of Japanese dramas waned in the late 1990s, the Korean TV dramas flooded into
the rest of East Asia and soon to be known as the ‘Korean Wave’ by the mainland Chinese
audiences in 1997(Chua and Iwabuchi, 2008:2). Although the focus of the research object might
have changed, the nature of the study remain to concentrate on the possible cultural affinity. If the
studies of Japanese TV dramas focused more on the modern related elements of ‘Asian modernity’,
the studies of Korean TV dramas concentrates more on the traditional aspect of it. As a result,
‘East Asia’ which enabled the name of a supposedly discrete place, to be extensively, fashionably
circulated both in Korea and throughout the region. ‘East Asia’ has therefore been studied and
used as the ‘shared culture’ in relation to the transnational popularity of Korean TV dramas in the
region. My research addresses a question that has been largely examined with yet still very much
confined outcomes in the previous studies on the subject: What does East Asia evoked by the
popularity of Korean television dramas mean?

The popularity of Korean TV dramas has been seen as a proof of a confirmation of a common
culture in East Asia as a fact. It thus endows the studies of Korean TV dramas the research
purpose of pursuing and examining the nature of this regional cultural affinity which has been



5

proven by its existence. Under the theoretical umbrella of ‘Asian Modernity’, the tension between
the conservative moral values and modern main stream values including, consumerism and
individualism, is managed through an imaginary cultural empowerment initiated by the cultural
difference. The same contradictory question remains in the Korean drama studies, however, the
latter appears to be more confident talking about the cultural uniqueness as a shared East Asian
culture with a celebratory tone. The popularity of Korean TV drama, produced by people from a
country which is not as modernized as Japan in Asia, justifies the assumption that there is an East
Asian cultural affinity that is uniquely different from that of the west.

In the literature review, the previous studies of Korean TV dramas are being discussed in terms of
three categories in relation to the concept of East Asia: first of all, it is a cultural regionalist cluster,
stressing the ‘Confucian-rooted’ (Cho, 2005) culture as East Asian common culture, in a
celebratory tone, as the central element that motivates the transnational vitality of Korean drama
in Asia; secondly, there is the industrial and neoliberal cluster, arguing that Korean popular culture
is nothing but a duplicate of the US-led western popular culture, and the westernized operating
system of the current Korean cultural industry is the engine of the Korean wave. Therefore, East
Asia is simply a market; thirdly, by drawing on Homi Bhabha’s concept of ‘cultural hybridity’, the
post-colonialists contradict the idea of seeing Korean wave as a meaningless imitation of western
culture or an omnipotent product of ‘Confucianism’ posing against the west, it is a hybrid cultural
format produced by mixing Asian with Western cultures.

Drawing on selective concepts of Confucianism and Western modern culture as the given cultural
facts, conclusions of what East Asia represents remain circumstantial. The approach of hybridity
attempted to break the theoretical dichotomy of East and West in order to address new value of
watching Korean dramas. However, without examining how cultural authority can be
reestablished through hybridization, ‘East Asia’ has been concluded as an idea, like Asian
modernity or alternative modernity, that remains to open to interpretations.

The theoretical predicament of discussing regional cultural affinity based on the cultural
phenomenon initiated by transnational consumption of Korean TV dramas is understanding the
culture as the given facts. As a result, it thus will have to rely on the given cultural concepts that
are inevitably selective and stereotypical. On the one hand, the studies of Korean TV dramas try to
endow the East Asian culture with an universal nature. The conclusions in relation to East Asia,
however, remain circumstantial. Regarding to the fact that ‘East Asia’ has been commonly
recognized and often used to explain the popularity of Korean TV dramas, East Asia can therefore
be considered as a signifier yet with indeterminate signified, namely, an ‘empty signifier’ (Cho,
2012).

East Asia in the Context of Histories and Cultures
However, can culture be epistemologically defined? Is it possible to make sense of the culture
without stereotypical concepts? There are concepts proposed in order to break through the binary
stereotypes of East and West. Iwabuchi came up with the theory that ‘cultural proximity’ is not
invariant, it is historical. The dynamic ‘cultural proximity’ helps to explain the common
experience of modernity in many areas of Asia. Cho also argues that East Asia in relation to the
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transnational consumption of Korean TV dramas represents an constantly changing experience.
Sun Ge (1999) states that (East) Asia is not a self-contained concept. It only acquires its
significance as a thread, articulating the other different issues. For example, putting forward the
idea of Asia ideologically in opposition to Europe, to initiate a discussion on the question of
Eurocentrism, or the question of hegemony within the Asia. Likewise, Takeuchi Yoshim points out
the idea of Asia functions more like a methodology that helps to solve a series of questions. In this
case, East Asia appears to be a subject that cannot constitute a historical proposition in its own
right. These theories discussed above question the current theoretical paradigms of studying Asian
cultures, calling for a new theory to see the same issues from a different perspective.

Drawing on Raymond Williams, East Asia fits the profile of a structures of feeling. It describes the
kind of feelings that are largely being experienced in the society yet has not been able to be
defined with specific languages. By understanding the nature of an cultural experience based on a
collectively identified imagination (Harari,2014), my research is going to study the concept of
East Asia as an imaginary rather than a given cultural fact, in order to break through the
methodological predicament of stereotypes, and thus to explain the nature of East Asia in relation
to the popularity of Korean dramas.

The study of history is rather a study of how history is being subjectively interpreted and recorded
rather than to clarify what objective facts really were in the past (Song, 2018:10). Studying the
ongoing popularity of Korean TV dramas help us understand how the identification with East Asia
as a cultural entity is being created, how the relations of the past to the present is being narrated,
and how people who identify with East Asia in one way or another create meanings to their
identities.

Therefore, the idea of East Asia in general has been utilized as an approach for imagining an
alternative version of a place, East Asia. In the light of this logic, a cultural geography of East Asia
in my research is proposed as neither a unilateral nor a fixed topography but rather as an
imaginary constantly re-imagined and experienced through the consumption of Korean dramas.
Chapter 2 discusses the conceptual nature of East Asia as an imaginary by analyzing the historical
development of the idea of East Asia. The imagined East Asia has been functioning as a
commonly identified cultural story in the area since the 16th century.

This discussion will be broken down into three parts, elaborated in the following three chapters.
Chapter 2 focuses on the stories in relation to the understanding of civilization largely identified in
the geographic East Asia before it’s encounter with the western industrial power.
In general, before entering the modern system based on the unit of nation-state, the transnational
order in East Asia had been established on a hierarchical system, justified by Confucian morality
and maintained through Confucian rituals. The fact that the geographic China maintained to be the
super power politically, economically and militarily in the most of pre-modern time in the area of
East Asia, made China the political vehicle of Confucian civilization. For a very long period,
East Asian order was a local order within the total radius of Chinese civilization. However, the
pre-modern China is not equal to the present concept of China as a nation-state, it represents a
civil order with China as the power centre. Therefore, the name of China in the pre-morden era of
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East Asia is replaced by the name of ‘Hua’ in chapter 2 to distinguish the idea of modern China.
‘Hua’ is the name used by pre-modern China to describe the civilization represented by itself. The
opposite of ‘Hua’, is ‘Yi’ - it’s antithesis. This imagined ‘Hua’ verses ‘Yi’ system is called
‘Tianxia’ (The world) according to the Confucian classical texts. Neighbouring powers identified
with the superiority of ‘Hua’ civilization, along with this hierarchical order in terms of different
needs, such as trades and security requirements.

According to the Confucian theories, the legitimacy of the ruling authority is first of all bonded
with morality, and then with family blood, but not specifically of race or ethnicity of any kind. In
other words, it is theoretically reasonable for any power to claim itself as ‘Hua’ if it believes that
the certain Confucian standards are met. It explains the fact that the pre-modern mainland China
had been ruled by quite a few minorities who used to be considered as ‘Yi’ by the majority
ethnicity of Chinese population -- Han people. In the same light, Japan after the 16th century and
later Korea both were convinced that they represented ‘Hua’ instead of the mainland China,
especially during the periods when the national power of China was relatively weak. Before the
17th century, East Asia was to a large extent identical to the image of imperial China in European
eyes. It was recorded by the traveler and the missionaries as a beautiful and rich utopia ruled by
law. ‘An order can only be sustainable when three elements are satisfied -- ideals, wealth and
military power (Shi, 2017:11).’ ‘Hua’ represented a superior form of civilization based on the
ideals of Confucianism. Meanwhile, the universal nature of the Confucian ideals enabled it a
lasting cultural identification in East Asia regardless the constant changes of ruling governments
in the center of the ‘Hua’ order.

Chapter 3 analyses the beginning point of modernization of three major countries including China,
Korea and Japan in East Asia using the Lacan’s version of the Oedipus Complex . It is important
to point out that borrowing the theory of ‘Oedipus Complex’ to explain the change of culture in
East Asia does not simply consider the pre-modern East Asia as an uncivilized land as an objective
fact, on the contrary, it reflects the historical development of how East Asia had been constructed
as uncivilized as a ‘fact’. German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel is one of scholars who first
categorizes the civilizations according to a linear time table. He argues that in the process of a
self-actualization of the ‘Geist’, different civilizations belong to the different stages. For example,
Chinese and Indian civilizations are like ‘young children’; Near East civilizations (Egypt and
Syrian) are the ‘teenagers’, but they stopped growing because of the lack of free will. Although
Greek civilization can be equivalent to the young adult, Roman civilization represents an actual
adult. Everything reaches a peak with the spiritual civilization of Germany. Hegel believes that
human history in general will have to follow that path in order to find ‘freedom’, there are no
exceptions (Song, 2018:11).As the title of the chapter 3 ‘Name of the Father’ indicates, it
discusses how East Asia was being constructed as an antithesis of modernity in the western
discourse since the late 18th century. It ends with the discussion of the paradoxical process of East
Asia fighting as well as identifying with the symbolic power of the modern.

Based on the discussions of the last chapter, chapter 4 -- Self-orientalism- can be seen as the
process of internalization of the symbolic system of modernity in East Asia. In the process of
identifying Name of The Father in order to confirm a child’s subjectivity in the existing symbolic
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network and to continue the construction of one’s ego, the child would want to fight against the
symbolic ‘Father’ to maintain the imagined relationship with his symbolic ‘Mother’ which
represents an imagined world used to be in total control before the intervention of the ‘Father’. As
early as 16th century, European missionaries had brought the fresh word ‘Asia’, but no East Asian
people at that time would think themselves as one citizen of ‘Asia’(Song, 2018). At the turn of 19th

century to 20th century, East Asian countries started to identify with the superiority of industrial
civilization, but they were all discontent with the fact that East Asia in general was being unfairly
treated by the western political system and culturally dwarfed in the western colonial discourse.
With identification with the modernity that Europe represented on the one hand, East Asian
countries, on the other hand, joined up loosely to fight for the independence and authority in
relation to the management of East Asian regional order. Unfortunately, the war became the
vehicle of the tragic confrontation of two contradictory identifications of two different world
systems. In the wake of the second world war, East Asian countries gradually integrated into the
west-led world system based on the unit of nation-state.

From indifference to resistance, from identification to eventually internalization of the symbolic
system of modernity, it has been a painful transformation for East Asia. It is exactly the shared
experience with this transformation of identification that forms the foundation of any possible
kind of cultural affinity in the area of East Asia regardless the various degrees of modernization
between different countries in East Asia today. Entering the symbolic system of the modern
discourse is certainly not the end of the story, otherwise we would not be discussing the meanings
of the popularity of Korean TV dramas now.

Said (2003) argues that the East is produced by the West as a fixed reality, representing an Other
that is entirely knowable and visible. Orientalism therefore becomes a colonial discipline
constituted by westerners, in order to practice and consolidate their colonial dominance over the
non-west through a series of hierarchical dualism such as East and West, power and powerless,
masculine and feminine, etc.. East Asia has to be represented by what the West is not. Although
what Said demonstrates through the criticisms of orientalism is a fact that history is understood
and recorded subjectively, it is not equivalent to the facts per se, Said struggles in the tensions
between the subjectively ‘false’ signification by the colonizers and the objectively ‘true’
perspective of the colonized. The latter, according to Said, represents an alternative but correct
history in contrast with the stereotypes of orientalism. Said may neglect the fact that the ‘correct’
version of history requires just as much subjectivity as it does in the discourse of orientalism, he
indeed realized that the legitimacy of orientalism takes voluntary participation of the East to come
into effect. He thus believes that not only are westerners but as well many easterners submitting
themselves to the discourse of orientalism. Therefore, the responsibility to criticize and challenge
the hierarchical representations of orientlaism falls on the shoulders of intellectuals like Said
himself (Young,2004).

Homi Bhabha, on the other hand argues that the system of signification per se is not fixed as
structuralism suggests. From the post-structuralist perspective, it is always a process, like a chain,
that continually produces signs. Therefore, there is always the space for the ‘colonized’ to
challenge the colonial discourse by rejecting the colonially designed hierarchical meanings of the



9

particular signs and therefore claiming their own cultural authority. It is not only something
claimed by intellectuals. Although the present modern discourse is the same as colonial discourse
in the traditional sense, the hierarchical representations in the basis of the system of difference
continues. Therefore, Bhabha’s analysis based on the colonial literature can have lessons drawn
from it to discuss the game of power within modern discourse. Bhabha proposes the theory of
hybridity to demonstrate the interpretative space for cultural resistance and intervention in the
colonial discourse. By analyzing colonial literature, Bhabha argues that the semiotic system is in
fact fragile, the colonizer needs to highlight, insist and repeat it’s hierarchical representations,
expecting the colonized to accept the symbolic meaning of the colonial power. The colonials’
desire of being recognized and accepted by the colonized puts the colonial discourse in a passive
position and in return, the colonized enjoys the power to interpret the signs different from the
colonial expectations. India’s localized understanding of English version of bible proves Bhabha’s
argument of interpretive power of the colonized (Bhabha, 1994).

Although Young (2004) in fact raises a question about the agency of Bhabha’s hybridity for
resistance and intervention, he questions that precisely what reality can such resistance, that has to
carefully read ‘between the lines’ to be noticed, hope to change? According to Young, Said’s
intellectual version of the Orient is just as subjective as western Orientalism, and Bhabha’s
resistance in quiet reading only generates the possible power for the colonized in their fantasies.
What good can fantasy do?

Popular culture today has its ways to demonstrate that fantasy could be in fact very empowering.
Fantasies which get to be played out through popular culture for the public has its potential to
actually trigger a revolutionary engine in relation to the certain uneven power relationships in
reality. It is the original purpose of this paper to study popular culture. Based on the theory of
hybridity which by nature suggests the establishment of cultural authority, Chapter 5 starts with
the argument that East Asia is symbolically constructed as a ‘woman’ in the western popular
culture. It then argues that the symbolic feminine quality of East Asia may not thoroughly be
challenged, but the interpretation of it is able to be reconstructed by for example a creative design
of the symbolic relationship between the East and West through the narrative of Korean TV
dramas. In other words, the pleasure of viewing Korean TV dramas in relation to the concept of
East Asia lays in the construction of non-western cultural authority through fantasies visualized on
the screen.

As the previous chapter discusses, East Asia’s pre-modern past has been defined in the western
modern discourse as a lack in contrast with the ‘phallus’ represented by the modern west.
According to the logic of Oedipus Complex which is, in my research, parallel to the early stage of
modernization, East Asia’s desire to maintain a complete, yet imaginary relationship with its own
past has been signified as guilty. Like the incest being repressed into the unconscious by a deep
sense of guilt, East Asia’s desire for the past has also been denied and compressed. However,
different from a boy who goes through Oedipus Complex and becomes a man like his father, East
Asia is symbolically castrated and is being represented as a feminine figure in contrast to the
masculine West who represents the authority of modernity. Although, psychologically, the original
impulse of what has been compressed into the unconscious never really disappears, the ‘girls’ who
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on the one hand identify with the Name of The Father and eventually identify with the role of her
‘mother’ on the other hand are supposed to acquire their power in a manner different from the
‘boys’. In the case of Korean TV dramas, they are recreating the imaginary phallus of East Asia’s
pre-modern past, namely the ‘Mother’, by creating an utopian experience through a dramatic
design of making the irreconcilable conflicts between Confucian tradition and the capitalist west
reconcile again. This represents a unique sense of pleasure that distinguishes Korean TV dramas
from the Euro-American TV dramas and even Japanese TV dramas.

In the process of modernization, the one cultural commonness of East Asian countries share is
being a symbolically castrated object as a whole. In other words, the fact of being an antithesis of
the west and the desire of regaining its cultural authority is the common experience that East Asian
countries share today. Moreover, East Asian ‘race’, categorized as ‘yellow race’ is bound up
together with the pre-modern past of East Asia. As a result, no matter how hard East Asians, such
as Japan, work towards the material standards of modernization, there is no room for an outsider
to join the centre of the power. This also explains that skin colour and facial features are as
significant as the traditional cultural signs in relation to construct the local cultural authority.
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Chapter 1 -- East Asia as an Empty Signifier

1.1 Korean Wave and Korean TV Dramas
There are three major contexts composing and defining the transnational popularity of Korean
popular culture. For a start, it is statistics that show the sustained growth of the exports of Korean
cultural products and the repeated record-breaking ratings/box-offices of Korean
programs/movies/music in ‘foreign lands’ in the recent 2 decades. The transnational traffic of
Korean popular culture began with the media liberalization that swept across Asia in the 1990s,
when Japan was the main exporter (Shim, 2006). Korean television dramas, for example, were a
quarter of the price of Japanese ones, and a tenth of the price of Hong Kong television dramas as
of 2000 (Lee, 2003). Ironically, the Asian financial crisis in 1997 brought about a situation where
Asian buyers prefer the cheaper Korean programming.

Korean dramas which entered the Asian market with a preferential price wasted no time in seizing
the opportunity and rose as a new force. The national China Central Television Station (CCTV)
aired a Korean TV drama ‘What is Love All About’ in 1997, which turned out to be a big hit. In
response to the popular demand, CCTV re-aired the program in the following year in a prime-time
slot and recorded the second-highest ratings ever in the history of Chinese television (Heo, 2002).
In 1999, ‘Stars in My Heart’1, another Korean television drama serial, became a big hit in the
mainland China and Taiwan. Since then, ‘Korean television dramas have rapidly taken up airtime
on television channels in regions and countries including Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Vietnam
and Indonesia (Shim, 2006:28).’ Around 2000, the publicly owned Korean broadcaster KBS
sparked off a regional craze for Korean television serials when it aired Autumn Tale (Gaeul
Donghwa)2 in East Asia and several Southeast Asian countries. This was 'the first serial to really
showcase Korean dramas internationally’ (Korean TV Dramas website, Yin and Liew, 2005）.

In a survey on the website of CCTV international channel, in answer to the question ‘Your most
wanted foreign dramas?’ 86.77% of participants called for Korean drama, Japanese drama
accounted for 5%, and 4% for the US drama (Li, 2006). Reacting to the sudden rise of Korean
popular culture in China, a Beijing journalist, in 1999, invented a new term called ‘Han Liu’
(Hanllyu) in the report to describe the fast and large-scale influence of Korean pop culture in
China. Interestingly, the Chinese pronunciation of ‘Han Liu’ is exactly the same to the words
‘Cold Wave’ – a minimum 8° rapid fall in temperature within a 24 hour period requiring
substantially increased protection to agriculture, industry, commerce, and social activities. Besides
the awareness and surprise of the transnational success of Korean popular culture, the plain
connotation of ‘Han Liu’ speaks China’s doubts and worries about the quick rising popularity of a
foreign culture in the country.

1 Star In My Heart (Korean title: 별은 내가슴에) was a 1997 Korean drama series run on MBC. One of the
earlier Korean dramas, it was very popular and helped its cast (namely Ahn Jae Wook) become widely
recognized.

2 Autumn Tale (가을동화, Gaeul Donghwa) is the first installment of the four part Endless Love drama series
directed by Yoon Seok-Ho, produced by South Korean TV Network KBS. Story begins with a young boy called
Yoon Joon-Seo accidentally causing the switch of his sister and another baby girl when he dropped the name
cards on the two babies’ cribs in the hospital nursery room. Story continues with Yoon Joon-Seo fell in love with
his ‘sister” who he found out that was really not his sister. And the story ends with the heroine died of blood
cancer and her ‘brother” lover died from a car accident soon after.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_drama
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Munhwa_Broadcasting_Corporation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahn_Jae_Wook
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endless_Love_%28TV_series%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoon_Seok-Ho
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_Broadcasting_System
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In the meantime, Korean films emerged as a dark horse in Asian cinemas. In 1999, a Korean
blockbuster, Shiri3, was shown in Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, receiving critical
acclaim and drawing large audiences. For example, it earned $14 million at the Japanese box
office (Kim, 2000). Since then, Korean films have become regular fixtures in cinemas across Asia.
Among the nine movies screened on 9 August 2003 at the cinema Cathay Cineleisure Orchard,
Singapore, three were Korean, including Conduct Zero, Marriage is a Crazy Thing and My Tutor
Friend (sneak preview). When the Korean film Joint Security Area opened in Japan on 26th May
2001, it became the first Asian import in the Japanese film market to be shown on as many as 280
screens (Kim, 2001; Shim, 2006)

The high standards of production in the Korean film marked, to borrow Leong’s words (2002:24),
‘an evolutionary turning point in South Korean cinema, heralding a move towards a more
market-driven industry and the start of the Korean blockbuster era’. Korean movies also featured
very strongly in international film festivals such as the Cannes Film Festival. Im Kwon-Taek
shared the prize for best director in 2002 with Chihwaseon (2002). Park Chan-Wook’s Old Boy
(2003) won the Grand Prix Prize in 2004 (Yin and Liew, 2005）

Korean cinema has now spread to North America and Europe, with major US-based distribution
companies such as Fox and Columbia taking Korean movies on for their global distribution runs
and considering to buy remake rights to Korean films. For example, Dream Works SKG paid
US$2 million for the remake rights to the Korean horror film, A Tale of Two Sisters, which is
twice what the studio paid for the Japanese horror movie, The Ring, a few years ago (Shim, 2006).

By the year of 2003, it has been approximate one decade since Korean popular culture gained its
transnational recognition. Optimists hoped that in a short period of time South Korea would
become a first-rate ‘cultural nation’ while more cynical observers predicted that the Korean
popular culture would soon cool as the term ‘Han Liu’ initially implicates. However, contrary to
most expectations, the Korean popular culture seems to have grown stronger. Korean television
programming exports have increased dramatically that in 2003, it brought the income of US$37.5
million, compared with US$12.7 million in 1999 (Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2004). In
addition, the growing popularity of Korean popular culture is also showed in the import statistics
of other countries. According to a survey named ‘See the popularity of Korean drama through
ratings’ by CCTV-Sofres Market Research Company, China imported 67 Korean dramas (out of
152 foreign dramas imported in total) in 2002, 107 in 2004 and over 150 Korean dramas imported
in 2005 (Sofres, 2006).

Meanwhile, the words ‘Han Liu’ was quickly adopted and widely used in various contexts, with
no reference to the concept of ‘Cold Wave’, so its history is lost, but specifically referring to the
fast spread and large-scale influence of South Korean popular culture around the world. It is now
normally spelled as ‘Hallyu’ in Korean or ‘Korean Wave’ in English.

In the fall of 2003, Winter Sonata, a drama of romantic love, became a big hit in Japan. According

3 The movie Shiri (Swiri) is the first domestically produced film in Korean history to break the two million-ticket
mark for the Seoul metropolitan area (which accounts for about 25 percent of the Korean market). It outgrossed
Hollywood blockbusters in Korean cinema in 1999.
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to a report by the Hyundai Economic Research Institute (2004), the economic impact of Winter
Sonata reached US$1 billion in Korea and US$2 billion in Japan. Another drama, A Jewel in the
Palace (Dae Janggeum), which tells the tale of Suh Jang-geum, the first Korean woman to become
the emperor’s personal court physician in mid-16th century, set a new record of Korean Wave in
2005 Asia with average rating of 3.45% (Cho, 2005:186; Wang, 2007).

The total output value of Korean cultural industry in 2004 was 39 trillion Korean Won, it
accounted for 6.5% of national GDP (Liang, 2008). The exports figure of Korean drama
dramatically surged from US$16.39 million in 2002 to over US$ 100 million in 2005, which made
South Korea the biggest cultural products exporting country in the Asia and the fifth big in the
world (Gao & Wang, 2008).

In addition, the success of Korean drama, which accounts for at least 80% of the total exports of
Korean popular culture (Jin, 2009:37), paved the way for the export of Korean music. Korean
youth who were exposed to global popular music genres such as hip hop, reggae, and European
dance music reinvented the discourses of such music for the Korean audience in the early 90s. Seo
Taiji, one of the most successful pop music performers in the 1990s, used rap and other popular
forms of music to discuss the pressures of the Korean educational system and social problems
such as ‘teen runaways and political corruption’ (Morelli 2001: 251). In the late 1990s, Korean
music production became increasingly sophisticated in terms of music video production, album
design, and music technologies. Such better designed and packaged products wooed audiences in
the region, with acts such as Korean singer BoA, CLON, H.O.T., and S.E.S. (Yin and Liew, 2005)

A Chinese music satellite channel – Channel V, featured Korean pop music videos, creating a
huge K-pop fan base in Asia. In particular, the boy band H.O.T. found itself topping the pop charts
in the mainland China and Taiwan in 1998; the band was so popular that album sales continued to
surge, even after the band’s break-up in mid-2001. Following H.O.T.’s successful concert in
Beijing in February 2000, many K-pop stars such as Ahn Jae-wook (an actor-cum-singer who
starred in Stars in My Heart), boy bands NRG and Shinhwa, and girl band Baby V.O.X. have held
concerts in China, attracting crowds of more than 30,000 Chinese youth for each concert (Seoul
Broadcasting System [SBS], 2001). In 2002, Korean teenage pop sensation BoA’s debut album
reached the number one spot on the Oricon Weekly Chart, Japan’s equivalent of the American
Billboard Charts; this firmly established BoA in the Japanese music market (Visser, 2002). Now,
most of Korea’s topnotch singers take their concerts to Beijing, Hong Kong and Tokyo and often
record their albums in the local languages before marketing their albums in these places (Shim,
2006).

Based on the synchronous exports and development of Korean drama, Korean film and Korean
music, Korean celebrities serve a central role contributing to the Korean Wave effect. As the most
representative and recognizable symbol of the Korean popular culture, Korean stars become the
most recognizable symbol of the Korean Wave in a much more vivid and vigorous way than the
cold and stiff statistics.

There are numerous examples of how Korean stars have become cultural icons in the region, for
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example, Ahn Jae-wook, who has commanded tremendous popularity in China, as evidenced by
his clinching number one spot in a poll of the most popular celebrities in 2001, even surpassing
Hollywood actor Leonardo DiCaprio who was then at the apex of his global popularity (Australian,
2002).

Yet, it is difficult to measure the Korean Wave solely according to the performance fee or size of
the fan groups of one or two specific stars, since it changes at all times. But there is one
measurable Korean Wave effect, which is also highly celebrity based – the Korean national
branding and consumption.

Since the late 1990s, the presence of Korean cultural commodities in East and Southeast Asia has
increased visibly. Korean stars have had a big impact on this change of consumer culture,
promoting Korean food, fashion, make-up trends and even plastic surgery. It is not uncommon to
find Asian youth decorating their backpacks, notebooks and rooms with photographs of Korean
stars. In the streets of Hanoi and Beijing, and it is common to find young members of the ‘Korea
Tribe’, or Koreanophiles, sporting multiple earrings, baggy hip-hop pants, and the square-toed
shoes of Seoul fashion. So popular are Korean actresses Lee Young-ae, Song Hae Gyo, and Kim
Hee Sun and Jeon Ji-hyun that it has been reported that their wanna-be fans in Taiwan and
mainland China request their facial features when going for cosmetic surgery (Joins.com, 2001;
Straits Times, 2002a, 2002b, Shim, 2006).

The success of the Korean dramas has produced positive economic effects to the Korean tourism
in particular. Park Young Su, assistant bureau chief at the Korea National Tourism Organization
(KNTO) said, ‘Thanks to the success of shows like Autumn in My Heart and Winter Sonata, we’ve
had 130,000 tourists from mainland China, Taiwan, Hongkong, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand
coming to visit the locations where the dramas were filmed’ (Lee, 2003).

The year after this brief acknowledgement made, in 2004, Gangwon province, which is the main
featured location for the Winter Sonata TV series, received another 1,435,000 foreign tourists
mainly from Japan and China. ‘There was a significant increase of 40.4% tourists compared to
2003 (Kim, Agrusa, Lee and Chon, 2007:1343).’ Research by the Korean Economic Research
Centre calculated 3 billion dollars as the profit generated from the ‘Yonsama (the male actor of
Winter Sonata) Heat Wave.’ ‘Tourism revenue alone totaled 840 million dollars, and the running
royalties for KBS reached more than 100 million dollars (Cho, 2005:186)4.’

4 Even though the profits are shared by Japan and Korea, NHK earns a lot more through its licensed broadcasting
of the Winter Sonata than Korean broadcasters. Producer Bak Jae-bok, who has played a key role in exporting the
dramas, said, in response to complaints that NHK earned more money than the production company, that NHK
deserves the money for their carefully tailored service (KCTPI, 2005: 39).
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Fig1 Japanese tourists strolling at the Fig2 Japanese tourists before a statue
featured location of hugging on the drama scene

(Kim, Agrusa, Lee and Chon, 2007)

Along with the economic impact, benefits resulting from the Korean drama boom extended to
evidence of other socio-cultural impacts as well. For example, according to a survey completed in
September 2004 by the NHK Broadcasting Culture Institute, after watching Korean dramas, 22%
of the respondents indicated that their interest in Korea was enhanced, 26% of the respondents
answered that their image of Korea was changed. The sensational success of the Korean dramas
promoted a boom for people wanting to understand Korean culture through learning Korean
language via the melodrama’s script, purchasing Korean music discs and books, watching Korean
movies, and tasting Korean food (Kim, Agrusa, Lee and Chon, 2007), Kwan 2004).

At Inlingua School of Language in Singapore, the number of students learning Korean had
increased by 60 percent in 2003 compared to 2001 because of the interest generated by Korean
dramas (Sage, 2005). Likewise, the number of universities in Japan offering lectures on Korean
language increased from 143 in 1995 to 335 in 2004 (Hyundai Economic Research Institute,
2004).

In this context, Korean drama and its stars have been very successful in branding Korean culture
by transforming Korean Wave fans into consumers of Korean products and services. At present,
many travel agencies in various Asian countries and regions sell television drama-themed group
tours to Korea with titles like ‘Best of Korean drama trailer deluxe tour’. In the same vein,
Samsung Electronics in China successfully took advantage of Ahn Jaewook’s popularity by hiring
him as a model for its computer monitor commercials. In Vietnam, LG Household and Health
Care saw its sales skyrocket after it featured Korean actress Kim Nam-ju in its advertisement
(Shim, 2006).

Meanwhile, the dominant discourse of the Korean Wave on the news coverage acclaims the
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Korean Wave through the lens of Korean national triumph. Within this discourse of nationalism, a
couple of sub contexts of the Korean Wave are distinctly presented. First of all, it is a
commercialized nationalistic Korean Wave. It is centred on identifying the Korean Wave as a
factual commercially driven phenomenon. In a victorious manner, it highlights the Korean Wave
as an unprecedented event that strongly evokes Korea’s national pride. This ardent nationalism of
Korean Wave is largely supported by the economic outcomes of the Korean Wave in the foreign
media markets. Making profits through the Korean Wave in the neighboring countries is explicitly
stressed in this context, in which the meanings of the Korean Wave are specifically framed in the
logic of capitalism and commercial nationalism.

Under the nationalistic Korean Wave discourse, there is another sub context stressing the
significant improvement of Korean national image through the Korean Wave. In a report titled
Roll Over, Godzilla: Korea Rules, ‘[…] The images that Asians traditionally have associated with
the country—violent student marches, the demilitarized zone, and division—have given way to
trendy entertainers and cutting-edge technology’ (Norimitsu, 2005, New York Times ). Moreover,
this national image improvement context is often carried out in a comparative pattern between
Korea and its ex- colonizers, in which Japan is addressed in particular. For example, ‘When it
comes to what’s hot, hot, hot, South Korea has emerged to dethrone its traditional and bigger –
rival Japan. In Singapore, and all over Asia, people are embracing Korean music, TV stars,
technology and fashion.’(Yong, March 26, 2006, The Straits Time at Singapore). In 2004, Yoon
Suk-Ho, the director of the Korean drama ‘Autumn Tale (Gaeul Donghwa)’ was awarded ‘the
person of the year’. This is to honor the social contribution of Korean television workers
represented by Yoon Suk-Ho who significantly weaken the cultural and ethnic discriminations that
Japan has been holding against Korea for years (Zhang, 2006). Strait Times (Kwan, 2004) reports
that according to the government statistics, ‘55 percent of Japanese (now) feel affection for Korea.
For Japanese in their 20s and 30s, the figure is over 60 percent.’

Comparatively, Asian news coverage prefers to address the Korean Wave from a Confucian-rooted
cultural perspective, while the western news reports, the U.S. in particular, like to politicize and
symbolize the Korean Wave in relation to a dualistic Confrontation of capitalism and socialism
system. In this case, the Korean Wave is simply and exclusively symbolized as an outcome of
capitalist practices in South Korea, the popularity of Korean Wave in Asian countries, especially
in China and North Korea, is specifically stressed and used as an exemplary case to indirectly
implicate that one system is superior to the other. For example, ‘There have been unintended
effects too. Copies of South Korean dramas and music are increasingly being smuggled from
China into North Korea. One popular drama in the Communist North was All In, the true story of a
South Korean gambler who went to Las Vegas with only US$18 and became a millionaire. (Onishi,
2005, The New York Times)’

While BBC recently showed much interest in the Korean Wave for the astonishing economic
profits that Korean Wave represents and the increasingly visible popularity in a few western
European countries, including France and the UK, although the scandal of the 'slave contract' that
marks Korean pop stars’ early years in the industry was also brought into discussion (Williamson,
2011, BBC News).
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1.2 Literature Review
If an East Asian common culture is the foundation of the popularity of Korean TV dramas, the
selection of historical periods determines the contents of what common culture is. Due to the
different focuses on the different historical periods, the contemporary Korean drama study falls
into three categories: first of all, it is a cultural regionalist cluster, stressing the
“Confucian-rooted” culture (Ge,2010:67), in a celebratory tone, as the central element that
motivates the transnational vitality of Korean drama in Asia; secondly, there is the industrial and
neoliberal cluster, arguing that the shared cultural identification in East Asia is nothing but
modernity, Korean popular culture is therefore nothing but a duplicate of the US-led western
popular culture and the westernized operating system of the current Korean cultural industry is the
engine of the Korean Wave; thirdly, in order to articulate the fact that the contradictory cultural
elements as mentioned above both exist in Korean TV dramas, by drawing on Homi Bhabha’s
concept of “cultural hybridity”, the post-colonialists controvert the idea of seeing Korean Wave as
a meaningless imitation of western culture or an omnipotent product of “Confucianism” posing
against the west, it is a hybrid cultural format produced by mixing Asian with Western cultures. It
argues for an independent rise of Asian modern culture.

1.2.1 Cultural Regionalist Cluster
The Korean drama study from the cultural regionalist perspective largely takes place in a
presupposed binary dialog of “West versus East”. In this sense, the Korean drama which is
fundamentally defined with the exciting figures of the economic outcomes of the Korean drama in
both domestic and foreign media markets, indirectly offers a research premise that Korean drama
is practically comparable to western popular culture, in East Asia at least. Accordingly, the fact
that the prevailing circulation of Korean drama started and is still mainly concentrated within
Asian countries and regions (including Singapore where ethnic-Chinese account for up to 80% of
it’s national population), marks out a cultural circle, namely “East Asian cultural circle” (Chua and
Iwabuchi, 2008:2), in the light of the geographical popularity of Korean drama consumption. It
then establishes a principal context to discuss the transnational travel of Korean drama, in which
Korean drama inspiringly represents a revival of Asian traditional culture.

By selectively highlighting the stereotypical cultural elements in the dramas that appear to be
responding to the common knowledge of Asian traditions the previous Korean drama study here
comes to justify the assumption of 'a revival of East Asian traditional culture' by demonstrating the
related signs in the dramas. In other words, it uses an assumption to argue for the same
assumption.

Avin Tong (2008:95) interviewed 60 ethnic Chinese female audiences of Korean dramas in Hong
Kong and Singapore. His analysis of the meaning-making activities shows that Korean dramas
appeal to the informants majorly because the dramas preserve what the informants called
'traditional East Asian values'.

The “traditional Asian values”, according to Tong’s research, are largely referred by the audiencs
as ‘Confucian values’ (Lin&Tong, 2008). In terms of the informants, the traditional Asian values
are originating from Confucianism. It is also self-convincingly seen as the “Asian worldview”
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which embraces different aspects of life: family relations, romantic relationships, and moral ethics.
Tong’s research reveals a deep-rooted desire and common understanding of emotion and
compassion which can be expressed with one Chinese word – “Qing” (情 ). “Qing” in Chinese
language refers to all kinds of emotion and compassion for family, friends, and people of different
relations (Lin&Tong, 2008: 99).

Ren (2007) designed a questionnaire based on a popular Korean TV drama Miss Mermaid5. The
data collected from approximately 2000 feedbacks illustrates an interesting finding in that most
informants consider heroine’s tolerance of various injustices as a gesture of Confucian virtue for
‘family harmony’. Similar results were found in the audiences’ researches of “Dae Jang Geum”
in China (Lin & Tong, 2008).

Accordingly, audiences from different nationalities were unprecedentedly in agreement to use
words like “East Asian tradition” and “Confucian values” when they were describing their
viewing experiences of Korean drama. It distinctly indicates that the “Asian/Confucian tradition”
is a transnationally well-recognized cultural concept. In this case, it is the Korean drama that
provides the cultural interface that connects the numerous foreign audiences together. It is indeed
an exciting discovery from the audiences’ research. Yet, it only explains what appears to be
responsible for the wide viewership of the Korean drama; it does not yet explain why the general
concept of “Asian/Confucian tradition” is stressed in particular by the audiences.

According to Stryubhaar (1991), domestic audiences across the nations tend to prefer television
programs that are close and proximate to them not only in language and history, but also in codes
of culture, such as humor and dress, and ethical and physical markers. Since the Korean dramas
are obviously produced in Korean language that foreign audiences from other Asian countries do
not speak, the idea that the history generates close and proximate culture across nations became
inspiring.

For more evidences of the shared traditions in relation to the transnational popularity of Korean
dramas today, many scholars (Wen, 2006; Wang,2007; Zou,2008) turned to the histories between
Korea and its neighboring countries – China and Japan. For instance, Japan and Korea were
indeed influenced by the pre-modern China; they both once used Chinese characters and
advocated Confucianism in their histories (Yang,2010; Xiao,2006; Zou,2008, Huang,2007, Zhang
& Gao,2006). Accordingly, the selective historical stories of the wide and frequent cultural

5 Korean TV drama Miss Mermaid – a successful television playwright Ariyoung falls in love with her half
sister’s fiancé and marries into his rich family. However, Ariyoung’s grandmother- and mother-in-law resent her
lower-class upbringing and create numerous problems for her in the hope to get her divorced. Ariyoung, who
insists on being tolerant, being filial to her in-laws, taking care of domestic work, and bearing a child in addition
to dedicating herself to her career finally wins the acceptance.
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communications among Asian countries gave birth to a bedrock of Asian culture proximity in the
present. It ignores facts such as the distinct difference between the ethically-emphasized
“Confucian traditions” proposed by the audiences and the essential political nature of the
Confucianism referred to in their respective histories.

With the audiences’ emphasis accounting for “what” cultural elements contribute to the popular
broadcasting of Korean dramas across Asian countries, and the undeniable cultural exchanges
provided by the selective history explaining “why” the “what” emphasized above is accounted
for, it seems that the puzzle – why is the Korean drama popular -is in a way completed.

In a paper entitled “The Worldwide Popularity of Korean Drama and the Super-directive
Dissemination of Contemporary Culture”, Zhao (2007) argues that the popularity of Korean
dramas in the 21st century shakes the dominant one-way flow of cultural products from the west to
the non-west; it provokes a super-directive communication of contemporary culture worldwide.
Based on the cultural proximity assumption addressed earlier, Zhao (2007:67) argues that the
unique charm of the Korean dramas that makes the “shaking” possible in the first place is
foremost the ethically-emphasized and East Asian-shared Confucian values, which are
constantly demonstrated in the Korean dramas. Drawing Jewel in the Palace (Dae Jang Geum)” as
an example – a Korean drama cumulatively attracted a 300 million Chinese audience (Wen, 2006),
Zhao (2007:68) quotes from Alan Mckee - “Audiences like the heroine Jang Geum, because she is
honest, kind, and ambitious, she is also persistent and professional, but indifferent to the fame and
profits, she possesses almost all Confucian virtues.” It concludes that the popularity of Korean
drama benefits from the transnational reorganization and appropriation of the Confucian ethics.

Li (2006) states that the emphasis on traditional ethics in relation to an ideal form of the
harmonious human relation demonstrated through ordinary peoples and their trivial lives is the
unique charm of the Korean dramas. No matter if it is a family drama or a comedy or a historical
drama, the ideal family relations, romantic relationship and friendship are always the center of the
scenario. For example, the 164-episode story of the Korean family drama Miss Mermaid was all
about how the heroine was given the hard time by the mother-in-law, and how she eventually
managed to earn her mother-in-law’s respect and love.

Similarly, Wen (2006) discovers an identical female image among seven Korean dramas
broadcasted in China. These heroines were all able to endure various unfairness and sufferings;
meanwhile, they remained tolerant, kind and selfless. Wen argues that this identical and cloneable
female image that usually wins audiences’ sympathy is the unique charm of the Korean drama.

In addition, there are divergent emotional reactions shown in the audiences’ researches regarding
the “Asian/Confucian relations”.

There is a connection between the psychological realism and Confucian-oriented emotional
subtlety commonly stressed by female audiences in Lin, Kwan, and Cheung’s (2004) ethnographic
study of Hong Kong women’s use of Korean TV dramas. For instance, one of the participants in
their interview states that, ‘They [the portrayals of subtle feelings] are so real. Men's hiding of
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their emotions and their love for women expressed in such subtle ways of touching hands and
stealing glances of the loved ones is depicted so real(Lin & Kwan 2004:102).' Comparing them to
some Western TV dramas they have seen, some other participants indicate that the romance
depicted in Western TV dramas tends to be ‘too explicit and too sex-oriented’.

In another example of Korean drama audience research, SK (Japanese, female, 60s) addresses her
long term observations about Korean dramas and the fact that they do not just convey simply
one-dimensional emotions but rather they depict more complex emotional crises in various social
or interpersonal settings. She states that she had not experienced those delicate emotions and
human relationships before she viewed the Korean dramas, ‘I found a big difference between
Korean dramas and American dramas. It is the different interpretation of humanity and human
relationship. I think that there’s a big difference in viewing history and the parent-child
relationship. In American dramas, a parent-child relationship looks strict and to do with keeping
one’s own boundary so that the relationship is to see each other independently from their own self.
Unlike American dramas, Korean dramas interpret a parent-child relationship as more
interdependent and deeply relate to each other based on their blood line. This may be quite similar
to many Asian traditions.(quoted in Ju, 2008:22)’

The statements that neatly mark the West off from East Asia are exclusively personal and the
ethics emphasize ‘Confucian values’. To a large extent, these can be seen as universal ethics, but
it is obvious that the ‘Confucian/Asian values’ are specifically addressed to typify the Korean
dramas.

Except to highlight the ‘Asian-ness’ with the “Confucian/Asian values” that audiences detected in
the Korean dramas, a large number of Japanese female audiences relate their familiarity of the
‘Asian-ness’ to the sentiment of “nostalgia”, referring to a subtle sensibility about the missed time
in the past. In terms of the Japanese fans who indicate that they are inspired to remember the
feelings from the past, the repetitive watching of Korean dramas enables them to review what they
used to have but lost (Ju, 2008:21).

According to Ju (2008), a deep intimacy in human relations, tight bonds, direct revealing of
feelings and direct confrontation of emotional collusion between individuals are a source of
nostalgic sentiment from Japanese fans’ view. In essence, these Japanese fans are consuming the
sense of nostalgia constructed in the Korean dramas. A kind of pleasure is accentuated here in
relation to audiences’ spatial consciousness extended by the mediated nostalgic experience
through the Korean dramas. There are similar cases in Chinese audience research, ‘the
‘Confucian/Asian traditions’ in the Korean dramas are the cultural content that China has lost in
the process of modernization.’ (Li, 2006; Zhao, 2006)

In addition, emotional responses, such as feeling ‘realistic’ and ‘nostalgic’ are understated in the
examples shown previously. They are reduced to one general interpretation – ‘I like watching
Korean dramas’, regardless of the possible diverse implications of the different emotional
reactions. They are simply used without hesitation, because the general interpretation make them
fit to the arguments as long as the emotion is ‘Asian/Confucian’ related.
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Even so, there are other opinions about ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’ that can hardly be categorized
into the same ‘I like watching Korean dramas’ statement as above. A comparative research of
Korean drama interpretation among 3 Chinese women with educational level under high school
and other 4 with at least college degrees shows that 3 interviewees with lower levels of education
tend to characterize the Korean dramas as Confucian-oriented ‘educational’ and ‘sweet and warm’.
On the other hand, the other 4 interviewees strongly oppose the “Confucian values” that previous
interviewees described as “warm and sweet”. On the contrary, they emphasize that they prefer the
villainesses in the Korean drama who are strong, independent, and not afraid to fight back (Yang,
2008:73).

Moreover, these divergent opinions do not necessarily emerge as groups divided, for example, by
the different economic status or educational background. A strong career woman showed a
contradictory experience of watching Korean drama in Lin, Kwan and Cheung’s study (2004). She
is a big fan of the Korean dramas, but she is ashamed of that to be known, especially by the people
from work. Agreeing with all the interviewees from Yang’s research, she thinks that the
‘Confucian values’ represented by Korean dramas are both ‘sweet’ and ‘weak’. In order to enjoy
the “sweetness” but not to be caught as the ‘weakness’, she watches Korean drama secretly.

The representative examples of audiences’ researches cited above unfold a discursive map of
Korean drama study. It is not difficult to notice that because of the overly marked reliance on the
audiences’ honest, but personal and empirical feedbacks and the overly general analysis of the
diverse viewing experiences of the audiences, the meaning of the “Asian/Confucian traditions”
remains contingent.

It is understandably natural that audiences talk about their viewing experiences by intuition; yet,
this intuitive truth is not supposed to be exploited raw and turned into a convenient story to
support a preconditioned assumption.

The fundamental problem with this line of argument is that it exalts personal experience as a value
in itself. Experience is treated, to borrow Joan W. Scott's words, ‘as incontestable evidence and as
an originary point of explanation as a foundation upon which analysis is based.’ Furthermore, the
‘evidence of experience [...] reify agency as an inherent attribute of individuals, thus
decontextualizing it. (Yeh, 1998:197)’

For instance, in the paper by Ji (2005:30), ‘Although characters in Korean drama look beautiful,
modern and fashionable, they preserve the Confucian values in their hearts. […] Korean dramas
that emphasize ethical qualities such as being caring, filial, and modest in the community; cater to
Chinese audiences in particular.’ It is one example of the many similar empirical statements
(Zhao,2007; Jin,2009; Xiao,2006; Zou,2008, Huang,2007, Li,2006; Liang, 2008).

Statements such as this are not only grossly generalizing, but, more seriously, they present a
circular argument about what the ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’ are and why audiences can always
be catered for by it. In this context, the circularity of the argument, firstly, hides behind the
discursive audience’s viewing experiences: feeling realistic, touching, and nostalgic, and
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sometimes contradictory, etc.. It is critical to construct an argument with the crucial evidences
being contingent. Secondly, the circularity also hides behind the arbitrary definition of
‘Confucian/Asian traditions’; it is futile to argue with a core concept that cannot be substantiated
objectively in the first place.

Against the credibility of ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’ drawn from the evidence of history
proposed earlier, ‘Confucianism” in China, before the republican revolution of 1911, had already
been considered as the representation of the bureaucratic monarchy, and having a problem coping
with the unprecedented challenges of Euro-American capitalism. The fall of the monarchy in 1912
deprived Confucianism of the institution that for a millennium had provided it with a concrete
embodiment, also exposing it in its ideological nakedness as a source of China’s problems (Dirlik,
1995). Confucianism was seen responsible for sustaining an oppressive family structure in which
women was suppressed, independence and creativity was extinct.

However, within the contemporary dualistic dialog of “West versus East”, the ‘Confucianism’
victoriously returns in relation to the popularity of Korean dramas in East Asia. Therefore, the
ethic-emphasized meanings of “Confucian values” and “Asian traditions” are in fact subjectively
endowed by the audiences as well as the scholars with the discursive outcomes of audiences’
researches and the selective history.

It certainly does not mean that the previous studies are failures, on the contrary, it is rather
significant to point out the fact of an undeniable heavy dependence on the idea of
ethic-emphasized ‘East Asian/Confucian traditions’ when both scholars and audiences talk about
their opinions about the Korean drama. Rather should more questions be asked here:
– Why is the ‘East Asian/Confucian traditions’ in the Korean dramas collectively

ethic-emphasized?
– Why do majority audiences connect the popularity of the Korean drama to the ‘East

Asian/Confucian traditions’ in particular? / Why do scholars simply agree with it?
– What do the different emotional responses possibly imply?

Meanwhile, the researchers that examine the ‘East Asian/Confucian traditions’ beyond the
historical proximity bonds add a new energy into the cultural regionalist cluster.

While Japanese audiences find ‘Confucian/Asian values’ in accordance with looking back over
their past, Korean audiences understand perceived “Confucian/East Asian values” in synchronous
modes of modern Asian lives. Ju (2008) argues this differing time gap in making sense of Korean
dramas between Koreans and Japanese suggested the idea that modernization takes place across
East Asia to various degrees.

Borrowing Iwabuchi’s (2002) understanding of cultural proximity as dynamic rather than static
process, Hyun (2007) suggests that cultural proximity among Asian countries is newly emerging
around ‘Asian modernity’, rather than it was historically and culturally pre-defined. Hyun rejected
seeing cultural proximity from, to borrow Kristeva's term, ‘the cult of origin" (Yeh, 1989), but he
simply replaced the pre-defined historical and cultural context with a pre-defined economic
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context.’ Hyun (2007) thinks that audiences identify with different sense of Asian modernity
presented in Korean dramas, which is retrospective for Japan, prospective for Vietnam, and
contemporaneous for Taiwan respectively.

Hyun’s modern Asia is an ongoing history of mirroring the western world, his modernization
standard to the Asian modern imagination is equal to being westernized. Although the whole
discussion is argued within the “cultural proximity” framework, the westernized standard nature
of the argument is articulated to the industrial and neocolonial cluster, which sees Korean drama
as a critical replicant of western culture.

1.2.2 Industrial and Neoliberal Cluster
While cultural regionalists emphasize the revival of ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’, industrialists
and neoliberals highlight the Korean dramas as the product of the capitalist cultural industry.

An opening story is frequently quoted to refer to the rise of the Korean cultural industry in the 90s
(Chua and Iwabuchi, 2008:2). It is a story of how the former Korean president Kim Young Sam
was inspired to see the economic potentiality of the cultural industry by learning that the
Hollywood blockbuster, Jurassic Park was worth the foreign sales of 1.5 million Hyundai cars
(Shim, 2006). The comparison of a film to Hyundai cars – which at that time were considered the
‘pride of Korea’ – was apt enough to awaken the Korean public to the idea of culture as an
industry.

Hence, the Korean government established the Cultural Industry Bureau within the Ministry of
Culture and Sports in 1994. In their efforts to create a cultural industry, Koreans emulated and
appropriated the American media system with the mantra ‘Learning from Hollywood’ (Shim,
2006).

A time-series analysis using the 25-year longitudinal data by Sangoak Lee (2007) shows that the
proportion of foreign imports aired on the Korean terrestrial broadcasters decreased between 1978
and 2002. The findings indicate that Korea’s competitiveness in producing television content has
risen over the period, as Korea’s economy and television advertising market grew consistently and
rapidly in spite of the short-term drop in the late 1990s. The rise of domestic television
programming output was particularly evident in drama series. As a result, the Korean case defies
the crude form of Americanization of television in developing countries. It was argued that the
principle of the cultural imperialism is not the specific cultural values that flow from one to
another; it is the operating system being assimilated.

Cultural critics Paik Won Dam and Lee Dong Yeun are being particularly critical of the
Westernized quality of the Korean Wave (Cho, 2005). Paik warns against the creation of a shallow
and snobbish culture of capitalism and take a position contrary to the neoliberal position. She
flatly claimed the Korean Wave to be nothing but the product of capitalism and the embodiment of
the West penetrating the non-westerns’ bodies.

Reversely, while ‘East Asian/Confucian traditions’ is stressed by the cultural regionalists to
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demonstrate a celebratory revival of the authentic Asian tradition through the Korean dramas, Paik
argues that the dazzling Korean stars are the capitalist messengers who deliver no genuine Korean
culture, much less the East Asian authenticity. The cultural relations between Korea and East Asia
are all ultimately formed through the logic of capital. Especially in China, the first version of the
Korean Wave, positive or negative, functioned to fill in the culturally empty space left by
enormous changes that swept through China in 1990 (Cho, 2005).

On the other hand, the Korean government took the position that the Korean Wave must be the
product of sheer competition in the global market, therefore, an export-oriented policy should be
established to maximize economic profit. In an interview, Kim Han-gil, the head of the Ministry of
Culture and Tourism (MCT), stated: ‘the Korean Wave, spreading like wildfire throughout Asia,
especially China, is proof of the international competitiveness of Korean popular culture’; he
added, “We will actively support the penetration of our culture into foreign markets” (Cho, 2005).
Those working in the culture industry urged the government to station experts in various countries
to gather information on cultural trends and set up permanent consultative bodies between national
governments.

Yet, not everyone shares the same spirit, Lee Dong Yeun argues, ‘Congratulations are in order to
the entertainment industry, which took the initiative to plant a flag of victory in the popular
cultural market of mainland China, with all its endless possibilities. Even the government, which
has been grappling with an advancing modernity, is performing a supportive role this time. (Cho,
2005:151)’ Historically, no country other than Korea has ever held an emergency meeting and
dispatched bureaucrats to another country to help its entertainment industry settle in foreign soil.

Lee Dong Yeun identifies many ominous traces of cultural nationalism within the phenomenon of
the Korean Wave. He concludes by warning, ‘If the Korean Wave continues to surge, reflecting the
diplomatic relations that supports a capitalist logic rather than a strengthening of the
communicative power of civil society to provide the possibility of diversifying the cultural tastes
of the masses, then it will have to put up a hard fight against China’s ethnocentrism and Japan’s
malleable nationalism. (Cho, 2005:151)’ Lee’s worry implies that regardless of all the presupposed
cultural proximities addressed in Korean dramas, the market-oriented nature of Korean Wave in
foreign countries will eventually ‘Other’ the Korean culture from the rest of the world.

It seems that Paik and Lee’s vehement criticisms do in a way reflect a disappointing export status
of Korean cultural products in Asia in 2006. Statistically, the overall revenue of Korean drama
export dropped 24% comparing to 2005 (Jin, 2006:33-34). The main reason was that the major
Korean drama importing countries collectively reduced their import volume. China re-enacted the
import policy applied to television programme to limit the rebroadcasting and the total quantity of
Korean dramas on Chinese television. At present, Chinese television market attempts to import as
many TV programs as it exports (Zhang, 2006).

In 2007, the Korean drama export faced an even harder situation. Thailand, one of the biggest
Korean drama consumption countries in Southeast Asia, reduced the broadcasting time for all
entertainment programs, including the Korean drama. In the meantime, Vietnam showed
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discontent about the fact that Korean dramas have enjoyed a free pass in Vietnam for the past 8
years, yet, there were barely any Vietnamese programmes shown on Korean television. Vietnam
needed a new deal. The Japanese market turned out to be a disappointment in the same year. (Wen,
2006)

Korean novelist Luo Xiangwan illustrates that although the Korean drama is popular at the
moment, the content is very superficial; the popularity of the Korean drama is heavily dependent
on the constant change of the stars. (Wen, 2006)

It is interesting to see that the decline of the export of Korean drama was not because of the choice
of the market, but the domestic cultural protective measures that various Asian countries took to
cope with the ‘imperialism-like’ threat from the Korean dramas. Moreover, there are two
intriguing agreements lying under Luo, Paik and Lee’s criticism. First, Korean stars are crucially
responsible for the popularity of the Korean drama overseas. Second, Korean stars are not genuine
Korean culture, it won’t last long. Metaphorically, Korean stars are the shallow snobbish capitalist
“Trojan horses” that is doomed to be returned eventually.

Cultural regionalists revive the ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’ by entitling the selected cultural
symbols in Korean dramas ‘Asian/Confucian traditions’. On the other hand, industrialists and
neoliberals criticize the export-oriented state and short-term capitalist logic carried by the Korean
stars that will force everything to either turn a quick profit and then disappear.

1.2.3 Post-colonialist Cluster
The popularity of Korean TV drama from the previous theoretical clusters develops a theoretical
dichotomy both from the cultural proximity and cultural imperialism perspectives.
Post-colonialists try to merge the dichotomic ideas from above into a new theoretical combination.

Shim.D (2006) explores the concept of cultural globalization by inquiring into the recent success
of Korean popular culture in East Asia. It gives credit to the fact that Korean popular culture has
responded to the sensibilities of contemporary East Asians and achieved commercial success by
mixing indigenous cultural elements with foreign forms and styles. For example, in the early 90s,
the Korean band Boy’s started to creatively mixed genres like rap, soul, rock and roll, techno,
punk, hardcore and even ppongjjak 6, and invented a unique musical form which ‘employs rap
only during the verses, singing choruses in a pop style’ (Morelli, 2001: 250) with dynamic dance
movements. Lyrics that focuses on Korean social problems such as the ills of the education system,
taunted adults for their snobbery, and the people’s desire for North–South Korean unification, is
an example of how the indigenous cultural elements can work out with foreign styles (2006:37).

There is a visual equation that ‘foreign style’ + ‘Korean content’ = ‘hybrid culture’. The notion of
Hybridity, to borrow Homi Bhabha’s words (Rutherford, 1990), ‘[…] is the ‘third space’ which
enables other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and set
up new structure of authority, new political initiatives, which are inadequately understood through

6 Trot, pronounced as "teuroteu" in Korean (sometimes called ppongjjak, due to its distinctive background rhythm),
is the oldest form of Korean pop music. It was developed in the years before and during World War II around the
early 1900s.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_%28language%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pop_music
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received wisdom.’ Therefore, for example, the hybrid overlap is not only the mix of the
indigenous cultural elements with foreign forms and styles; it is the mix taking place on the
indigenous cultural elements. The critical focus and rebellious nature presented in the lyrics
represents a hybrid change of Korean culture in the form of pop music.

According to Howard (2002:88), political freedoms were mirrored by musical experimentation in
the early 90s Korea. When the Korean Broadcasting Ethics Committee ordered to change the
lyrics of the song Regret the Times for its rebellious implication before the public release in 1995,
the fans got so ardent and protested; eventually, the government had to abolish the censorship
system. (Shim, 2006)

Yet, examples of the simply mixing together of two different forms of culture are not difficult to
find (Huang,2007; Ji,2005; Li,2006; Wang,2007, Wen,2006; Yang,2010). Wen (2006) tries to
explain Chinese audiences’ preference over Korean dramas by listing out the scenes that mixed
indigenous culture with exotic style, for instance, people in fashionable outfits politely bowing to
each other or traditional architecture stands in metropolitan cities, etc.

Chua (2008:82) argues that the Korean drama is not only managing the proximate cultural
segment well to attract Asian audiences, it is playing the ‘similar, but not quite the same’ card.
With the foreignness of the language, setting, and characters in the Korean dramas, to the Chinese
audience, they are actually close enough for accessibility and identification, yet different enough
to have an exotic appeal, as well as a space for fantasy. Marjorie Ferguson states that, ‘It is the
‘part-fantasy, part-reality’ formula, which appeals to women readers, that women’s magazines use
to construct their ideologue of femininity. (Leung, 2004:102)’

However, instead of breaking the hybridity of Korean dramas down into discursive cultural
fragments, and simply stating that two different forms of culture could easily co-exist, there are
more efforts made to try to re-examine the mixed messages to see how different cultures can be
translated into each other in a dramatized context.

Kim Hyun Mee’s (2005) paper tries to analyze the historical specificity of the recent emergence of
an inter-Asian flow of popular culture by looking closely at the process through which ‘meaning’
is created when cultural texts are circulated and received across the borders of specific regions.
Through the process of local adaptation and improvisation, Kim emphasizes that the cultural texts
of genres such as TV dramas are reborn as ‘hybrid cultural products’, it is the kind of product that
targets at the consumers’ eager desires to transform their (and their parents’) economic capital into
cultural capital using notions of ‘individuality’ and ‘distinction’ in order to construct their
identities.

The dazzling images of the Korean drama heroines became the medium for the transformation of
capitalist Asia. In a way, the Korean entertainment industries have contributed greatly to forming a
new subjectivity for a rapidly changing Asia, especially by defining ‘Asian femininity (Cho,
2005:176)’.
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Jin (2009:79) thinks that the Korean drama is presenting a stereotyped western middle-class life
style by avoiding the actual situation in which most people and their families in the contemporary
East Asia are not living the ideal middle-class life style. The paradigmatic Korean upscale
hyper-modern lifestyle having revived tradition vividly alive in the modern context is an ideal
fantasy that pleases its audiences.

As the United States has circulated capitalistic desire through Hollywood movies and popular
dramas since the mid-1950s, Cho (2005) argues that the Korean culture industry is accomplishing
the same with the neighbouring Asian countries. Korean popular culture is gaining popularity in
fact, not only in Asia but outside as well. More accurately, it appeals to a certain global middle and
lower middle-class by presenting upscale hyper-modern lifestyles. In a way, the Korean drama
plays a significant role in accelerating the transformation of global residents into a new
negotiating zone of identity in an era where all types of communities are being disintegrated and
atomized.

By providing the notion of ‘new contact zones’ within which to find an interest in neighboring
Asian countries and to reappraise those who have been “Othered” for such a long time in modern
Asian history, post-colonialist perspective argues that the Korean drama represents an independent
rise of Asian modernity. The optimistic attitude throughout the discussion suggests that the
popularity of Korean dramas in the Asian region has created a positive space of symbolic meaning
in post-colonial Asia, not only for Koreans, but also for other Asian societies.

In addition, post-colonialist views are inspiring but also to a certain extent distant from the
previous two theoretical clusters, since the theoretical dichotomy is neglected based on the grossly
general notion of ‘Asian modernity’. As problematic as the previously endowed definition of
‘Asian/Confucian traditions’, the ‘Asian modernity’ also seems located in liminality, building a
new discourse with equivocal terms, including ‘new subjectivity (Kim, 2005)’, ‘Asian bloc’ and
‘Asian femininity (Cho, 2005)’, and ‘Pan-Chinese’ and ‘Imagined Cosmopolitan (Yin and Liew,
2005)’. Connecting the modernization across the border in Asian regions with the popularity of
Korean dramas is a stepping stone, yet it leaves much room within which the Korean dramas must
create a platform of engendering a more nuanced process of modernization in the global context.

Conclusion
Different selection and interpretations of different historical periods of East Asia lead to different
explanations of East Asian common culture. The cultural regionalist cluster stresses a regional
identification of Confucian moral values, regardless the fact that Confucianism has always been
evaluated and practiced very differently by East Asian countries in the different periods. For
example, Confucianism was considered as the cultural source responsible for the poverty and
backwardness of East Asia in general during the late 19th century to the middle of 20th century (Ge,
2010). By using the historical fragments of the shared identification of Confucianism recorded in
East Asian history to endorse the current identification of selective Confucian values implied by
the consumption of Korean TV dramas, it does not only simplify the course of history, but also
reads the contents of Confucianism in a reductive and arbitrary way. Likewise, merely insisting
the modernity in relation to individualism and consumerism as what East Asia generally identifies
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not only ignores the different levels of modernization among East Asian countries and regions, but
completely cuts off East Asia’s pre-modern history by denying any impact of the past on the
present.

Meanwhile, heavy reliance on cultural stereotypes is another reason that results in circumstantial
conclusions in the previous studies. Confucianism has been selectively represented by a few types
of interpersonal relationships such as father and son, husband and wife, and that of the in-laws etc.,
while capitalist west on the other hand has been reduced into a few concepts mainly including
individualism and consumerism. The ‘hybridity’ approach as a third perspective suggests a
harmonious merge of contradictory cultural elements of Confucian tradition and Capitalist
modernity represented through particular characters or specific scenarios in Korean dramas.
Moreover, the popularity of Korean dramas in return justifies the representations above on the
screen as a cultural fact largely experienced in East Asia. As a result, whatever cultural meanings
being read out of Korean dramas would be self-evidently concluded as a common culture of East
Asia.

However, the discourse of previous studies of Korean TV dramas appears to be discursive and
circumstantial, only because the common culture is being examined as a given cultural fact. By
changing the research focus from what to why, different questions shall be asked: why are these
specific stereotypes are generally used to construct the concept of East Asia? and why is the
contradictory tension between the past (tradition) and the present (modernity) being reduced in the
Korean dramas? Therefore, there is in fact a pattern that can be detected in the discursiveness of
the previous studies of Korean dramas. It is a goal-oriented pattern which suggests that studies of
Korean dramas has been trying to prove and justify a sense of East Asian cultural superiority that
have been widely experienced through Korean drama viewing. It is this empowering experience
that is responsible for the popularity of Korean dramas, and it can be better understood or even
justified by addressing why and how instead of only what.

East Asian cultural superiority in relation to Korean TV drama is an emotional experience based
on not only specific cultural stereotypes per se, but on imaginations that can be triggered by
specific cultural stereotypes. Therefore, my research will study the concept of East Asia as an
imaginary that contributes to form a collective East Asian identity in general. Like the
construction of an individual identity, the nature of collective identity is as well a constant process
of imagination. By having the western modern discourse along with the current
Euro-American-led international order as the symbolic and political system in which East Asian
identity constructs and exercises, the following chapters will go through the developmental history
of East Asia as an imagination, transiting from pre-modern to modern. It first confirms the fact
that the cultural concept of East Asia has always been existing as an imagination, rather than a
given cultural fact. Second, the historical process of East Asia transiting into modernity explains
the significance of the use of stereotypes that previous studies have demonstrated, which leads to
the very nature in of the current collective imagination of East Asia.
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Chapter 2 -- East Asia as an Imaginary

The previous studies of Korean TV dramas have demonstrated that East Asia is a commonly
identified fact, although people of the three major countries in the area - China, Japan and Korea-
hold very different, discursive and even contradictory views in relation to what does East Asia
mean? Despite all the differences, the East Asian people indeed share the very same desire to think
and talk about East Asia as a given common knowledge.

What is East Asia? It is a concept on the one hand, and a concrete entity or regionality on the other
hand. According to Sun Ge (1999), Asia, including East Asia is not a self-contained concept. In
other words, Asia only acquires its significance as a thread, articulating the other different issues.
For example, for a long historical period, Asia has only been put forward ideologically in
opposition to Europe, and the discussion of Asia involved not only the question of Eurocentrism,
but also the question of hegemony within the East. Takeuchi Yoshim (quoted by Sun, 1999:25)
points out that Asia is a ‘mood’ present all around, and the ideas of Asia that run through Japan’s
modern history are founded on this ‘mood’. To Takeuchi, the idea of Asia functions more like a
methodology that helps to solve a series of questions. The question here is that how can we study
a subject that cannot constitute a historical proposition in its own right?

At the very beginning of Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Harari (2014) tells quite a
story about how can homo sapiens become the ruler of the world. He emphasizes that it is
cooperation that makes human beings dominate the world in the way that we are so arrogantly
proud of, as collaboration enables our power over the other creatures many of which are much
stronger than us as individuals. If it is not designed in the genes like ants and bees, human beings
need something else to produce trust as the foundation of cooperation, it is in a way similar to
some other gregarious animals such as Chimpanzees. Trust can be established by getting to know
your partners well enough, but with the limitation of our brain and energy, we cannot get to know
everyone about everything, the way of cooperation is therefore accordingly constrained. In
Harari’s terms the secret that enables us to ‘co-operate’ our way to the top of the food chain is the
ability of both telling and believing fictional stories. Being able to tell stories is not such a big deal
until the magic power of it shows when people try to form a collaboration with the size and
complexity that transcends the kind of group work based on interpersonal relationships.

The hypothesis of A Brief History of Humankind is that that story helps to establish the trust
between the large number of strangers by having them believing in the same story. As a result,
from believing in the same legend, to worshiping the same god, and then to complying with the
same rule of the community, we create orderly patterns such as trade networks, mass celebrations
and political institutions that we could never have created in isolation. ‘Any large-scale human
cooperation -- whether a modern state, a medieval church, an ancient city or an archaic tribe -- is
rooted in common myths that exist only in people’s collective imaginary (Harari,2014:29).’ Myths
or stories function as the mythical glue that binds together large numbers of individuals, families
and groups.
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As a concept that is lacking of a specific historical proposition yet has the power to arouse a
collective imagination as a group and to establish a certain co-operative relationship in the region
even though it has always been loose, East Asia fits the description of fictional story that Harari
defines as the foundation of the collaborative networks of human communities. Instead of thinking
East Asia as a ‘not self-contained’ concept, East Asia can be better understood as a story or in
other words an imaginary in a constant process of making, it is in the service of establishing the
social order in the region of East Asia.

Since the stories which make the large scale of human cooperation possible are fictional, telling
different stories in accordance with the different needs is able to alter the way people cooperate. In
1789, for example, the French population switched almost overnight from believing in the myth of
the divine right of kings to believing in the myth of the sovereignty of the people (Harari,
2012:34); in 1978, Chinese people revised their belief in the story of ‘cultural revolution’ to the
story of ‘reform and opening up’ in a similar manner. In the different historical context, East Asia
changes its narrative while the form of regional collaboration changes accordingly. This chapter
discusses the collective imaginary of East Asia within it as well as in the west before it gained its
current form as a negative antithesis of the west.

It is important to point out that imagination does not equate to fabrication. An imagined reality
that has helped to make us the masters of creation is not a lie (Harari, 2012:33). Unlike lying, as
Benedict Anderson (1999:9) similarly argues in his representative work Imagined Communities
that imagined community does not suggest false consciousness, instead, it reflects a ‘social fact’ in
the sense of social psychology. There is obviously no absolute cause and consequence impact
between the two aspects of the same concept, they are rather interactively intertwined.

2.1 The Myth of ‘Hua’
As early as the 16th century, European missionaries brought the new concept of ‘Asia’, yet people
living in Asia at that time would not consider themselves as Asians (Song, 2018:9). ‘Asia’ is a
word coming from ancient Greek, it means East. Although it was the ‘East’ that referred to
Greece’s neighbouring area – so-called Asia Minor. The geographical reference of Asia kept
growing until it is now a place accounting for 30% of the world’s land area with 60% of the world
population (Ge,2010). By the 19th century, the concept of ‘Asia’, including East Asia is not simply
a geographical idea any more. With the increasing expansion of capital and colonialism, the area
of ‘Asia’ has been endowed with the sense of time and has become a concept in relation to the
history and culture. Hegel is one of scholars who first categorizes the civilizations according to a
linear time table (Song, 2018:11). He argues that in the process of a self-actualization of the
‘Geist’, different civilizations belong to the different stages. For example, Chinese and Indian
civilizations are like ‘young children’; Near East civilizations (Egypt and Syria) are the
‘teenagers’, but they stopped growing because of the lack of free will. Although Greek civilization
can be equivalent to the young adult, Roman civilization represents an actual adult. Everything
reaches a peak with the spiritual civilization of German. Hegel believes that human history in
general will have to follow the path finding ‘freedom’, no exceptions (Song, 2018:11).

The German sociologist Max Weber (2002) may not deal with Asia as a concept of time, but he as
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well uses Asia as an antithesis of Europe in order to answer the question that why did only Europe
develop capitalism, in other words, why is Europe Europe? In the meantime, East Asian countries
including China, Japan and Korea have gradually started to identify with the idea that ‘we are
Asians’. In 1885, when an article entitled ‘Leaving Asia’ was published in a Japanese newspaper,
the strong resonances aroused in Japanese society responded to the ‘Asia antithesis’ in the western
discourse of modernity. However, what was the social order or civilization in East Asia before this?
In general, there was this regional order named ‘Tianxia’ (The World) based on the ideology of
Confucian hierarchy, with geographical China in the center of it.

Most of the time in East Asian history, there were several smaller countries and one super power,
usually represented by the regime in mainland China. It was a very different situation from that of
the recent history of Europe where power relationships between the countries were relatively
balanced (Song, 2018:13). In an unbalanced power relationship, the smaller countries are more
dependent on the systematic stability and the moral restrictions on the bigger countries. In return,
the big countries incline to trade certain actual benefits for relative stability at the borderlands.
Tribute systems, based on the mutual respect of the power hierarchy, represents one of the major
international relations in the pre-modern East Asia.

The Tribute System is constituted by a suzerain state and a several tributary countries. The latter
pay their tribute to the suzerain state in exchange for titles of nobility conferred by the former. In
the tribute system, all the specifications of treatment are strictly designed according to the ranks of
the tributary countries. Except for the rituals, all types of economic engagements are bound up
with the tribute system. Based on the Confucian power hierarchy as a virtue in order to maintain
the social order for good, every tribute state had to follow the specific protocol when they came
into contact with the emperor of the suzerain. It is considered as part of the procedure of getting
civilized (Fairbank, 1968: 4-9). The confirmation of one’s national identity according to this
power hierarchical system is materialized through the tribute rituals, as people meet their Others
there. These manners, ritual protocols therefore constitute the essence of the tribute system. It
strengthens the imagination of cultural identification in the area. In short, tribute system is indeed
functioning as a symbolic system of power and order.

In Tribute Relation of China and Korean in Qing Dynasty, (Quan Zonghai quoted in Fairbank,
1968:104) generates a series of forms and statistics based on the details of expenses spent by
China as the suzerain and Korea as the tribute state, he concludes that economically, tribute rituals
suggest a financial burden for both China and Korea. But the tribute system indeed played an
important role in the development of Korean culture. Politically, the close relationship between
Korean rulers and the upper-class supports their reign. In short, although the tribute relation is
analyzed from a pure economic perspective, Quan’s perception is quite right that the tribute
system is more politically valued than economically. Based on the analysis of trade and cultural
activity between China and the Ryukyu islands, Chen Daduan (in Fairbank, 1968: 152) indicates
that the Ryukyu islands were the economical beneficiary, in return, China got to enjoy the fact that
the Ryukyu islands officially made Confucianism their national ideology. Being the ‘Center of the
world’ is a symbolic imagination of the ideal ego that the tribute system provided and justified for
suzerain.
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Politically, the suzerain does not interfere in the internal affairs of vassals. For example, as one of
China’s tributary states, the Ryukyu Islands were being secretly manipulated by Satsuma domain,
but China did not provide any intervention. Zhang Baolin (1968:154) points out that for China, the
tribute system is a diplomatic strategy when China attempts to have impact over its neighbor
country but not really rule it. It is a smart and practical method, according to Zhang, that political
independence of tribute states prevents China from spending a massive amount for maintaining a
regional power balance. Except for the practical interests based on the communications with
specific political or economic purposes, the tribute system also functions as a platform on which
the hierarchy of power, namely the political status of everyone who is willing to be involved is
confirmed by each other Different from the military alliances today such as the US and Japan, the
conflicts between the tributary states did not usually get mediation from the suzerain, because
identity confirmation through the tribute system is to a great extent symbolic. There were a series
of tribute rituals and social protocols designed by the suzerain to apply to its tribute countries.

Geographical China is where Confucianism originated. Regardless of the constant change of
regimes in domestic China, it enjoyed the political, economic and military superiority compared to
the neighbouring countries for most of the time. Pre-modern China named itself ‘Tian Chao’ (the
Central Kingdom), which means the centre of the world. However, is the tribute system with
pre-modern China at the power centre really qualified to represent the cultural and political order
of East Asia before the late 19th century? Many scholars argue otherwise (Shi,2018)

The Xiongnu people, namely the Huns, were a group of nomadic people who lived in Eurasia and
later established their Kingdoms in Mongolia. They therefore became the most important northern
neighbours of China since the 3rd century BC. During his study of the relation between the
majority ethnic group in China -- Han and Xiongnu people, Suzuki (1968:173) proposed that
only when China was strong enough, was it able to operate a hierarchical authority to its ttribute
countries in order to maintain the relative security at borders. In other words, the China-centred
tribute system should not be considered as the foundation of (pre-modern) East Asian foreign
relations. According to Suzuki, China and Xiongnu people were barely in a relationship of
Monarch and subject as the tribute system usually indicated, they were more like two competitive
brothers in the history. Although there were many times when China was economically and
culturally superior to the inner Asian nations so the latter were forced into the tribute system once
in a while, there were times it did not work out for China. The power relation between the
suzerainty and vassal might change as nothing was absolute.

Over two-thousand years, directed to the tribute system, all the dynasties in Chinese history
directed their political strategic priorities towards the north, dealing with the foreign ethnic
minorities such as Xiongnu (the Huns), Turks, Liao, and Jurchen, Mongolia, Tartar and later
Tsarist Russia. In fact, these foreign forces have always been the important political factors in
relation to the regime change in China. Regarding to the nature of these international relations, it
reflected the conflicts between agricultural civilizations and nomadic civilizations.
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Meanwhile, pre-modern China experienced national unity and division repeatedly and constantly.
As a result, there were times when multiple political entities coexisted within China. Historically,
there were relationships between different regions of China considered as transnational. For
example, Three Kingdoms Period (220 - 280); Sixteen Kingdoms of five non-Han people (310 -
460); the Northen and Southern Dynasties (420-589); the period of five Dynasties and Ten Reigns
(902 -979); and so on (Ye, 2014:2). In other words, pre-modern China is not identical with the
nation-state China as it is at the present. Like everyone in East Asia, China was a political entity
with an explicit boundary of territory appropriate to the time, and competing to survive on a
dynamic network of political power balance.

Moreover, as the majority ethnicity in China, the Han Chinese did not really assure the legitimacy
to rule China in contrast to the other ethnic groups living in and even out of China. There were
times when different races occupied China and took over the right to rule. The Khitans tribes
established the Liao (辽) dynasty also known as the Liao Empire, which ruled from 907 to 1125
over present-day Mongolia and portions of the Russian Far East, northern Korea, and
northern China. Emperor Taizu of Jin (金 ) was of Wanyan Jurchen descent, he founded the Jin
dynasty lasted from 1115 to 1234 by vanquishing the Liao to the western regions of China.
Meanwhile Jin launched a war lasting more than a hundred years against the Song
dynasty (960–1279), which was based in southern China. Later there were Yuan dynasty (元朝 ,
1206-1370) and Qing dynasty (清朝 ,1636 -1912): both were founded respectively by Mongolian
people and Jurchen descent peoples.

Song Dynasty 1141 (It shows the coexisting regimes within China at the same time governed by
different ethnic groups) By Albert Herrmann (1935)

However, it is worth mentioning that although power games between the mainland regime and
border areas are pluralistic and complicated, once the nomadic ethnic peoples from the border area
successfully took over the power, they always chose to establish their reign (dynasties) in
mainland China. Over the course of their rule, although there were always new policies, in general,
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these foreign Emperors quickly and largely adapted to Confucian traditions including the language,
political system, and cultural customs which were used to manage the foreign affairs based on the
hierarchical tribute system. History suggests that in the pre-modern East Asia, Confucian culture
based on geographical China was considered as a type of civilization, it was not strictly confined
to any specific ethnicity or dynasty, it as well did not belong to China as an exclusive property.

According to Zuo Zhuan (The Spring and Autumn Annals) (2016), Xia (夏 ) -- which has the
meaning of ‘grand’ -- was used to signify the ceremonial etiquette of China, while Hua (華) -- as it
means ‘illustrious’ -- was used in reference to the beautiful clothing that the upper class wore.
Culture of Hua Xia represents an ideal society with social protocol and political system based on
the morally ideal personal relationship. The abundant material life justifies the superiority of the
values system of Hua Xia. As the concept of Xia has a collectively known implication of the
self-awareness of the Han Chinese people towards their ancestral tribes, the foreign identification
of Chinese culture is more often related to the word Hua in general.

In spite of versatility and complexity of the multi-lateral relations in the area of East Asia, the
common imagination of East Asia firstly emerged during the periods of great prosperity of
pre-modern China. Ge Zhaoguang (2010:48) points out that if there was an general identification
among three major countries (China, Japan and Korea) in East Asia, it was before the middle
seventeenth century. During the golden age in certain dynasties such as Han Dynasty (202 B.C -
220 A.D), Jin Dynasty (265-420), the Tang (618-907) and Song Dynasty (960-1279), Japan and
Korea indeed admired and identified with China and Hua culture -- ‘Hua’ and ‘Xia’ and could be
said to show how they feel about EuroAmerican culture today.

Represented by the splendid cultural and economic achievements accomplished during the
glorious periods of a few dynasties such as Han (202 B.C - 220 A.D), Tang (618 - 907), and Song
(960 - 1297), Hua culture was therefore being identified in East Asia as a progressive form of
civilization, practiced through the political form based on Confucian hierarchy. And the tribute
system suggested the successful internalization of the Confucian ideology of hierarchy along with
the moral codes which emphasize authority and order according to the power hierarchy in the
region of East Asia. Therefore, Hua civilization strengthened by the tribute system does not
represent a national culture, but a symbolic social order, in other words, a type of a civilization.

As the civilization of ‘Hua’ was built on the mutual respect for power differences, once there was
any change of central power, everyone had the right to claim an ‘authentic’ relation to the cultural
concept of ‘Hua’ for the ruling legitimacy. This seemingly fragile cultural identification is on the
contrary demonstrating a high degree of recognition and acceptance of the nature of hierarchy. In
other words, ‘Hua’ represents a culture theoretically universal to all. Cultural and political
identification of East Asian countries with the pre-modern China might often change as the
domestic regime of the latter constantly changed, but their identifications with ‘Hua’ were
relatively stable over two thousands of years. As a result, the competitions for being the
exclusive ‘authentic’ representative of ‘Hua’ have always existed in pre-modern East Asia.
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2.1.1 Hua-Yi Metamorphosis

It was the heyday of the tributary system in the Tang dynasty (618-907). The great prosperity of
Tang dynasty was seen as the earthly version of what ‘Hua’ culture ought to look like. It
reinforced the confidence that China always has had. Consequently, the Tang empire was so
confident about its power and cultural superiority that they had their doors wide open to all the
people, ‘foreignness and differences’ from the non-Chinese world. ‘Japanese officials, monks and
priests would bring piles of books every time after they visited China (in Tang dynasty). There
were classic texts of Confucianism and Buddhism, the early works of sexology such as Scripture
of Sunv and pornographic novels like the Journey in Xianku.(Ge, 2010) All sorts of books were
allowed to be printed and copied, instead of feeling disgraceful or divulging confidential
information, Tang believed that it was spreading Chinese culture to the ‘barbarians’ and expanding
the culture of ‘Hua’ for good (Ge, 51).’ According to a bibliography that the Japanese edited, it
was apparent how generous the Tang Dynasty was regarding to what was considered as ‘cultural
gifting’.

The cultural identification of East Asian countries with the pre-modern China has been gradually
altered since the Song dynasty (960-1279). Collective self-consciousness of China, Japan and
Korea grew increasingly. In terms of the book China Among Equals: The Middle Kingdom and Its
Neighbors, 10th - 14th Centuries by Morris Rossabi (1983), the regional relationship that supported
the imagination of the Chinese world order was changing with the emergence of close powers all
around. Without being as confident as it used to be during the Tang dynasty, Song became more
cautious in relation to cultural communication. It started to restrict Chinese people from leaving
the country, and the living districts for foreigners were carefully circumscribed.

Meanwhile, it was firstly Japan who challenged China to be the centre of the regional power
relations. Hideyoshi Toyotomi who was a preeminent Japanese general, samurai, and politician of
the Sengoku period (1467 – 1603) who expelled Catholic priests and declared Japan as Kingdom
of God (Ge, 2010:48). Mikado, the emperor of Japan was the concrete figure that represented the
God of Japan. Apparently, with a God exclusively for Japan, it denied the role that China used to
play in the region. In 1592, Japan did not take China into account any more by dispatching
military force to Korea, which was still one of China’s tributary states. In the Wanli Ming Dynasty
(1573-1620), Emperor Wanli sent out troops to help Korea fight against Japan. This war which
lasted for seven years contributed to the Peace for the following 200 years in Korea. If there was
any cultural and political intimacy between China and Korea by then, it fell apart from the
beginning of a new era with the fall of the Ming dynasty and its replacement by the Qing dynasty.
Manchurians who made their entrance into China and became the ruler of this country for 267
years (1644-1911) was not traditionally considered as a part of ‘Hua’, it was considered
‘barbarian’.

Hundreds of years after the Ming dynasty, Korea was still sentimentally attached to the Ming
empire. Characteristics of the Ming dynasty including the political system, costume, ceremony
and decorum, etc. constitute Korean traditional culture up until now. As a result, Korea bore
grudges against the fact that they had to make pilgrimage to the Qing empire as a tribute state of
China. The identification with sino-centric East Asia went under a significant change in the period
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of transition from Ming (1368-1644) to Qing dynasty (1644-1911). The subtlety of this change can
be traced from the recorded conversations between people from these three countries. In the letter
from a man named Kim to the Korean emissary, it is highlighted that ‘There is no more “China”
after the Ming dynasty.’ (Ge:2010) What ‘China’ suggested here was not in any geographical
sense, it meant the culture of ‘Hua’ represented by Han and Tang dynasty in particular. The
relationship between Japan and Qing empire was even more tricky. Japan as well refused to use
the name ‘China’ to China , instead, China was being replaced by the word ‘Yan’, which was the
abbreviation of Beijing, the capital of the Qing empire. In a few volumes of travel notes -- The
Journey of Yan, written during the reign of Qianlong (1736-1795) and Jiaqing (1796-1820), the
revelation of the disintegration of Chinese culture was visible throughout the books. The contempt
and precaution derived from Japanese national pride towards Qing empire was evident.

It is important to notice that there is a core concept of ‘Hua’ culture known as ‘Land under the
Heaven’, it describes the whole ‘World’ not geographically, but culturally. It derives from the
sense of superiority and idealism of ancient Chinese culture, suggesting that whoever and
wherever is willing to be influenced by the cultural power of China becomes a part of the ideal
with China at the centre. The logic of dissolving the geographical boundaries with the sense of
culture still has an ongoing impact on the modern Chinese thinking. Chinese people often,
unconsciously, equate China to the Orient or Asia, as if the orient or Asia was an internally unified
entity.

This has a significant impact on the understanding of the culture of East Asian countries such as
Japan and Korean who used to identify with Sino-centric order for centuries. For example,
although the identification of Japan and Korea with China as a concrete power had obviously been
declining after the Song dynasty, their identification with the story of ‘Hua’ that China used to
represent remained. In other words, China and Chinese culture known as ‘Hua’ are two respective
and separable concepts. Constructing ‘Hua’ civilization as a purely cultural concept rather than a
political entity bond with a clear geographical limits, originally derives from the over-confidence
of China, it is also a part of the idealism that ‘Hua’ represents. It suggests that anyone and any
place are able to turn into a part of Chinese culture ‘Hua’ regardless of the difference of race,
religion and skin color, as long as the specific ‘life customs and political values’ could be adopted
(Ge, 2010: 46). There is a sense of equalitarianism in relation to the myth of ‘Hua’ which makes
the sino-centric system to a large extent different from the Eurocentrism today.

The upper class of Japanese society gradually arrived at the view that there was a so-called ‘Hua --
Yi metamorphosis’. Yi is the concept in contrast with Hua, it is a general name for ‘barbarian’.
‘Hua -- Yi metamorphosis’ is an derivative thinking from the Chinese thinking of ‘Land under
Heaven’. In the light of this logic, the Japanese refuted the orthodoxy of the China of the Qing
dynasty as the representative of ‘Hua’, and hence claimed to replace China as the representative of
‘Hua’ (Sun,1999). This move contained Japan’s first ideological reaction against the previously
unchallenged position of China as its esteemed teacher. By coincidence, Korea took the similar
view in relation to the Qing dynasty, and declared itself as ‘Little Hua’ who inherited the orthodox
culture of ‘Hua’ which China has lost by being ruled by ‘barbarians’. China also joined the war of
discourse, fighting for the cultural legitimacy in the region. There has always been actual fights
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over legitimacy of leadership before, but there was never any written theory on cultural legitimacy
until the very first paper specifically on the subject of China written by Shi Jie in the earlier Song
dynasty (960-1127). It was a famous political essay expressing anxiety in relation to the position
of ‘China’ in the world with a sense of extreme nationalism that was never been explicit in
Chinese intellectual history before. Another example during the same period was On Orthodoxy
by Ouyang Xiu, it argued for the political legitimacy of China in the region by demonstrating the
intellectual history referring to traditional experiences and lessons (Ge, 2010).

The increasing necessity of emphasizing and maintaining the relation between China and ‘Hua’ --
the Chinese culture as irreplaceable - suggests that Hua-Yi relation for China has changed from an
actual regional system to a more of an imaginary to the non-Chinese world. Although both Japan
and Korea denied the long-term dependency on China centuries ago, all of three major countries in
East Asia did not change their identification with ‘Hua’ as standards of the ideal civilization until
the late nineteenth century. In other words, ‘Hua’ was the story that represented an universal
civilization and contributed to shape the form of collaboration in East Asia for almost two
thousand years. The tribute system played a significant role in materializing the ideal of ‘Hua’.

2.2 Pre-modern Western Imaginary of East Asia

Baudet (1965:3-22) argues that it is a strong desire of searching for a foreign utopia that is
associated with the cultural motivation of the ‘great land discoveries’ and capitalist expansion. The
origin of the imagining of a foreign utopia can be traced back to the great orientalist complex in
the culture of the ancient Greece and ancient Hebrew. The culture of ancient Greece derived
from Near Eastern civilization. Ancient Greece was both feared yet yearned for the East. Persia
was a known world, it represented fortune, power, extensiveness and mystery. Further towards the
East, it was India, a place famous for its output of gold and intelligence. The East was therefore
incredible and charming. When the Macedonian Empire was broken apart, the story of Alexander
the Great was being passed from one generation to another and becoming the epic inspiration for
western expansionist history. ‘The significance of Alexander's eastward expedition on the western
culture are first, removing the Eastern threat by conquering Persian Empire; second, the
expedition in India brought back many legendary stories that satisfied people’s curiosity. For
example, ‘Kobold’, monsters with each foot as big as an umbrella, miracle and magics (Zhou,
2006:322).

In the Old Testament, Prophets praise the Persian Empire. In the Bible, Paradise is in the East.
‘Then the Lord God planted a garden in Eden away to the east, and there he put the man whom he
had formed. ’ East is the homeland for the God and human beings; it is the field of fruits and
spring, and the land of knowledge; it is the birth place of Jesus Christ and the origin of the Gospels.
Subsequently, stories about the East extended from the Christian legend to medieval culture. The
Medieval westerner longed for the East as it was where Heaven was located according to the
Christian tradition (Steadman, 1969:32). Images of the East in the middle ages were complicated
and elusive: vast land, beautiful landscape, mild temperature, and rich in products and gold, large
population, powerful and prosperous empires, magics, etc..
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Most of the imaginations about the East are recorded in the story of Eastern paradise and Legend
of Prester John. The god mother of Manuel I received a letter in 1165 from someone named
Prester John. In this letter, Prester John claimed to be the king of Christianity, and ruled the
extensive land from the three Indias and Tower of Babel to the Cemetery of St. Thomas. ‘Land of
Prester John’ therefore became the place that the Christian Europe yearned for. It could be distant
India, or it could be Abyssinia (former name of Ethiopia). The Bible implies that the queen of
Sheba is in fact the king of Abyssinia. (Zhou, 2006: 325)

The legend of the East continues to the present day, but ‘The Land of Prester John’ is an imaginary
enclave. It was once considered as East Africa for a while then it moved to the central Asia,
Southern Asia, and it then was suggested to be Mongolia. From Jean de Plan Carpin to
Christopher Columbus, every adventurer who tried to discover the East were looking for ‘The
Land of Prester John’. Jean de Plan Carpin (1985:49) mentioned that the army of Prester John
fought against Tartar people. Marco Polo (1981:107) who claims that he has visited the ‘The Land
of Prester John’ believes that Wang Khan of the Kereit in the western Mongolia is Prester John. It
is worth mentioning that in the late medieval Europe, ‘The Land of Prester John’ was commonly
conceived as Mongolia or it’s neighbouring land.

The story about the East inspired the ‘great land discoveries’ , and the latter somehow justified the
former. Travellers at that time might not find ‘The Land of Prester John’ , but they found ‘The
Land of Great Khan’. The imagination of Eastern paradise in the western culture was therefore
being connected to China, as China was where the Mongol empire was located during 1271 - 1368.
It is the Yuan dynasty (元朝) found by Kublai Khan. According to the western travellers such as
Marco Polo, the Mongol empire was so big and exotic that it felt like a country from an alien
planet. With a huge population and an endless stretch of cities, just as gold is the symbol of
fortune, Great Khan becomes the symbol of power and glory. When the civilization on the land of
geographical China appeared as outstanding in the gaze of the West, the practical value and
legendary power of the long term imagination about the East has been realized. As a result, ‘The
Land of Prester John’ was gradually replaced by ‘Land of the Great Khan’ in the western
imagination.

2.2.1 It’s China

Important information is delivered through a letter written by the Italian Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci:
‘Khitan was just another name of China (1983).’ In order to verify this information, the
Portuguese Jesuits Bento de Goes was sent to Beijing to confirm that if China really was ‘Land of
the Great Khan’ . In 1585, the publication of The History of the Mightie Kingdom of China (1853)
once again verified that Khitan was China, and China was a geographically real state. In this book,
Mendoza constructs a perfect, superior image of imperial China. It provides knowledge and
imagination for ‘cult China’ for the following two centuries in Europe. Different from the
travelogue mentioned earlier, this time the ideal China is in the form of historiography. It feels
serious and creditable. The book introduced a wide range of treatments and technologies including
iron-making, spinning and weaving, embroidery and wooden furniture making and various
transport facilities. According to Mendoza, imperial China had many refined implements made by
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skilled craftsmen. They were great artists and inventors. China was rich, and the people were
diligent therefore there were no beggars in China, as it was banned by the law. Moreover,
Mendoza fantasized that Chinese hospitals and welfare institutions were fully financed by the
emperor, it offered complete and equal access to everyone in the society regardless of their gender
or social class. The welfare system in China that Mendoza introduces was so perfectly ideal that it
embarrassed the reality of Christian Europe’s uncharitableness.

Mendoza had this almost unrealistic confidence about China. He found the connection between
Chinese education and political system very strong, based on what was really a collection of very
discursive information. He concluded that Chinese civilization particularly respected knowledge,
and only the very learned people were able to pass the imperial examination to work for the
government. Moreover, there was no aristocracy in China, everyone was able to become one of
the upper-class through studying and the exam system, which implied a healthily equal and
competitive society. Mendoza attempted to protect the ideal image of China in his book, he
avoided or casually mentioned the evidences that said otherwise. With regards to the insufficient
data, Mendoza would add some of his wishful imagination. For example, like many western
travelers discovered, Mendoza also realized that China’s military force was weak, but through the
weakness Mendoza saw China as a peaceful nation. The book The China That Was by Matteo
Ricci (1983) was published about three decades later than The History of the Mightie Kingdom of
China, based on his personal experience living in China, Matteo Ricci’s introduction to China was
more objective and comprehensive. Except the positive aspects, he also discussed some
undesirable and corrupt customs such as superstition, inferiority of women, savage torture and etc..
However, Mendoza’s version of China enjoyed much more welcome in Europe.

Interestingly, from the time of Marco Polo to the middle of eighteenth century, over five centuries,
most influential works on the subject of China were written by authors who had never really been
to China. The Travels of Sir John Mandeville (2010) by Mandeville in fourteenth century, The
History of the Mightie Kingdom of China by Mendoza in sixteenth century; China Monumentis by
Athanasius Kircher (2010) in seventeenth century and The General History of China by J.B Du
Halde in eighteenth century, none of the above authors visited China. Obviously, what Europe was
fascinated by was not a ‘real’ China but the one that fits their imagination. An ideal China was
needed to help Europe before the mid eighteenth century find a way out from the profound but
chaotic, great but suffering world of religions.

The focus of European study of China went through three phases of study, from material
civilization, to the political system, and finally to culture and religion. The image of Confucian
China is produced in Kircher’s China Monumentis as a cultural symbol. It profoundly influenced
the western Enlightenment culture as a successful secular model of politics until the publication of
Despotism in China by Francois Quesnay in 1767 which represented the end of idealisation in
relation to Confucianism. The construction of the ideal Confucian China has also developed
through three phases. It started with Jesuit missionaries in China. They were able to read and
translate the ancient Confucian texts in order to find the connection with Old testament theology;
with the circulation of Jesuits’ work about China, the interest of Confucianism expanded from
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Jesuits community to the European intellectuals. Confucius became a symbol of natural theology.
Finally, from theology to philosophy, ‘Confucian China’ became an Enlightenment philosophical
discourse, endowed with the concept of free religion, moral philosophy and enlightened sovereign.
(Zhou, 2006:75)

Both rational theologians and philosophers attempted to transcend the religious dispute through
rationalism and natural theology. Some European philosophers such as C.F. von Wolff, Gottfried.
W. Leibnitz and F. Voltaire believe that Confucian China establishes the ideal politics based on the
moral instincts, which suggests that people do not need religion to be happy: rationality will
simply suffice (Zhou, 1999). Interestingly, in order to protect as well as constrain the monarchical
power, many philosophers chose to believe morality. Believing in the Enlightened Despotism at
the beginning of Enlightenment, as a foreign country in the far East, China played a role of ideal
social model for the West.

2.2.2 Early Contact
The contact between the East Asia and the West occurred long before the European maritime
expansion. This very first western impression about the East Asia might have very limited
influence at that time, but it became an important source of knowledge for the construction of the
image of the East in the near future.

According to the historical records, there had been at least one hundred Europeans who traveled
far away across the sea to visit East Asia, and China in particular, during the Tang (618-907) and
Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) (Zhou,1999). Most of these Europeans were business men and
missionaries. As a result, silk and currencies from the old oriental civilization appeared in the
European market while the Christian churches were being built on the land of East Asia. Among
these foreign visitors who came a long way from the other side of the world, there were poets and
writers who could write ingeniously with exquisite description. Volumes of stories, poems and
literature about the oriental world were written from the perspective of western eyes. The
traditional European myths and legends were inevitably mixed into the interpretation of their
experience in East Asia. The documents in various forms were being translated into both Latin
which was considered as elegant, and romance language which was generally seen as vulgar.
(Zhou,1999)

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the Tang dynasty started from seventh century and ended in
the tenth century and was one of the most powerful and prosperous periods in the history of
pre-modern China. Along with the Arab empire dominated in the western Asia and northern Africa
during the same period, Tang and Arab empires were considered as the most powerful civilizations
in the world at that time. Due to the tolerant and open minded foreign policy in Tang, Europeans
who came to China were able to visit most of the Tang territory. They witnessed the busiest streets
they had ever seen in the city of Changan which was the capital of the Tang empire, ‘Fortunes
from the various regions of the oriental world were being transported to the land of Tang by
camels, horses, donkeys and carriage cart (Schafer, 1963:23) .’
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In the coastal regions and areas along the Yangtze river, European travellers visited the current
‘Oriental Pearl’ -- city of Yangzhou. It was the main centre of the waterway transportation in the
Tang empire. Merchandises from all over the world had to make a transfer here, the city of
Yangzhou therefore became a gathering place for merchants coming from all around the world.
Salt from Guangzhou, tea from Beijing, jewels, spices and herbs from other regions of Asia,
Yangtze river waterway was thus known as the ‘silk brocade’ that constantly shipped all sorts of
valuable commodities. In the eyes of the visitors coming from afar, Yangzhou was a luxuriant
metropolitan city where citizens here got to wear gorgeous silk at all seasons. They lived like
aristocrats in the west. ‘There are a large number of rivers crisscrossing the city with a forest of
masts standing at the both sides. Boats in the city of Yangzhou outnumber the carriages.’ ‘People
wish they could die old in this city, it was considered as a satisfactory end of the life. ’(Ren,
2015:18)

P1 Oriental Daily Life in The Western Eyes (Ren, 2015:18)

Each drop of water has a reflection of a brand new sun. Ever since the Tang dynasty, each western
ambassador had a brand new version of the Orient they witnessed. During the Easter holiday in
1245, the sixty-five years old Italian Christian emissary John of Pian de Carpine was sent by the
Pope, leaving France for Mongol empire who could not stop the military expansion and kept in
power over Eastern Europe. In about twenty-six years, these Mongolians found their capital in the
city of Beijing and carried out their reign in China for ninety-seven years. In his book The Ystoria
Mongalorum, Carpine recorded what he saw and experienced over two years in Mongolia. As the
first European account that tries to chronicle Mongol history, there are many unrealistic guesses
and imaginings mixed in the book in relation to China and its Mongolian countries which the
author never really visited. After Carpine, the Flemish Franciscan missionary and explorer
William of Rubruk followed up closely, he proceeded to meet up with Batu Khan, the leader of the
Mongol empire at that time. On his return to France in 1255, Rubruk presented to King Louis IX a
very clear and precise report. This report is divided into 40 chapters. Chapters 1-10 relate general
observations about the Mongols and their customs. Chapters from 11 to 40 give an account of the
course and the events of William's voyage. In this report, he described the peculiarities
of Mongolia as well as many geographical observations. There were also anthropological
observations, such as his surprise at the presence of Islam in Inner Asia. (Yu, 1984)

Over the decades from John of Pian de Carpine to William of Rubruk, the connection between
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East Asia and the West had stopped for quite a long time. As it was more difficult than in the Tang
dynasty to get to the areas along Yellow river and Yangtze river, the western views of the East
were largely limited to the giant expanse of steppes. Thirteenth century Europe which was
permeated with confidence derived from the Christian religion was unpleasantly impressed by the
arrogance of the Mongol empire. John of Pian de Carpine describes the Mongolian as the most
offensively condescending population of mankind. William of Rubruk argues alike that ‘these
barbarian thugs are indulging themselves in the evil pagan religion, unwilling to be rescued. Their
cities are badly designed, and their palace was less than a monastery in Europe. (Yu, 1984)’

In the late thirteen century, a published manuscript entitled The Travels of Marco Polo (1998)
rekindled the European curiosity towards the far East. It is one of the great masterpieces of
medieval geographical literature, comparable to that of William of Rubruck, although their point
of views are very different. Marco Polo related his memoirs about how his father, a western
merchant used to do business in Asia, orally to Rustichello da Pisa during their time as prisoners in
the Genova Republic. The original idea of this memoirs probably was to create a handbook for
merchants, essentially a text on weights, measures and distances. After several rounds of
translation and transcriptions blending multiple versions together, The Travels of Marco Polo
became a handbook of the fantasy in relation to an unprecedentedly prosperity of China, East Asia,
and even the whole Asia which were rich in gold , spice, silk and tea, etc.. In contrast with what
Carpine and Rubruk described about Mongolia, according to Polo, the Mongol empire in the
ancient orient was an earthly paradise where the cities were thriving and the social order in general
was well secured by the complete legal system. As a matter of fact, in the thirteenth century
Hangzhou, the current capital of Zhejiang province, had over one million population while the
biggest cities in Europe at the same time had population around ten thousands. It is not
exaggerating to say that The Travels of Marco Polo contributed to the oriental complex of a large
number of Europeans over the following a few centuries (Bao, Lv and Huang, 2010).

Before the European Maritime expansion, there was after all a few Europeans who would be able
to visit East Asia. It makes the travels notes and missionary reports so important to the western
knowledge about the other side of the world. Most of these records and writings overflew the
yearning for the far East. The inevitably exaggerated description of the East in the travel notes,
letters, and reports helped to construct an inconceivably mysterious image of the East in the
western eyes.

With the exploration of the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic Ocean, European maritime expansion
has been literally dissolving the geographical and cultural isolation between the East and the West.
Portuguese from Africa and Spanish from America, new routes discovered by adventurers sent out
a steady flow of westerners to the East. With the establishment of a worldwide network of trade
and transportation, the interaction between the East and the West was becoming more active than
ever. ‘all regions and ethnic groups in the world have been brought into a relationship of a
constant and permanent interaction (Bentley and Ziegler, 2007:626).’ A brand new era was
arriving.
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2.2.3 The Ideal Confucianism
In the sixteenth century, the number of travelogue, books, and translations on the subject of Asia
increased substantially in the European societies. The pioneers who were devoted to the
communication of the East and West were the Catholic Jesuits who did not only bring the gospel
of God to the ancient land of the East, it helped to transmit the image of the East to the western
world. From St. Francois Xavier, Gaspar Dacruz to Alessandro Valignano, they turned their
knowledge and experiences about the legendary orient into words and reported back to where they
came from. These reports were very informative, comprehensive and specific in a strong sense of
what characterized the age -- Humanism. The works of these Jesuits satisfied the curiosity of the
European people, in return, it further promoted the connection and communication between two
very different civilizations. For the Europeans at that time, the Orient was not simply a vast land
and an opportunity to make a fortune, it represented a different culture through European
observation: Confucianism. Subsequently, the pre-modern Chinese civilization and Confucianism
became a pair of co-referential concepts.

In terms of long-standing historical exchanges, as well as common textual traditions, it is possible
to speak of a region that encompasses both East and Southeast Asia, linked in turn to other parts of
Asia through commercial and intellectual exchanges. ‘After all, elites in China, Japan, Korea and
Vietnam did draw on the same classical and sacred texts and the institutions they implied, even
though those texts were articulated to local circumstances to produce different historical
trajectories. (Dirlik, 1999:178)’ However, until the late nineteenth century, Confucian texts were
perceived not so much as the products of one nation-state (China) or of a regional entity (East
Asia), but as sacred texts of universal relevance, much the same as the Buddhist scriptures, the
Greek/Roman classics, or the Bible. The universal quality of Confucianism, according to Dirlik
(1999), is the product of the western knowledge.

The Christian priests who landed on Chinese soil in the late 16th century begun a conversation on
indigenous ground. From this dialogue of cultures, Christianity could not help but assume a
distinctive Chinese culture based on a single Chinese teaching that differentiates China from the
culture at the far reaches of the western Europe. ‘Along with dao (Daoism) and fo (Buddhism), ru
doctrine (Confucianism) appears in the Western taxonomic pantheon of world religions in the
nineteenth century as one of three teachings in East Asia, especially China that were given specific
names: “Boudhism” in 1801, “Tauism” in 1839, and “Confucianism” in 1862. Of the three, only
Confucianism is fully Latinized, while the others are represented as hybrid Anglo-Romanizations
of native terms; [...] of the three, only Confucianism has been integrated into Western
self-consciousness to any degree. (Jensen, 1997:2)’

Compatible with the desirable image of the sino-centered civilization in East Asia since the middle
ages, these 16th century Jesuit fathers quickly produced a volume of testimony in Latin, Italian,
Portuguese, and Chinese of Confucius as a moral genius of their inspiration, drawing on a
thousand-year-long transmission of indigenous texts and tales about him. In fact, ‘Confucius’ is a
Latinized equivalent for ‘Kong Fuzi’ in Chinese. It was then paralleled with a dual symbol best
likened to Janus, the Roman god whose two-headed face was identified with gates, doors, and
beginnings. As a result of the iconography of the hero figure represented in the letterbooks,
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translations, and treatises of Jesuit missionaries who have been traveling around China and it’s
neighboring countries, ‘Confucius’ quickly acquired a universal character as a sage. Moreover, for
the little concern in relation to the difference between China and it’s neighboring countries,
Confucianism has been gradually "de-territorialized" from its Chinese sources to be rendered into
a characteristic of East and Southeast Asian societies in general.

The wide popularity of Confucius was also coincident with global economic developments of the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries that brought Europe and China closer than ever
before. ‘At the end of the 16th century, a rudimentary global economy was in place that linked
China economically with Europe, with the Americas and sites like the silver mines of Potosí in the
New World. By the beginning of the seventeenth century nearly 50 percent of the precious metals
mined throughout the world found their way to China. A conceptual market developed alongside
the spice, metals, and luxury trade, bearing many icons of the Chinese that circulated widely in
Europe, among them the icon Confucius (Jensen, 1997:7).’ Consequently, Confucianism has been
considered by the West as the definitive ethos of the Chinese culture -- their civil religion, their
official cult, their intellectual tradition which evoked a panoply of associations: deference,
urbanity, wisdom, moral probity, reasoned and not slavish classicism, and a learned, paternal
authoritarianism. (Dirlik, 1999)

2.3 Conclusion
To theoretically precondition East Asia as a cultural imaginary, this chapter discusses the
pre-modern history to address the fact that East Asia had a commonly identified cultural imaginary
justified and materialized through a political system that was widely practiced in the area. In spite
of the existence of diverse international relations between East Asian countries, there was one
common recognition of the ideology based on the mutual respect of the power difference and
hierarchy.

History is a dynamic process. The pursuit of cultural universality endows people with the meaning
of existence, while the pursuit of cultural particularity gives people the actual vehicle to exist (Shi,
2018:6), namely to stay alive. Through rationalization, the former transforms into a whole set of
ideological systems and the latter turns into a scheme vacillating between the secular desires and
the morality. Social ideal and individual needs are both seeking for ways to be materialized in
reality. Through a process of countless conflicts and inter-activities, social ideals and secular
desires may finally merge into an actual system. It therefore makes the system an agency
connecting the cultural universality and particularity. The Tribute system is an outcome of the
negotiation of Confucian political ideals and management requirements in reality. Shi zhan argues
that ‘an order can only be sustainable with three elements sufficed -- ideals, wealth and military
power (Shi,2017:11). ’ ideals creates the meaning for the order, wealth justifies the order, and
military provides the capability of maintaining the order.

Geographically, China has been the most populated country with the biggest agricultural acreage
which adds up to mean stable fiscal taxation. The geographical advantage made agricultural China
be the place where the most powerful regime usually located. Since it is not precise to see China
as identical as the Confucian moral civilization per se, it definitely the political carrier of it. When
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a political power strong enough to militarily conquer its neighbors, it would seemingly have to
settle down in geographical China to rule and to plan for the future development. Ordinary people
who lived in China for generations were not only the source of fiscal taxation, but the target group
who needed to be managed to sustain the stability of the central regime. Due to the universal
vision on which the Confucian moral ideals built, it is not hard to imagine the hierarchical culture
and administrative system which has been proven as an efficient tool to manage a large
agricultural country sustained in the land of China for thousands of years regardless the constant
change of the ruling families and even the ethnicity of the rulers.

The tribute system is a product of this hierarchical moral civilization, it was because of the long
term practice of the tribute system in the area of East Asia, it contributed to the common
identification on the Confucian political ideals and the form of Confucian civilization -- ‘Hua’
represented by China. From an Utopian legend to an Utopian society in reality, by the late 17th

century, Confucian civilization guarded by a set of Confucian moral codes and represented by
imperial China during a few certain dynasties has been imagined by the West as an ideal version
of life in contrast with the contemporary Europe at the same period. The classic literature of
Confucianism was once being mythologized in the western discourse especially during the late
Medieval.

In the pre-modern era, East Asian countries’ identification with China as a specific model of the
superior civilization to look up to might accordingly change with the alternation of the dynasties,
the discourse of claiming one’s ‘authentic’ relation with ‘Hua’ by all three countries (China, Japan
and Korea) respectively, represents a persistent identification with ‘Hua’ as a form of an ideal
civilization.
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Chapter 3 -- Modernity as The Name of The Father

3.1 The Collective Imaginary and The Theory of The Oedipus Complex
What East Asia experienced at the turn of the 19th and 20th century was a severe confrontation of
two different types of civilization. The conflicts between the hierarchical ‘Tianxia’ order based on
Confucian moral values and the colonial power of the modern west gradually escalated into wars.
It was violent and revolutionary. The ‘Tianxia’ order of hierarchy representing the superiority of
‘Hua’ culture collapsed as a result of the successful establishment of a west-led international
system that East Asia soon after joined. It began the process of modernization of East Asia. The
violent change of the local system was accompanied by an even more drastic change of cultural
belief. The communal respect for the power hierarchy turned into the collective belief in
egalitarianism through the concepts of nation-states and citizens. A brand new collective
self-knowledge was as well being constructed at this early stage of modernization of East Asia.

It has been argued by other scholars (Iwabuchi 2004 and Cho 2012) that the collective identity of
East Asia demonstrated in the consumption of Korean TV dramas today represents a collective
experience in a history, which in my research is by nature imaginary. What has been totally
blanked in the previous studies of East Asia in relation to Korean TV dramas is the examination of
the imaginary of East Asia. How do we study the imaginary to better explain a collective identity?
I borrow the theory of the Oedipus Complex developed by Lacan after Sigmund Freud
(Homer,2005; Chiesa,2007) to understand the transition of East Asia from one symbolic system to
another to form its current collective identity at the turn of the century.

Instead of thinking the role of Mother and Father in the theory of the Oedipus Complex as the
specific persons in reality like Freud (Xin,2009), Lacan (Homer,2005) sees them as the
representatives of different cultural systems. Meanwhile, again different from Freud, Lacan
(Homer,2005) believes that in the unconscious the sexual desires for the Mother as a taboo is
symbolically constructed rather than ‘instinctive’ as Freud puts it. Lacan’s theory of ‘Oedipus
Complex’ therefore is given a much more interpretive power beyond the analytical constraints of
the nuclear families.

The Oedipus Complex deduces the process of the early stage of socialization of the young child
from the age of three to six. One’s identity along with social subjectivity are firstly being
constructed during the process of the Oedipus Complex. The constitution of an identity is never
unitary, it is an ongoing process of the countless accumulations and changes of meanings. The
collective identity, such as gender or national identity, are the components of one’s ego. Identities
in relation to nationality, for example, may not be always in the act, but it can easily be triggered
in the particular context, as it is subject to the language which is itself belongs to the unconscious.
The logic of constructing a collective identity is parallel to that of one’s individual identity, as the
former is a part of the latter. They are all by nature imaginary and symbolic. Therefore, it is
operative to use the theory of ‘Oedipus Complex’ to explain the construction of a collective
identity -- East Asia.

The moment a child leaves his/her mother to the world as an individual, it starts the journey of
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searching for itself by constructing the meanings of being. According to Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’
(Leader,2013:76), a new born has no sense of distinguishing itself from the world around them,
everything appears to be mixed and chaotic. There is no separation. With the development of the
vision, the mother who used to be considered by the child as a part of itself starts to emerge as an
other who really has an independent existence. However, it remains to be the fact that human
babies have no independent viability for years after they have been born, as they are all premature
infants by nature. The visual ability being way ahead of the other behavioral competences creates
confusions and a sense of insecurity, the ability of imagination therefore occurs like a mental
compensation for the human children to make sense of what they can see and feel when they
really are still too young to have much control. In other words, what the imaginary provides for
the young child is an imaginary experience of a total control which they don’t really have. For
example, it is inevitable for a child to eventually realize that the mother is independent from the
child himself, as the mother is still all the child initially needs and wants. For a long time, the child
would like to imagine that they are as well all that the mother needs and wants. Being each other’s
complete desire is an important imaginary status for a child to construct a secure sense of being, it
represents an imaginary sense of a total control of a child in relation to their surrounding world,
mainly represented by the mother.

This imaginary sense of control will last until the ‘Father’ comes in and breaks it. It is important to
highlight that in Lacan’s version of ‘Oedipus Complex’, both the Mother and the Father are not
the real people, they are the symbolic representatives of two different cultural systems. The
Mother represents a world in which a child’s primitive needs and desires are always being fulfilled
unconditionally, while the ‘Father’ represents a different cultural authority and symbolic order in
which the instinctive demands are supposed to be constrained, especially the desire to maintain
the ‘controlled’ relation with the Mother, this shall be repressed as taboo. Therefore, Lacan choose
to use ‘Name of the Father’ rather than the ‘Father’. When Name of the Father intervenes in a
child’s imaginary of their complete relation with the surrounding world, it is the beginning of the
process of Oedipus Complex and beyond.

Being aware of the Name of the Father hardly means any acceptance of the new rules and new
meanings. On the contrary, the child would fight back hard to maintain his imaginary relation with
the Mother as a binary whole. Freud believes that a child’s attachment to his mother derives from
the animal instinct for reproduction, as the Oedipus Complex is usually accompanied by the
child’s gender sensitivity for the very first time. However, Lacan argues that it is the primary
imaginary of the ‘totally controlled’ status responsible for the attachment of the child to their
mother.

The initial resistance against Name of the Father first of all comes from the sense of losing control,
although it was imaginary in the first place. Secondly, it derives from the deprivation of what used
to be believed in. The world that the child once experienced as in total control of is being literally
and symbolically sabotaged by the involvement of Name of the Father. The cultural authority
suggested by Name of the Father represents what is called the ‘phallus’. The logic of legitimacy
justifies one’s needs and desire, it then produces the meanings accordingly through realization of
these desires. The interference of Name of the Father denies the imaginary authority of the
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imaginary relationship between the child and his mother. The child would firmly believe that what
they had with his mother was justified as the mother used to have a ‘phallus’, until Name of the
Father replaced it.

The child gradually starts to realize that the Mother does not have the phallus which represents
cultural authority, the Mother is even subjected to the authority of Name of the Father. In other
words, the child no more appears to be the only desire of the Mother, what the Mother really
desires is what is constructed in Name of Father as meaningful and powerful. In order to maintain
the power of control of the world - in which the child sincerely believed that they have been living
in with the mother - the child would paradoxically choose to fight the Name of the Father on the
one hand, and to imitate the Father to be the ‘phallus’ on the other hand in order to remain
desirable for the Mother. The aim of the fight against as well as the identification with Name of
Father is to hold together what the child thought they used to have -- a world totally in his control
through the mutual love between the child and the mother.

The Name of the Father represents the basic rules of good and evil in civil society, practiced
through the codes of morality and system of justice and education, etc.. The Mother on the other
hand represents an experience of a mutually desired and needed world with the child at the centre.
The Name of the Father interrupts the child’s imaginary world with the whole package of
language. If all a child needs to communicate in the world of the Mother is to feel and respond,
while in the Name of the Father, the Symbolic, everything is held in the symbols of language. The
feeling as a whole is to be cut into pieces and turned into specific languages to make sense. Lacan
names the world of the Mother as ‘The Imaginary’ and Name of the Father represents the world of
‘The Symbolic’. The Oedipus Complex demonstrates the transition of a child struggling between
‘The Imaginary’ and ‘The Symbolic’. Theoretically, the child would eventually walk out of the
Oedipus Complex and voluntarily identify with the symbolic rules of the world of the Name of the
Father to be able to construct one’s independent subjectivity. Meanwhile, by turning the desires for
instinctive needs into the socially coded values, the initial desire of maintaining the relation with
the Mother is consequently repressed into a sense of guilt.

Guilt is the key to a child merging into the order of the Name of the Father, and the punishment is
an important approach. As Nietzsche (Pearson and Large, 2006: 408) argues in The Genealogy of
Morality, civilization is a violent process based on the repression of instinctive nature.
Punishment produces the sense of guilt gradually through pain both physically and mentally
perceived. From resistance, to identification and to eventually internalization of the Name of the
Father, the child walks out of the Oedipus Complex and enters the symbolic order of the Name of
the Father. Meanwhile, as the Mother is symbolically defined as the lack of the ‘phallus’ by the
system of difference of the Name of the Father, the initial desire of the child wanting to maintain
the original relation with the Mother is therefore being denied for it is guilty.

The identity of East Asia is being created during the confrontation of the hierarchical order of
‘Tianxia’ and the western order of egalitarianism in the form of nation-states. The order of
‘Tianxia’ used to represent the superiority of the civilization of the ‘Hua’ in East Asia is being
denied and reconstructed as the opposite of the civilization per se. Symbolically, the pre-modern
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civilization in East Asia along with the ‘Tianxia’ system and its value system of Confucianism is
being castrated. The western discourse of modernity as the Name of the Father deprives it of rights
to claim being civil. The effort of maintaining the traditional regional order in East Asia by
rejecting the involvement of western power in the region was punished severely in the wars.

When East Asia in general identifies with the value system of western modernity and denies the
value of its past as a whole, modernity has replaced the belief of ‘Hua’ and represents the
dominant position instead in the area of East Asia. The transition of two value systems parallels
the process of the Oedipus Complex. East Asia constructs a new identity in the new symbolic
system of modernity. In terms of the logic of the Oedipus Complex, the pre-modern history of East
Asia, including its pre-modern form of social order and value system, is considered as the Mother,
while the modern value system corresponds to Name of the Father. However, it is important to
underline that this chapter does not simply equate the past of East Asia to the Mother (the
imaginary) and the modernity to the Father (the symbolic) as how it would be described according
to the linear narrative of history. The past of East Asia as the Mother signifying the symbol of lack
is being constructed retrospectively by the current discourse of modernity. Similarly, the
Confucian moral civilization functioned as the symbolic does in the current order of modernity,
yet with its authority in the former days represented by the superiority of its symbolic power and
achievements being deprived of its original meanings in the discourse of modernity, it’s
yesterday’s authority hence appears to only exist in the imaginary. It is like the imaginary
‘phallus’ that the Mother used to have. Apparently, what in fact really happened in history does not
matter, it is how it is being interpreted matters within the framework of contemporary power
relations.

This chapter examines the influence of the transition of collective beliefs of culture from the
Confucian moral discourse to the discourse of modernity in relation to the construction of East
Asian identity. By breaking down the process of cultural transition according to the logic of the
Oedipus Complex, the following discussions will be conducted in three sections. The first section
entitled Name of the Father discusses the historical development of symbolic construction of East
Asia in general in the discourse of modernity. Secondly, it discusses the paradoxical process of
East Asia fighting as well as identifying with the involvement of western power in the region. The
third section entitled as self-orientalism in chapter 4 discusses the process and consequence of
internalization of the symbolic system of modernity by East Asia.

3.2 From The Ideal To The Immobile

The western imagination of East Asia has always been an important component of western
self-consciousness. Before the West and its value system had become one of the most determinate
ways of thinking the East Asian self, there had been over five centuries during which East Asia
lived vividly in the western imagination. Before the twentieth century, the western grand narrative
appeared to think East Asia identical to the imperial China, as Japan and Korea were considered as
an organic part of the ‘Tianxia’ order. As a result, the early western study of East Asia largely
concentrated on the situation of China which is going to be the main reference for the following
discussion of this section.
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The Enlightenment established the authority of rationality. To ‘disenchant’ Christianity is to most
importantly construct a historical consciousness based on humanism by verifying the diversity of
human experience. Voltaire criticizes Christian history in contrast to Chinese history in order to
establish a world history of secular culture. In his Essay on Manners and Spirit of Nations,
Voltaire (1997) builds up his argument by introducing the histories of major civilizations in the
world by arguing that seeing human history as a representation of God is a lie. The History of
Mightie Kingdom of China by Mendoza is a representative work on China during the Renaissance,
and The General History of China by J.B Du Halde represents and comments on the large number
of works on the same topic during the early Enlightenment. Halde introduces the cycle of change
of over eight-hundred dynasties in Chinese history over four-thousand years. He is amazed by the
extensive land scale and long history of China.

With the quick development of western knowledge of the world and the changes in their political
concerns and belief, the image of China took a big turn in the middle and late eighteenth century
(Zhou, 2006:331). During the age of sea power the expected ‘happy island’ was not found, and
Captain Cook did not find the legendary ‘Great South Land’ during his adventure in the South
Pacific. On the other hand, a new contour on the world map was emerging. The imaginary ideal
China was gradually being replaced by the ‘real’ China based on the new western experiences. In
short, the West did not find the imaginary utopia on the foreign lands.

Since no real utopia existed, one has to be built. Therefore, the West changed their imaginary of
utopia once connected to a foreign land to another version of it closely associated with their own
future. In the period of the Enlightenment, people believed that an ideal society could be realized
with rationality and courage. As a result, the Confucian utopia ended its historical mission in
Europe, Europe per se has now become the ego ideal for Europe.

The Confucian ideal used to be the instrument of disenchantment, it has now turned in to the
object of disenchantment in the late eighteenth century. James L. White (1964:124) states that the
Confucian China is an outcome of the Western Enlightenment. It’s image as a political ideal
collapses with the outburst of the French Revolution. The core of Modernity is a political
philosophy. Modern western political philosophy generally discredits the theory of ‘Enlightened
Despotism’ which invalidates the fantasy of Confucian ideal.

Modern western politics has the belief that the powerful monarch must be a cruel and cunning
beast: modern politics role is not to educate him, eulogize him or helplessly pray, but to restrict his
power with legislation. In Perpetual Peace, Kant (2005:108) proposes that without the division of
executive power, legislative power, the King’s rule and people’s rule could both become despotic.
Therefore, the moral domination in the East is despotic. The foundation of the Eastern tyranny is
ethics, and ‘Filial Duty’ is the conceptual core. To Kant, ‘Filial Duty’ represents a compulsory
liability, rather than a moral emotion. Confucian classic texts justify the idea of ‘filial’ which
provides the legitimacy to the tyranny. The emperor has therefore endowed the absolute authority
to his people like a father to his son. ‘To the Eastern emperors, ruling a country is not about the
national politics in relation to the land and people, but a family issue.’ (Macartney, 2004: 212).
With details of some Chinese traditional customs such as foot binding and concubinage, China
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appears to be a society full of oppression and abuse.

Confucianism, which used to be the cultural foundation of the ideal community according to many
European scholars, it has now become the evil ideology that legitimates Eastern tyranny. Chinese
government which was the ‘Best government human beings can imagine.’ (Voltaire :1997p.220)
is now seen as being responsible for the people living ‘under the most despicable despotic rule ...
(the people) live in fear of beating by the bamboo board (Barrow, Cadell and Davies, 1806: 160).’
and Chinese people have changed from being hardworking, kind, easygoing to the kind of people
with a twisted body and mind.

Although J.B Du Halde never visited China in person, his introduction to China in The General
History of China is so rich and comprehensive that readers who admire China such as Voltaire or
who see China more critically like Montesquieu, Karl Marx and Adam Smith can find their
references in it. Based on Halde’s book, Adam Smith (1972:247-249) argues that China's policy
emphasizing agriculture at the expense of commerce destroys the economic balance of the country.
But the fundamental problem that impedes Chinese economic development is the Confucian
political system, which lead to a stagnation of the nation in general. When Adam Smith first
invented the idea of ‘Capitalism’, China’s GDP accounted for 32% of the world (Wang, 2006).
Obviously, the west was confident enough to believe that they were on the right track of
development, because China has stopped developing. China has therefore been pinned down to a
specific point of the time, difficult to move.

Around 1750, the spirit of modernity had gradually been established. A series of dualistic signs
were invented, such as West as the present and East as the past, a progressive Europe against a
immobile China. Even the Enlightenment thinkers who admire China started to raise questions.
For example, Voltaire questions China about who first invented the technique of print – that it
would take three to five years to print out a poem. Halde also comments that things in China do
not really change or progress as it refuses to get involved with foreign trade, it is self-reclusive.

It took Alain Peyrefitte (1993) ten years studying Macartney’s journey to China, based on which
he wrote a book entitled The Immobile Empire. When it was translated into Chinese, it was given a
subtitle: Clash of The Two Worlds. The immobile empire indicates the Imperial Qing (1644 -
1912), one of the worlds is the traditional Eastern society represented by China, and another world
is the progressive western society represented by Britain. The Immobile Empire provides much
updated historical data, but it’s argument is by no means new, in fact it echoes Hegel’s old
comments on China - that China is a nation with no history. Although the regime in China kept
changing from one dynasty to another, but this country did not really change (progress) but
circularly repeats it’s ‘dignified destruction’. The Immobile Empire sold over 200,000 copies in six
months. It was not because Peyrefitte presented anything new, but rather represented something
that the public had imagined for a long time. The China described in the book matches the long
existing stereotypical image of China in western popular discourse - characterized as stability and
sustainability. From the time of Marco Polo, there were three commonly identified images of
China generated by the west: they were China as the ‘legendary Khitan’, the Imperial China and
Confucian China. Since the late Enlightenment, those three images have changed into China as the

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Lord+Macartney&search-alias=books&field-author=Lord+Macartney&sort=relevancerank


52

immobile empire, the despotic empire and the savage empire. As an important Other of Western
culture, a backward China is not simply created but needed.

There are two theoretical presuppositions of modernity, which are Cartesianism and classical
physics by Newton. The former creates a subject of cognitive rationality. Consequently, the mind
becomes an independent substance. The latter produces an absolute concept of time and space. It
represents a transition from natural world to human society which produces a whole new symbolic
order. As a result, the modern culture in which people become a subject, and the world is made of
images, produces the West as a subject generating meanings based on a symbolic order of dualism,
including East and West, development and immobility (Heidegger, 1997: 129-131). The immobile
empire is therefore being fixed on the time line. However, if it was just culture that caused the
immobility, there is still a chance to change. As Comte (2003) asserts that Asia is immobile
because it believes in the metaphysical theocracy, once Asia accepted the enlightenment of
empirical science, it will be able progress again.

Enlightenment rationality had a great utopian impulse and spirit of romanticism. The European
intellectual circle before the mid eighteenth century was idealistic and cosmopolitan, the
nation-state played a small role in relation to knowledge. Scholars were interested in the various
kinds of information from all over the world. However, this progressive theory was gradually
replaced by evolutionary theory with the growing popularity of social Darwinism. As a result, the
involvement of racism in the discourse of modernity became a mark of European thinking of the
nineteenth century. It further encouraged European’s colonial behaviour when in foreign lands.
The dualistic world order with Europe at the center of the world is first and foremost an order of
knowledge. Every nation is being categorized into the order of the West or non-West, progress or
immobile, liberal or despotic, and civil or barbaric. The non-Western world is therefore being
bound with fixed meanings which make any change difficult. If culture is changeable,
geographical environment and racial features are not in the context of modernism.

Darwin, the author of The Origin of Species (1999) was cautious. He once emphasized that he had
no intention of developing his discoveries of science into any study of humans and their society,
while many other western scholars thought that the evolutionary logic well explained the relation
between Europe and the world after industrialization. Long before the theory of evolution,
environmental and racial features have been used by Montesquieu and Halde to explain the
immobility of civilization in China. The ideological trend of racism in the nineteenth century led
more western people to see the world from a race-related perspective.

Count Gobineau (Zhou, 2006) classified human race according to their skin color into three kinds:
Black, White and Yellow, among which White is the absolute supreme kind. In the Theory of the
State, Johann K. Bluntschli (Zhou, 2006:332) borrowed the racial concept to explain the
progressive theory of human society. He pointed out that the idea of race differs from intelligence,
physical characteristics, and appearance. These natural differences determined the different status
of civilization in history. The White was the best kind, therefore their culture was more advanced
than the rest. According to Bluntschli, Yellow was less than White but better than the Black.
Yellow Chinese created a comparatively accurate political philosophy based on some basic
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characteristics of humanity. Due to Chinese mixing the morality with law, under the despotic
politics with a certain degree of compassion, Chinese civilization therefore lacked honor and
liberty.

Right after The Second Anglo-Chinese War (1856-58) , English anatomist Robert Knox (1862:
599) wrote his book The races of Man: A Philosophical Inquiry into the Influence of Race over the
Destinies of Nations. He argued that it is not just the primitive tribes that cannot achieve
civilization, the East did not make any progress after the Eastward expeditions by Alexander the
Great. Biological evolution develops from simplicity to complexity, from lower forms to higher
forms, it is natural selection, and only the fittest survive. In terms of the racist perspective, racial
competition is parallel to the biological evolution, the unfit will be eliminated. In a similar vein, it
leads to the racist conclusion that the destruction of Chinese civilization is inevitable, so is Asia as
a whole.

3.2.1 The Myth of ‘National Character’
The theory of national character is an European notion derived from the nineteenth century
nationalist discourse. It highlighted the uniqueness of a nation by stressing the organic differences
between nations. By subsuming human differences under the totalizing category of national
identity, the idea of national character created stereotype has proved tremendously useful in
justifying the superiority of the European white race and legitimizing European imperialist
expansion and domination of the world. According to Liu He (1999:66) ‘ (national character) Its
rhetoric of racial superiority, in particular, has been deployed to explain away the violence of the
East-West encounter in terms of cultural essentialism and evolutionary progress, thus depriving
the conquered race or nation of the ground of authority from which alternative view of difference,
cultural or historical, could be articulated.’

The concept of national character was brought into China from Japan as a Japanese neologism at
the turn of the twentieth century and afterwards. It did not simply come as a pure theory, it came
with a whole package of given Chinese characters based on references mainly from the writings of
Western missionaries. The theory of a Chinese national character was first used by the late Qing
intellectuals to develop their own theory of the modern nation-state. Although various angles were
taken, they were addressing the same questions, such as what is wrong with the Chinese character?
And who is responsible for it? It was apparent that the premise of these questions were ‘Where did
the Chinese character go wrong’. In a 1902 essay entitled Discourse on the New Citizen, Liang
Qichao (1936) expressed a keen interest in searching for the cause of the evils responsible for the
deplorable state of the Chinese citizen. Among other things, he attributed the evils to flaws or
weaknesses in Chinese national character. In On the Character of the Chinese Citizen, 1903, Liang
pinpointed these flaws as a lack of nationalism, a lack of the will for independence and autonomy,
and the absence of public spirit.

Influenced by Liang’s theory, Sun Yat-sen, found it necessary to speak of China’s problems in
these terms. He argued that the Chinese were a group of peace-loving people, but on the other
hand, they were servile, ignorant, self-centered, and lacking in the ideal of freedom (Sun, 1981).
Although it is a fact that many Chinese intellectuals such as Liang Qichao and Sun Yat-sen are the
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foremost critics of Western imperialism at that time, they still subscribed to a discourse that
European nations first used to stake their claim to racial superiority. Liu He (1999:67) argues that
the academic contradiction shared by many late Qing scholars suggests the central predicament of
the Chinese intellectuals of their time. This predicament characterizes all subsequent attempts
either to claim or to reject Chinese national identity. In other words, there is no doubt that Chinese
intellectuals identified with the West as an image that represented modernity, but they refused to
identify with the image of China that West created according to the Euro-centric racialism. Japan
decided to conceptually leave Asia and to leave the burden of yellowness to its neighbors, China
had to deal with the hostile gaze of the Other by itself.

In 1917, New Youth (a journal) published an article by Guang Sheng entitled The National
Character of the Chinese and its Weaknesses. The author defined national character as an
assemblage made of three characters: racial character, state character and religious character. Ny
was comparing the Chinese with other races and nations in relation to their different attitudes
towards foreign nations and religions. Guang summarized that the Europeans were xenophobic
and exclusionist, while the Chinese appeared to be more tolerant. However, Chinese capacity for
tolerance had led to a disregard for independent thinking and individual freedom, which he saw as
going hand in hand with the lack of judiciary and democratic tradition. He concluded by
emphasizing the need for a radical transfortmation of the flawed national character, because it was
no longer capable of meeting the historical demands of the modern world.

How can the self-oriental identifying with stereotypes of China be any good for the efforts
towards founding a Chinese modern nation-state? The key idea of the domestic discussion of
national character in the late nineteenth century was not ‘national character’ but ‘transformation’.
As Liang Qichao characterized Chinese as having a lack of nationalism, and the absence of public
spirit, the harsh criticism stimulates a sense of imagined community, in which almost everyone is
diagnosed with the same sickness, the critical perspective of the intellectual postures self as a third
party, as a cure. Therefore, taking the transformation generated by the intellectual elites as a cure,
in return, there is an ideal future as the Republic China, an independent modern nation state.

However, there were people such as Lu Xun who lost faith in the majority of the popular theories
that professed to explain the cause of China’s weakness yet changed very little. Lu Xun wanted to
be able to practice the ‘transformation’ that previous studies implied. He came into contact with
the theory by reading Liang Qichao, but not until he went to Japan and especially after reading
Arthur Smith’s Chinese Characteristics did he seriously begin to contemplate the possibility of
helping a nation weak in spirit by means of literature. The theory of national character empowered
Lu Xun and his generation of writers with a powerful language of self-criticism. One that would
ultimately target Confucianism as the chief evil of Chinese tradition. (Liu, 1999:72)

Arthur Smith was a missionary from North America who spent many years in China during the
late nineteenth century. When Chinese Characteristics was first published, it enjoyed great
popularity among foreigners living in China. In his book, he proposed 26 main categories as the
theoretical ground for his definition of Chinese character and devoted a chapter to each: face,
economy, industry, politeness, a disregard for time, a disregard for accuracy, a talent for
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misunderstanding, a talent for indirection, flexible inflexibility, intellectual turbidity, an absence of
nerves, contempt for foreigners, and absence of public spirit, and etc. (Smith, 1894). Within each
chapter Smith elaborated on the category by telling anecdotes and making generalized statements
about the Chinese race as a whole. This book has a continued influence on the American
understanding of the Chinese. They way that Smith uses the present tense and the word ‘Chinese’
as a given title to describe the differences between the ‘Chinese’ and the ‘West’ stresses the
presupposed ‘truth’ of ‘western superiority’.

3.3 Asianism: Fighting Against the ‘Father’ of Modernity

Japanese thinking of ‘Asianism’ can be traced back to the end of eighteenth century. Being the
first nation among its neighbours to come in to contact with the western knowledge of astronomy
and geography, Japan became aware of the differentiation between the East and West according to
the world map. It further accelerates the invalidation of the ‘Hua’ civilization from Japan’s point
of view. Meanwhile, ‘Asianism’ increasingly grows popular in Japan in the late nineteenth century
for two major reasons: first of all, with the success of Meiji reform and the collapse of the old
Sino-centric order as a result of the deep involvement of the western power in East Asia, it gave
Japan an unprecedented opportunity to get rid of the long-term unequal relation with China and to
rebuild a Japan-led order in the region; second, being the leader of the East Asia or even the whole
Asia, Japan was very excited to think that ‘Asianism’ was a good approach to use to adjust the
currently unjustified relation with the West in general.

China who used to lack any perception of Asia for the first time came to a consensus with Japan in
relation to the significance of ‘Asianism’, as both of them had the same powerful other: the West.
For China looking at late nineteenth century Japan was like looking into the mirror of the ideal
self-image, feeling admired and jealous (Ge, 2010:181). For Japan, ‘Asianism’ was a chance to
lead; and for China and Korea, ‘Asianism’ was a chance to survive. In the conversation with
Japan’s ambassador in the UK, Zeng Jize stated that the reason why Europe was so powerful was
because of the ‘vertical integration’, if China and Japan integrated, it could lead to an ‘Asia’ to
counter balance Europe (Ge, 2010: 179).

In order to promote a collaboration in East Asia that could be beneficial to everyone, China, Japan
and Korea took an active part in the creation of ‘Asianism’. However, each of these three
countries above had a different imagination or agenda about the form of cooperation in the name
of Asianism. There was a trend of internationalism in Japanese public opinion in the late
nineteenth century, but what Japanese government wanted was a East Asia specifically led by
Japan. Meanwhile, China wished for a East Asia in which China could regain its the glory of the
olden days with the help of Japan, while Korea hoped for an East Asia where it could be
independent, strong and be treated fairly. Although different parties held the different imagined
version of East Asia, the story of ‘Asianism’was to thrive anyway.

In the context of Japanese intellectual history after the Meiji Restoration, the question of Asia is
often associated with two lines of thinking among intellectuals: one is represented by Fukuzawa
Yukichi’s (1960, translated by Lin) idea of Disassociating from Asia and Integrating with Europe
(Datsu-Aron); and the other is represented by Okakura Tenshin’s advocation of Asia is One
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(Okakura, 1903:3). The former upholds that Japan should forsake the ‘unmanageable allies’ in
Asia so as quickly to join the ranks of the European and American powers. The latter stresses the
commonality of Asian civilizations in the embodiment of the value of ‘love’ and ‘beauty’ which
cannot be offered and superseded by the European civilizations. Other parts of East Asia
responded to the Japanese ‘Asianism’ according to these two lines of thinking.

3.3.1 Fukuzawa Yukichi and Okakura Tenshin
Fukuzawa’s Datsu- Aron (Disassociating from Asia and Integrating with Europe) was published in
1885. Okakura’ s (1903) Ideals of the East with Special Reference to the Art of Japan, written in
English, was published in 1903, and is also a work of its time. The two ways of thinking embodied
in these works were not intended to oppose each other. It was only when the Japanese intellectuals
of later generations reconstructed Japan’s intellectual history that Fukuzawa and Okakura were
turned into representatives of two opposing views of culture, both according with the need of later
generations to position Japan vis-a-vis Western civilization in modern Japanese history. Although
the arguments seemed to be opposite, both Fukuzawa and Okakura highlighted the significance of
Japan in the story of ‘Asianism’.

Before writing Disassociating from Asia and Integrating with Europe, Fukuzawa, in fact,
advocated ‘The solidarity of East Asia (Sun, 2000:17)’.For him, this idea had a double structure,
i.e. it stresses that each East Asian country must push for revolutionary reform of the old regime
and overthrow the power of the conservatives within the country, and only then can it get rid of
the pressure from the Western powers. In other words, Fukuzawa’s conception of ‘solidarity’ does
not regard national boundaries as its precondition, but rather predicates upon the criterion of
‘civilization’. He does not believe that the ‘coloured’ races can join hands to resist the Western
powers simply because they are ‘coloured’. He also, therefore, advocates that actual support
should be given to the progressives of neighbouring countries in helping them with their coup to
overthrow their own conservative regimes, so as to export ‘civilization’ (Sun, 2000:6).

Asianism at Fukuzawa’s time was not a theoretical proposition, but a cry for action. A group of
Japanese people named ‘aspiring activists’ (ronin or shishi) were radically engaged in subversive
activities in neighbouring East Asian countries. The Japanese activists were deeply involved in the
1884 coup in Korea. Similarly, for the 1911 revolution of China, persons with Japanese names
were also intensely implicated. At the turn of the 20th century, Japan’s Asianism contained, in a
paradoxical relationship, both a sense of solidarity and a desire to expand. Japanese activists,
therefore, can be categorized into two very different inclinations. For example, there were
aspirants like Miyazaki Toten with a certain favor of `internationalism’ who do not consider the
interests of Japan to be the basis, while there were also activists with obvious expansionist
ambitions, such as Uchida Ryoheithere. (Sun, 2000)

Datsu-Aron is only a short article, but it is highly charged throughout with Fukuzawa’s particular
sense of urgency. For Fukuzawa, the influence spreading from the West could not be simply taken
as the coming of an angel. Beneath the facade of its fascination was concealed its potential for
destruction. Fukuzawa (1960) compared western civilization with the spread of measles, while the
Asians did not have any means to stop or cure it. However, Fukuzawa firlmly believes that the
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advantages of western civilization overshadowed the disadvantages. Therefore, the wise should
choose to ‘help it spread’ and enable the people ‘to sooner bathe in the atmosphere of its ways’.
Based on his fundamental judgement on the situation that western civilization was dominating the
whole world, while nations of the East were incapable of resisting, it was an ineluctable trend.
Fukuzawa (1960) came to a conclusion that the two close East Asian neighbors were doomed to
fall because ‘either the individuals or the nation’ of China and Korea would still ‘refuse to change
or improve’, ‘rest on their old habits’, it was against the natural law. While his greatest fear was
that the West would regard Japan as a barbaric country, like its doomed neighbors, Fukuzawa
urged Japan to break off with its doomed neighbors in East Asia.

Obviously, accepting western civilization is considered as the precondition for a nation in the East
to be complete and independent. The emphasis on the significance of ‘learning from the west’ was
summarized by Fukuzawa in to one phrase ‘Leaving Asia and Joining Europe’. Asia here is not a
geographic concept but an idea of culture.

About two decades after Fukuzawa and his Disassociating from Asia and Integrating with Europe,
Okakura Tenshin (1903) published The Ideals of the East with Special Reference to the Art of
Japan, which proposed a view of civilization that stressed ‘Asia as one’. In contrast with
Fukuzawa who believed that Japan could only survive in the predatory modern world by joining
the Europe-led world order, Okakura aimed to seek and provide the world with a different but
potentially universal civilization. In other words, Okakura insisted that traditional Asian culture
was unique and superior, Asia was supposed to contribute more to the world instead of being
eliminated. As in Okakura’s opinion, the capitalist modern culture represents a lower value,
displaying greedy and materialist straits. ‘Asia is one ’ is the opening remarks of his new value
making.

Asia is one. The Himalayas divide, only to accentuate, two mighty
civilizations, the Chinese with its communism of Confucius, and the
Indian with its individualism of the Vedas. But not even the snowy
barriers can interrupt for one moment that broad expanse of love for the
ultimate and universal, which is the common thought of inheritance of
every Asiatic Race, enabling them to produce all the great religions of
the world, and distinguishing them from those m those maritime people
of the Mediterranean and the Baltic, who love to dwell on the Particular,
and to search out the means, not the end of life.(Okakura, 1903:8)

In the article following the introductory chapter of his book, Okakura demonstrated the integral
nature of Asia by elaborating the historical transmission of ancient cultures and religions in Asia
from one place to another ‘by the ancient highways of the sea’, and by mingling with the local
cultures, it eventually led to the great ancient Asian civilizations such as Confucianism and
Buddhism. Based on the creations made by Asian artists and ancient craftsmen, mostly Indian and
Chinese paintings, statues, sculptures and architecture, Okakura’s discussion of inter-Asian
cultural exchange concentrated on aesthetic, artistic and cultural phenomena, something that can
hardly be measured numerically, but can only be subjectively felt, although professional
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knowledge was required to certain extent. Korhonen (2008:402) argues that: ‘The unity of Asia
(by Okakura) is a feeling. It has no political, economic, organizational, racial, linguistic, etc, basis,
which could be objectively measured, calculated, proved and debated; Asian unity is simply an
emotional phenomenon related to aesthetic culture.’ Therefore, ‘Asia is one’ is a claim, a rhetorical
postulation needing additional argumentation to give it a meaning. In other words, ‘Asia is one’ is
a story in the name of ‘Asianism’. Therefore, the whole point of Okakura’s argument is the
perspective per se.

Okakura’s emphasis on the spiritual quality of Asian civilization had significant influence on the
‘most famous product of the Bengal Renaissance’ -- Rabindranath Tagore, who in the early
twentieth century was to emerge as a ‘missionary’ of a pan-Asian civilization, distinguished from
the ‘materialist’West by its spirituality (Dirlik, 1995).

Even though Okakura did not deny the decline of Asian culture in comparison with modern
Europe, ‘India, crippled in her power to give, shrank back upon herself ’, while China lost her
intellectual hospitality because of the invasion of Mongol tyranny, the ‘old energy of
communication’ yet lived. In other words, the glorious Asian tradition might have died in the
places where it originated, but it was blooming somewhere else, because of the still living
communication. In fact, Okakura was proud of Japan’s rapid rise to the rank of a modern power.
The process had necessitated a deep-reaching Europeanization of Japanese society, Okakura
himself being a prime example of the new cosmopolitan intellectual elite of Meiji Japan. In order
to deal with the incompatible contradiction between the spiritual Asia and the materialist West,
Okakura chose Japan as the story per se that made the life of the traditional Asia get to survive and
develop in the capitalist environmental context. As a result, Okakura’s Asianism turned out to
conclude that being true to the Asiatic soul was why Japan was able to rise high in the European
dominated material world. Therefore, the declining Asian civilization in the original places has
been able to stay alive and further develop in Japan. The success of Meiji reform justified the
Japan as the story that represented ‘Asianism’.

Two approaches of Asianism in Japan represented by Fukuzawa and Okakura seem to be arguing
oppositely, they share two fundamental connotations: firstly, being responsible for challenging the
hegemonic influence of Euro-America on East Asia; secondly, increasingly intense Japanese
nationalism. Although the authors may not mean to highlight the sense of nationalism, the logic of
it in the argument can easily be appropriated by intentional interpreters.

3.4 Conclusion
As discussed earlier in this chapter, both China and Korea highly identified with the ‘Asianism’
when Japan brought it forward in the late nineteenth century. The necessity of learning from the
West that Fukuzawa stressed in his paper echoed the anxiety and concerns of many intellectuals in
China and Korea. Since both these two countries failed to become as westernized as Japan through
reform, it seemed to be a sensible strategy to learn from the West through the neighbour Japan.
Although Japan had not yet been as powerful a capitalist country as the Euro-American rivals, it
had been catching up so quickly that China had been left far behind.
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In 1874, Japan sent troops to Taiwan. The Qing dynasty China was shocked by its movement and
ambition. Except becoming more cautious with this rising power next door, the official diplomatic
relation between two countries was officially institutionalized. Chinese scholars and officers
traveled to Japan for field research. Staff members working in the Chinese embassy in Japan took
an active part in the project of studying Japan. There came out the first series of books,
introducing Japan, in Chinese modern history. For example, National Records of Japan by Huang
zunxian, Diaries of Journey in Japan by Wang Zhichun and Travel in Japan by Wang Tao, etc.
(Jiang，2007) Despite the fact that biased and one-sided perspectives were to some extent hard to
avoid in relation to the point of views from the Chinese officials, China has started the journey of
modernization through Japan.

Taking Russia as the imaginary enemy, Zhang Taiyan (1985) advocated that‘Interdependence is a
benefit to East Asia’. In his published article ‘Asia is Interlocking’, he echoed Japan’s view that
the first Sino-Japanese war of 1894-1895 was an act out of Japan’s self-saving. Liang Qichao (Ge,
2010:179) claimed that Japanese was closer to Han Chinese -- China’s main ethnic group, than
Manchu nationality -- the ruling class in China during the Qing Dynasty. When he was helping to
build up the ‘Asian Affinity Institution’ in Japan in 1907, Liang Qichao advocated ‘self-saving
through the anti-imperialism’. For quite a few years, Liang like many other Chinese intellectuals
believed in the slogan of ‘Asianism’. In four principles brought up in the first volume of The
Newspaper of Political Criticism of which Liang was the chief editor, three out of the four
underlined the significance of the alliance of China and Japan. Although the sentiment of
humiliation kept haunting the Chinese after the defeat by the Japanese in the Sino-Japanese war
(1894-1895), it seemed that more and more Chinese, especially intellectuals realized that Japan
was stronger than China for it was closer to the West, and that European culture equated
modernity with progressive civilization. Therefore no one really questioned the approach of To
pursue progression by learning from Japan. Although Japan used to be a ‘barbarian island’ in the
time of the imperial China, even the conservative Wang Xianqian looked at Japan and Meiji
reform from a different perspective (Ge, 2010)

Sun Yatsen is usually known as the founding father of the Republic of China and the Kuomingtang
-- nationalist party, which is now the biggest political party in Taiwan. In recognition and
admiration of the success that Japan had achieved, he visited Japan in 1913, during which time
Sun Yatsen advocated thoughts such as ‘Asia is one family’, ‘With the collaboration of China and
Japan, Asia will regain its glory’. In 1924, almost thirty years after the the first Sino-Japanese war,
Sun Yatsen made his famous speech titled ‘Pan-Asianism’ in Kobe Japan. It is a speech that has
the profound and lasting impact on the public opinion about Asianism till today(Ge, 2010). ‘the
Kingly Way’ is the core idea of Sun’s Asianism. It is a Confucian theory that advises rulers to run
an ideal kingdom based on moral codes. An ideal kingdom, according to ‘the Kingly Way’, needs
to be, at least, harmoniously stable. Achieving the ideal ruling status depends on how the few
people in power treat the mass of the people, and the key to it is - benevolence. Two key principles
of Sun’s Asianism as a response to the Japan’s Asianism are: firstly, there is mutual benefits for
both countries to cooperate; secondly, the mutual benefit can only be achieved through
cooperation binding to the moral codes.
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The logic of the moral code is to have people believe that the seemingly altrustic behaviours can
eventually be of benefit to oneself. What ‘the Kingly Way’ promises the rulers as an exchange of
being moral for being ruled is the long-term ruling and of course the achievement of political
aspiration. Opposite to ‘the Kingly Way’ was ‘the way of oppression’, with no moral, in Sun’s
opinion, Europeans appeared only as oppressors. In order to demonstrate the difference between
power and dominance, Sun used the tributary system as an example. The historical duration (two
millenniums) of tributary system was highlighted to justify Sun’s argument in relation to the
moral.

Another core concept of Asiansim by Sun was ‘the same common cultural bond and the same
ethnical origin’. Sun considered all the Asians as ‘coloured’, while the West was white, the key
was to prove that the ‘coloured’ was supposed to be seen as one. Therefore, Sun (1986 [1924])
told another story based on his personal experience when Japan defeated Russia. ‘It is the first
time over the recent hundreds of years that Asians triumph over Europe, the joy of this victory has
soon spread all over Asia, all Asians are extremely delighted, it is hope. It is my personal
experience ... when the news (Russia was defeated by Japan) passed to the Europe, all Europeans
were sad ... It was after all not good news for the white people. On my way back from Europe to
Asia ... Probably Arabians (on the same boat), with this cheerful countenance, they asked me if I
was a Japanese, I said, ‘No, I am a Chinese, how can I help? Why are you so happy?’ They
answered that we just heard very good news that Japan defeated the Russian navy who were
recently transferred from the Europe, is that true?’ (Sun, 1986)

Sun quoted an English saying ‘Blood is thicker than water’ to describe how Asians responded to
the news of Japan’s victory over Russia. Sun believed that Japan brought confidence, a series of
anti-imperialist revolutions in Egypt, Persia, and Turkey, Afghanistan, Arab and India further
proved the ‘blood-related’ common interests of Asians. Obviously, Sun’s version of ‘Asia is one’
was constructed by the consistent attitude against the imperialist West.

Asianism by Sun Yatsen was endorsed by first, the political ideal of ‘the Kingly Way’ and second,
‘the coloured Asians’ joined by the shared attitude against the military imperialism. Modern China
may have learned about Asia from the western knowledge system, but it’s identification with East
Asia derives from the rising Japan as a newly modern power. ‘Asianism’ appeared to be valuable
for all the East Asian countries, and every one had been actively involved in the story telling.
However, the stories in the name of Asianism such as ‘Asia is one’ or ‘colored people is a family’
were, all too fragile in the face to another story in the late nineteenth century: nationalism.
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Chapter 4 -- Self-orientalism

This chapter discusses the internalization of the symbolic system of modernity in East Asia by
breaking it down into four parts. First of all, the collapse of the old regional system is the factual
foundation that activates as well as justifies the application of the new concepts from the discourse
of modernity. Secondly, by interpreting the defeats in the wars as the punishment of being weak
and backward, East Asian intellectuals re-intensified the negation of East Asian history and culture.
Thirdly, represented by Japanese intellectuals who attempted to distinguish Japan culturally and
racially from its neighbouring countries, the dualism of the backward East and the progressive
West along with the superior whiteness and inferior non-whiteness is being reinforced. Finally,
Japan, who believed that they should be racially categorized as white did not only identify with
the concept of the inferior East Asia for its yellowness, they consolidated the idea in action.
According to the good white versus evil non-white dualism in the discourse of modernity, being
yellow is parallel to being weak and backward, yellowness is therefore guilty. Japan initiated the
war towards the rest of Asia. In the wake of the fall of Japan in the Second World War, the ideal of
Asianism which was initially proposed by Japan to unite Asia as a whole to fight against the
western power gradually slid into a temporary silence. East Asian countries respectively walked
out of the Oedipus Complex in relation to their shared persistence of maintaining a non-west
regional order in East Asia. In the post-world war era, East Asia mainly focused on rebuilding
their countries and joining the new international order as the modern nation-states.

4.1 Collapse of the Myth of ‘Hua’
By the middle of eighteenth century, Europe has been bathing in the light of modernity. Capitalism
was growing fast in the western Europe accompanied by colonialization all around the world. In
the meantime, China who was inexperienced in dealing with the impact of globalization
repeatedly shut the door on the sailors, merchants, and even diplomats from the West. It is not
difficult to understand a big nation who has always felt good about itself still ignorantly and firmly
believed itself as the centre of the world.

From 1792 to 1793, the British special envoy George Macartney went to China for a visit, it was
in the Qing dynasty. Although English merchant ships have been calling at the southern port of
Guangzhou (Canton) for over the past a hundred years, till now English people were still holding
favourable impressions and curiosity about this mystical eastern country. The fantasy they had was
close to what Marco Polo tells, ‘The ancient East (China empire) is the richest place in the whole
world. The streets are paved with gold, and all the people there are wearing luxurious dresses
made of silk ‘(Polo, translated by Liang, 1998:198). However, when Macartney arrived mainland
China, the view showed the opposite story to what it says in The Travels of Marco Polo (translated
by Liang, 1998). Whether it was in the city of Zhoushan or the places Macartney saw traveling
along the canal, there was no sign of richness or prosperity; instead, it was a sequence of pictures
of poverty and backwardness (Macartney, 2008). As Alain Peyrefitte (1993) latter wrote in his
book The Collision of Two Civilisations: The British Expedition to China in 1792-4, China was no
longer admirable and mysterious, it was like a giant trapped in a mire, struggling yet still sinking.
A light touch was big enough to knock it over. The subversion of the image of the East,
represented by China to a large extent, was obvious.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Travels_of_Marco_Polo
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Followed by a series of unpleasant incidents between Macartney and the Qing government,
China’s image as arrogant, ignorant and backward was firmly branded in western eyes. By the late
eighteenth century, as Europe acquired an "Enlightened" cultural self-consciousness and became
increasingly confident, the western understanding of the concepts of Confucius and Confucianism
underwent a significant change as a result of the development of the western modernization and
the decay of the pre-modern East Asia mainly represented by China. Confucius, as symbol of
things Chinese, was critical to an emerging political, social, and theological criticism that yielded
such works as Bayle's Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697-1702), Voltaire's Essai sur les
moeurs et L’esprit Des Nations (1756) and Dictionnaire Philosophique (1757), Montesquieu's
Lettres Persanes (1721) and De L’esprit Des Lois (1748), and Quesnay's Le Despotisme de la
Chine (1767) (Spence, 1994:15-28).

Today, the present familiar features of Confucianism such as despotism, bureaucratism, familism,
or even racial characteristics of East Asians are traceable to orientalist representations, or to an
unchanging ‘feudal’ or ‘Asiatic’ society, in a Marxist version of orientalism (Dirlik,1996). In
Protestant Ethics (Weber, 2002), Max Weber made a critical judgment on Confucianism when he
attempted to address the question: why only the Catholic religion develops into the capitalism, and
others did not, at least not in a spontaneously natural way? Although the historical significance of
this work is really Weber’s formulations on modernization per se, the cultural deficiency of
Confucianism stood out. In terms of Weber, the pre-modern China lacked the protestant spirit
because of the ubiquitous existence of Confucianism, the authoritarianism in general killed the
possibility of developing capitalism in the first place.

At the dawn of what was then an empirical mapping of the world, geographically, linguistically,
culturally, and most important of all, religiously, members of Europe's Royal Society reified
Confucius as a symbol of the foreign Other in contrast with Western modernity. The dominant
power of the West over the rest of the world in the nineteenth century justified the conviction in
the supremacy of Euro-American modernity, which consequently justified a racial hierarchy,
backed by ‘scientific evidence’ that placed white Euro-Americans at the pinnacle of evolution,
further bolstering their claims to supremacy. In the early twentieth century, ‘A chart of human
types published by the anthropology exhibit placed the Chinese about midway in the ladder of
human progress, half-way between ‘prehistoric man’ and European-American whites (although
Japan, represented by a female image, was placed third, after Russians) (Dirlik, 1996)’ It appears
to make a good sense to understand the concepts of Confucius and Confucianism that we are
familiar with today as the result of a prolonged, deliberate process of manufacture in which
European intellectuals took a leading role. It is echoing Edward Said’s critique of Orientalism as a
construction of Asia by Europeans, and a problem in Euro-American modernity.

4.2 Collapse of the Tributary System
The crushing defeat of China by Britain in the Opium Wars shocked China as well as the world. If
China’s leadership was supposedly challenged in the region, it has now been practically subverted.
When an actual system which is being endorsed by the corresponding myth starts to fall apart, this
myth will be accordingly losing its legitimacy as a myth. A new story was in demand to help to
shape the order in East Asia again.
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The worldwide expansion of capitalism creates the world history, it makes the fulfillment of the
demands of every civilized nations and everyone in these nations rely on the world by destroying
the naturally formed isolation among all the countries and regions (Marx, 1975:67). It was,
therefore, impossible for East Asia to stay away from this great change. On the contrary, East Asia
along with the Pacific region were the indispensably important pieces of the new world map
which was still under construction. Since the middle of nineteenth century, China, Korea and
Japan, one after another, were being included in the capitalist market and the colonial system. The
traditional ‘Hua-Yi’ order in East Asia was violently collapsing. It was indeed the collision of two
civilizations in order to fight for the leadership in the region. By the 70s in the nineteenth century,
either willingly or unwillingly, every country in the Eastern and Northeast Asia had their doors
wide open to the west.

Among the three major countries in East Asia, first of all, it was China and then Japan who signed
the unequal treaties with the Euro-American colonizers, while Korea was being attacked by the
Japanese military and eventually slipped in to being the colony of Japan. The colonial history in
the whole of Asia significantly promoted national self-consciousness -- nationalism in the area.
With a fierce sense of national crisis, Japan was the first Asian country that initiated the social
reform for modernization. In 1868, the Meiji Restoration, also known as the Meiji Ishin, was an
event of change that restored practical imperial rule to Japan under Emperor Meiji. The
Restoration led to enormous changes in Japan's political and social structure. For example, the
Meiji government made education compulsory for both boys and girls at minimal fees. In 1884,
the Gaehwapa Coup, or Enlightenment Party, led by Kim Ok-gyun and Pak Yonghyo sought to
initiate rapid changes within Korea to open its borders. They attempted to eliminate social
distinctions, including eliminating the legal privileges of the yangban class. In 1898, the
young Guangxu Emperor and his reform-minded supporters initiated a series of reforms aimed at
making sweeping social and institutional changes. He did this in response to weaknesses exposed
by China's defeat by Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894-1895, not long after
the First (1839-1842) and Second (1856-1860) OpiumWars (Jiang, 2007).

Among three reforms in East Asia, only Japan succeeded. The Meiji Restoration is responsible for
the emergence of Japan as a modernized nation in the early twentieth century, and its rapid rise
to great power status in the international system. For the intense opposition to the reform from the
conservative ruling elite, the national cultural, political, and educational reform movement in the
late Qing dynasty China was put to an end in 103 days from 11 June to 21 September 1898. It is
therefore named as the Hundred Days' reform. Similarly, thwarted by conservative factions within
the Joseon court and the military intervention from China's Qing dynasty, the Gaehwapa Coup
failed in three days. The failure of social reforms resulted in the further failure in the confrontation
between the traditional East Asian order and the Euro - American modern order, Korea and China
soon became the colony and semi-colony.

Japan, who attempted to be one of the western powers after Meiji Restoration, took a leading role
in overthrowing the Sino-centric East Asian order. The story of ‘Hua’ as the standard of the
superior civilization was gradually collapsing. On the other hand, with the introduction of
‘Continental policy’ and ‘Conquering Korea theory’ by Meijing administration, Japan has
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gradually changed its international status in the East Asian region. The tribute relation between
tribute states and China were slowly being replaced by the colonial relation with the West or even
Japan. East Asia became a battle field for the competition of the western powers along with the
growing power in the region -- Japan (Jiang, 2000:84). Chaotic East Asia was desperately crying
for a new story to reestablish a new order in the area. As a result, a brand new story of ‘Asianism’
began to flourish, particularly in Japan who was playing leading role in the creation of the story.

4.3 Internalization of the Conceptual Dualism
If East Asia did not accept the concept of modernity, if East Asia was not defeated in the wars
against the industrial West, the ‘backward Asia’ would not make much sense. The racial
classification would appear to be an ignorant joke and the imperial China which was in the Qing
dynasty would even take the label of ‘The Immobile Empire’ as a compliment. As the idea of
‘immobile’ could be interpreted as a permanent empire from China-centred perspective.

In history, the conflicts on the land of East Asia never stopped, but most of these conflicts were
within the system of so called China-led regional order. Modernity did not just happen to East
Asia overnight, it was a long term process. The actual challenge from the West to the China-led
East Asian order was the globalization of trades started in the later fifteenth century as a result of
the ‘great land discoveries’.

Over five centuries from the thirteenth to mid eighteenth century, the West talked about the East
wishfully. (Or wistfully – carries the idea of nostalgia that might be useful – but only if you want it)
However, the East did not show much interests in the West, because the East had its own
imaginary version of the West. According to that imaginary, it did not seem urgent to deal with the
actual West much less to pay much attention on what they thought of the East at that time. The
Imaginary took a ride to the limits of knowledge. Until the middle of nineteenth century, the
self-awareness of East Asia was being dramatically challenged. Dirlik argues that ‘Where
orientalism as articulated by Said is wanting, I think, is in ignoring the “oriental's" participation in
the unfolding of the discourse on the orient, which raises some questions both about the location
of the discourse and, therefore, its implications for power. I have suggested above that orientalism,
regardless of its ties to Eurocentrism both in origin and in its history, in some basic ways required
the participation of "orientals" for its legitimation. And in its practice, orientalism from the
beginning took shape as an exchange of images and representations, corresponding to the
circulation of intellectuals and others-first the circulation of Europeans in Asia, but increasingly
with a counter-circulation of Asians in Europe and the United States (Dirlik,1996:112).’ In other
words, only when East Asia under the western gaze has become the East Asia in East Asian
opinion, has the Western symbolic order come into power.

To successfully enter a symbolic order means an active acceptance and maintenance of the binary
value system that constitutes the meaning of the symbolic system. As Saussure argues that
language is a differential system in which the signification inherent to one sign emerges
exclusively through the opposition that exists between all signs. In other words, the meaning of a
sign can only make sense of the entire system of language which gives the sign its specificity (its
linguistic value) as opposed to the other signs (Homer, 2005:47). Around 1750, as discussed
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earlier, a series of dualistic signs were invented within the paradigm of modernity, such as West
versus East, the present or the past, a progressive Europe against a backward Asia, and the white
versus the non-white etc..

For East Asia, it seems to be not too hard to accept the progressive theory. During the middle and
late nineteenth century, China, Korea and Japan confirmed their identification with the progressive
Europe by determinedly promoting the political revolution, although the experiments turned out to
be failures, except for Japan. Regarding learning from the West, Japan is a first-rate student. When
the West had most of their attention on China, editing Chinese-English and English-Chinese
dictionaries, Japan edited their own English-Japanese dictionary. Jesuit Karl F. Gutzlaff points out
that Japan is a country that has a great interest in language and technology (Kato, 2015:107). Due
to the outstanding capacity for accepting and learning foreign culture, Japan was the only country
in East Asia successfully modernized in the late nineteenth century. Compared to Japan, China
responded rather slowly.

The punishments for being defeated in the wars, the cession of territories, and the huge sum of
indemnities eventually shook the China-centred world view. The tribute system based on the
hierarchical power relations was being replaced by the world constituted by the nation-states,
which highlights the concepts of progressiveness and egalitarianism. For East, especially China,
taking itself as an ‘immobile and backward’ civilization was a long and painful process, during
which East Asian intellectuals played significant roles. In 1896, for example, Liang Qichao
compared China with India in relation to the problem of conservatism. In Policy of Founding a
Nation-state of China, Liang stated that ‘for the past three-hundred years, the West developed at a
tremendous pace, but China has been stagnated for two-thousand years (Zhou, 2006:504).’ The
identification with the image of ‘immobile empire’ is even more presented through the discourse
that emphasizes the progressiveness of West. Evolution and Ethics by T.H.Huxley was translated
into Chinese by Yan Fu which provided a theoretical system -- social evolution, for the Chinese
reformists for the hundred days reform of 1898. The book which criticizes evolutionary theory
was being translated into one that advocates the theory of evolution. China on the one hand
identified with the self-image of being ‘immobile’ as a result of accepting the cultural order of
modernity, and on the other hand, attempted to distance itself from this image. Chinese
intellectuals were criticizing China in order to establish a new subject for China.

The first question to be answered here was: what caused the immobility of Chinese civilization?
The obvious answer has already been given by the discourse of modernity: it was the Confucian
tradition represented by the collectivism against the Capitalist modernity represented by
individualism. Based on the dualism of collectivism and individualism, Chinese modern literature
and intellectual discourse were actively involved in the establishment of the self-consciousness of
Chinese nation-state in the early republican era.

Theoretically, the actual difficulty for East Asian countries to be a part of the modern world was
not about accepting the capitalist west as the progressive culture or not, it was the rupture of its
own history bonded with racism. The success of the Meiji Restoration in 1868 enabled Japan to
become a competitive competitor to the western imperialism and colonialism. Japan in fact agreed
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with the racial hierarchy designed in the discourse of western modernity, but Japan strongly
disagreed about being considered as the same kind as ‘yellow’ Chinese and Koreans. By both
conceptually and practically transferring the contempt of the yellow race and the rage at being
‘mistakenly’ categorized onto its neighboring countries, the peculiar Japanese view regarding race
suggested that aggressive imperialism was an inevitable component of Japanese nationalism.

4.3.1 Producing Guilt: Yellow Skin and White Masks
Western imperial and colonial power is framed and firmly inscribed in the familiar duality of West
and non-West, ‘white’ and ‘non-white’, self and other. In this particular colonial context, all the
non-white people had to deal with the problem of race in a similar way. The appearance, the
difference, and the color of skin have become unalterable evidence, inescapable from white
voyeuristic gaze which contributes to the construction of self-identity of the ‘coloured’. For Fanon,
‘race’ in its most commonsensical conception of black and white becomes a trope of an ultimate,
irreducible difference, acting as a powerful ideological formation which disavows and sublates the
otherness (alterity) that constitutes the symbolic domain of colonial identification
(Fanon,1967:116 & Ching, 1998:66). Similarly to blackness, East Asian remoteness and
differences were easily found, reified, stereotyped, and negated in terms of the Euro-centred point
of view.

Japan, as the only non-Western and non-white colonial power whose imperial dominions and
colonial possessions are populated with people not utterly different from Japanese themselves in
relation to racial features and cultural inventions, it makes a tricky situation for Japan to locate
itself in identification with the white colonial powers. One could argue that the monolithic notions
of an East Asia as an entity are nothing but imagined stories, yet the visible morphological
characteristics such as skin, bone and hair that enabled the categorical division of people into
broad racial groupings such as ‘white’, ‘black’ or ‘yellow’ in the first place cannot simply be
altered or transformed through representation. Therefore, in order to respond to the prevalent
racist-thinking to play a legitimate role in the modern world, imperial Japan needed to elevate
itself above and differentiate itself from its incompetent East Asian neighbors. Empowered by the
globalized imperialist structure and colonial endeavor, imperial Japan rearticulates and
recontextualizes the existing Euro-centred racial schematization to invent an ideology of racial
affinity in fostering a Japan as a modern nation-state.

Okakura Tenshin and Taguchi Ukichi are the representative intellectuals who contribute to the
internalization of the Euro-centred racialist dualism in the Japanese national identity in the early
twentieth century. The last chapter has discussed the imaginary nature of Okakura’s Asian
culturalism in relation to his most known argument: ‘Asia is one’. However, whether it was
Okakura’s original intention or not, the unity of Asia which was imagined through the historical
intercourse within the Asian civilizations mainly embodied by Chinese Confucianism and Indian
Buddhism served the need for ethnocentric imagination of Japanese nationalism. The logic of
culturalism is to distinguish itself from the others, in other words, to be unique. For example, Asia
is represented as refined, delicate and harmonious, while the West represents the rational,
powerful and competitive. As a result, Asia, according to Okakura, is constructed as the Other that
is defined and can only be defined through negation, by what the West is not.
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Secondly, ‘Spiritual / Material’: however, instead of feeling sorry or guilty of being the opposite
side in contrast with West, Okakura insists that the ‘simple life of Asia need fear no shaming from
that sharp contrast with Europe in which steam and electricity have placed it today (1908: 236).’
What justifies Okakura’s sense of pride in relation to the idea of being different from West derives
from his fetishist attitude toward ‘tradition’ or ‘past ideals’. Compared to the material west, for
Okakura, Asia is organic, spiritual and ideal. ‘Arab chivalry, Persian poetry, Chinese ethics, and
Indian thought, all speak of a single ancient Asiatic peace, in which there grew up a common life,
bearing in different regions different characteristic blossoms, but nowhere capable of a hard and
fast dividing line (Okakura, 1904: 3-4).’ Although the Asian ideals did not last forever in the
places from which they originated - for example, the past glories of China and India ended in the
ruins, the history of Japanese art has proven, according to Okakura, that Japan and Japan alone has
become the ‘real repository’ of Asiatic spirituality. Since Okakura’s invention of self-image of
Japan is ceaselessly transformed through the binarism firmly entrenched in the symbolic
configuration of western capitalist modernity, Okakura in fact, uses the ‘terms of resistance
already given [him]’, and is ‘trapped within the Western cultural conjuncture [he] effects to
dispute (Appiah, 1991:145).’ Consequently, Okakura’s essentialized and idealized image of Japan
is not a heroically independent self-image but what has been rendered for consumption by the
West (1904)

Thirdly, what we see in Okakura by now echoes what Dirlik (1996) has called ‘self-orientalizing’.
Premodern / Modern is the third pair of conceptual dualism that is internalized in Okakura’s
criticism of modernity. Okakura is quite right in his assessment of what was the imminent threat of
European imperialism to Japan. And his critique of Japan’s undiscriminating and heedless
‘Westernization’ in the early Meiji period reflects the exigency and chaos to which the conflation
of modernity and modernization is always an inevitability for the non-West. However, what
appears to be Okakura’s critique of modernity is turning into a celebration as soon as the
contradiction of modern and tradition is being held down through his description of the privilege
of Japan which rests in the particular identity of the Japanese race. As a result, the success of Meiji
reform further justifies the assumed racial superiority of Japanese race as they entered the modern
world without losing the Asiatic ‘spiritual essence’.

Moreover, following the Hegelian dialectic, Okakura seeks to verify the history teleologically.
Japan is therefore more than the ‘real repository’ of Asian spirituality, it has now represented ‘the
chosen people’, ‘ [Japan] endowed with the historical mission not only to represent but to speak
for the highest ideal of Asia. [...] it is now Japan’s “unassailable original destiny”, its most sacred
honor to hold itself invincible, not in some mere political sense alone, but still more and more
profoundly, as a living spirit of freedom, in life, and thought, and art (Ching, 1998: 74-75).’ the
theory of Asian ideals advocated by Okakura offer Japan a productive resource for national
imaginary and justification for initiating the imperial war in East Asia.

Contrary to Okakura’s Asian culturalism which sees the ‘glory of continental Asia’ as origin that
always brings inspiration to imagining Japan as an independent and unique nation-state, Taguchi
Ukichi’s de-Asianizing racialism attempts to achieve the same goal by concealing the historical
interconnectedness between Japan and Asia in light of Japan’s imperialist expansionism. If
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Okakura was to differentiate Japan from its neighbour in order to create an ideal Japan that is
presumably desired by the West, what Taguchi expected was to use the neighboring countries to
cut off the negative imaginary that West had for Japan.

Like Fujisawa, what concerns Taguchi the most was to be considered as the same as the backward
Asian neighbors. Backwardness is guilty. In other words, the western gaze is the original
motivation of construction of Japanese modern identity. To ‘fix’ the western gaze on Japan,
Taguchi chose to demonstrate the ‘truth’ of the Japanese race that the Japanese does not belong to
the ‘yellow’ but the ‘white’ race (Ching, 1998: 69).

What Taguchi Yukichi needs is a totally different signifier of Japan distinguishing from the one
signified as yellow race in the existing western discourse. After locating this transcendental
signifier in a mythological divine will, the rest of the job is for Taguchi to create stories to activate
and justify the corresponding signified as whiteness. It began with a story about Japanese ancestry.
Once upon a time, there was this imperial race who have stored the ‘blood from the descendants of
the heavenly gods in their veins’. (Ching, 1998: 73). They came to the island of Japan and
encountered the early inhabitants who already lived there. The latter was easily defeated,
subjugated and became the slaves of the former. Japanese society was consequently divided into
two general groupings: ‘the good’ represented by the aristocrats and well-to-dos who carried on
the blood of the imperial race and ‘the lowly’ represented by the slavery.

Nevertheless, with the passage of time and the effect of humanness, the slaves were emancipated
and allowed to intermarry. The master-slave relationship was gradually replaced by other kinds
such as landlord-tenant, employer - employee relationships. It is noteworthy that Japanese
racialism is conceived in class terms. As a result, the imperial race was contaminated by the blood
of the offspring of the native inhabitants. Ironically, it is through this contamination that a
homogeneous Japanese race is constructed -- ‘The Yamato People’, according to Taguchi. ‘The
Yamato People’, Taguchi asserts are racially distinguished from the yellow race such as Chinese
and Korean, and are racially similar to peoples of ‘India, Persia, Greece and Rome’. But because
of the hybrid of the ‘higher’ and the ‘lesser’ bloods, the racial difference between the imperial
people and the domesticated native inhabitants is hardly recognized. It explains why the Japanese
people were misunderstood by the West as the yellow race.

To fix this unfortunate and groundless rumor, Taguchi follows a series of logical deductions based
on the premises of equivalence or inequivalence of two binary oppositions. ‘First of all, he begins
with the dominant racial supposition that whiteness is not yellowness (white ≠ yellowness).
Secondly, he follows with the identification of the yellow race with the Chinese race (and Chinese
= yellowness). Thirdly, Taguchi asserts the absolute difference between the Chinese and the
Japanese races (since Chinese ≠ Japanese) [...] Taguchi concludes with the similarity between the
Japanese and whiteness (therefore, Japanese = whiteness) (Ching, 1998: 75)’

Since the problem of yellowness for the Japanese is only superficial, it is only the appearance, not
the blood, therefore to deal with the visible traces of yellowness, Taguchi suggests that Japanese
race can improve the perception of Japanese abroad by putting on make-ups to look whiter and
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prolonging the ‘prosperous age’ of both men and women to look young and beautiful. The whole
point of Taguchi’s argument is neither an interrogation of the arbitrariness of the racial category of
‘yellow’, nor a critique of a Western racist paranoia. On the contrary, to Taguchi, the yellow race
does exist, only the Japanese peoples do not belong to it. In addition, Taguchi’s effort to
distinguish and differentiate the imperial race from the yellow race is constituted and conditioned
on how the Japanese race is seen by the Western/white surveying eyes.

4.3.2 The Shackles Of Race
As one of the first ‘Asian’ nations to qualify to join the modern world according to its
Euro-American gate-keepers, Japan earned the admission to the new world order by ‘Leaving
Asia’ in the late nineteenth century. It is important to notice that ‘Leaving Asia’ to gain the
candidacy for this new world order does not give Japan an actual admission into the symbolic
cultural ranks per se, because their ‘Asianness’ still handicaps them from becoming ‘Western’, in
spite of the fact that Japan proved itself as capable of imperialism against its Asian neighbors as
any power from the ‘West’ (Dirlik,1999:182).

The newly industrialized Japan soon became a serious counterpart to the Euro-American nations
in the competition of colonizing the world. The emphasis on the race and skin color of the
Eurocentric world order took away Japan’s right to construct it’s subjectivity according to the
standards of European civilization that Japan initially identified with. To become one of the
modern West was the whole point of ‘Disassociating from Asia and Integrating with Europe’ as
Fukuzawa proposed in the first place.

In 1905, a dispute was provoked by the incident of Japanese and American children being
educated in the same school in San Francisco. Immigration has always been one of the biggest
issues between the US and Japan in the early twentieth century. Not until Congressman Johnson’s
proposed Immigration Act of 1924, did the conflict between Japan and the US in relation to
immigration break out. Although Japan’s name was not being pointed to in particular, Japan was
the country mostly affected. Sun Yesan made the speech of ‘Pan-Asianism’ right after the act of
1924 was issued. Coincidence or otherwise, Sun’s speech of ‘the coloured is a family’ indeed
achieved resonance at the time.

The Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the Johnson-Reid Act, is a discriminatory legislation
that discouraged further Japanese immigration, encouraging and enforcing boycotts of Japanese
businesses, and spreading propaganda that offered a multitude of reasons to justify the exclusion
of Japanese from the United States. Economic competition between the US and Japan served as
the practical basis for exclusionists' platforms, but activists and agitators deployed a broad range
of arguments to highlight the unsuitability, criminality, and deviance of Japanese immigrants,
fanning the flames of popular suspicions with the most vivid and creative images of the specter of
an eventual invasion of ‘Asian hordes’ (Daniels, 1977).

Newspapers such as the San Francisco Chronicle supported the claims of exclusionists by printing
inflammatory reports that depicted Japanese immigrants as morally degenerate and criminal, and
drawing on existing white fears about ‘racial mixing’ by suggesting that Japanese men could not
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be trusted with white women, or that Japanese schoolchildren would morally and culturally
contaminate white children in public schools. Especially after 1905 when Japan defeated Russia in
the Russo-Japanese War, the exclusionists drummed up fears that Japanese immigrants were but a
vanguard for an impending Japanese invasion of the Pacific coast. The Japanese were therefore
being considered as a part of the ‘yellow peril’, which phrase was used to refer to Chinese
immigrants. The fear of racial obliteration of whites by nefarious and devious ‘Asian hordes"
became a popular image for exclusionists to convince their fellow white countrymen that further
Japanese threatened the very survival of their race. (Sang, 2006:1)

The act aroused considerable anger in Japan. Japan's English language newspaper, The Japan
Times and Mail criticized the new law: ‘The Japanese, as a citizen or as the government, has never
resented 'restriction' as a general thing. It is ‘discrimination’ which both the Japanese government
and the Japanese people resent. This ought to be clearly understood.’ It continued, ‘If that
Immigration Law had excluded all immigration, Japan would not have resented it, and could not
have…This is the discrimination against which Japan protests and this alone.’ (Kurashige and
Murray, 2003: 118-119)

The first July 1924 on which the immigration act came into force was being set up as the National
Day of Humiliation in Japan. Japan, that used to believe that becoming westernized would be
rewarded by the acceptance of the European modern world system felt that they were being
betrayed. Japanese people were outraged. Thousands of students went on the streets in
demonstrations, and there were radical acts such as burning the American national flag or even
committing the Japanese ritual suicide in front of the American embassy (Sang, 2006). The
exclusion act provoked Japanese militarists to pursue a more aggressive stance against the U.S.
and push the Japanese public to oppose further diplomatic cooperation with the westerns in China.
(Niiya, 2000)

Japan’s drastic reaction to the American immigration act shows the importance of Japan to
re-construct its social status in the Euro-American world order. The anxiety that Fukuzawa
expressed in his book suggests that being regarded by the West as a barbaric country like Japan’s
East Asian neighbors is even worse than the crisis of survival. Consequently, it is not hard to
imagine how Japan would resent it’s ‘backward’ neighbours and the idea of being considered as a
part of East Asia.

Different from the Eurocentric system, the pre-modern Sino-centric, namely ‘Hua-Yi’ order is a
concept that is comparatively more flexible regarding the relation of culture, race and geographic
position. The differentiation between Hua -- the Han Chinese as the civilized center and Yi --
Eastern tribes in ancient China as the barbarian periphery is determined by culture represented by
‘mercy’, ‘virtue’ and ‘ethical governance’, rather than the race and skin color. Based on the
ancient China’s way of geographical thinking, supplemented by some cultural evaluation, ‘Hua’
and ‘Yi’ represent more of a political and cultural concept, not a geographical distinction. Japan
adopted this functional disposition of thinking of culture. For example, ‘[...] the well-known
Japanese Confucianist Ogyu Sorai argued in his Ten Essays in Ken-en that: if the Yi can elevate
themselves and become like the Xia (the name the ancient Han people called themselves), then

http://encyclopedia.densho.org/wiki/Russo-Japanese_War
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they should be regarded as Hua; if the Xia regresses to become like the Yi, they should be looked
down upon as the Yi. The main criterion for distinguishing Hua from Yi is whether both adhere to
the rites and teachings of the sage kings of the ancient times. Therefore, for the Japanese, ‘Hua’
and ‘Yi’ are interchangeable; it is only the hierarchical order of the Hua civilization that must be
preserved.

The same logic has obviously been appropriated to the concept of ‘Leaving Asia and Joining
Europe’. In order to be able to be recognized and identified by modern Europe, Japan detaches
itself from the geographical position, and symbolizes itself as a mobile cultural agent. In this sense,
geography is not relevant anymore. It did not seem to be harmful when Japan attempted to replace
China as ‘Hua’, as it was China and the Culture it represented being symbolized, but this time, it
was Japan who shrank into an abstracted symbol. The question here is: What if Europe did not
want Japan? Consequently, Japan would become homeless in relation to its subjectivity. Japan
desperately wanted to solve this awkward situation. For Japan to establish an ideal self-image in
the modern world stage an imagined Japan-led world order must therefore come into play together
with the increasing growing sense of nationalism and comprehensive national power.

4.3.3 The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere
During the Meiji Period (1868 -- 1910), Japan’s military triumph of the first Sino-Japanese war
and Russo-Japanese war changed Japan’s role in the power relation in East Asia. After the first
World War, Japan reified its ascendancy over China and Korea, yet Japan established the policy of
uniting Asia to fight against the aggression and hegemony of the western power. If there was a fine
line between ‘uniting Asia’ and ‘leading Asia’, then there was a dangerous line between ‘leading
Asia’ and ‘conquering Asia’.

The East Asia Community was the foremost component of the narratives of Asianism. There were
three branching stories led by Japan in the original framework of Asianism from 1933 to 1945.
The first story was ‘East Asia Union’, the general mission of it was firstly, anti-communism,
secondly, Three Principles of People (nationalism, democracy and People’s livelihood ); and
thirdly, the ‘Kingly way’ politics (Shi,2002). In contrast with the ‘Kingly Way’ based on the moral
codes that Sun Yatsen proposed in his speech of Pan-Asianism, Japanese ‘Kingly Way’ politics
suggests the absolute obedience to the Mikado, the Emperor of Japan.

Kanji Ishiwara who was a general in the imperial Japanese Army in World War II, believed that
after the World War I, alliance of nation-states had been the general trend. America represented
western civilization while Japan represented Eastern civilization. According to Kanji, alliances
represented by these two countries would soon have the Armageddon in order to decide the fate of
human beings: whether it was a world led by the Mikado or the president of the United States (Shi,
2002). It was an ambitious plot that could hardly be pulled off by Japan alone, therefore, an East
Asia Union appeared to be especially important. According the original plan, the first East Asian
country to unite with Japan was supposed to be the big but poor China, once the alliance with
China had succeeded, the East Asian Union was about to become the Asian Union.

‘The Theory of East Asian Cooperation’ was another branching story in the name of Asianism. It
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was mainly promoted by Japanese scholars and journalists. The main task of this ‘Theory’ of
cooperation was to justify and validate the Japanese leadership in East Asia. The successful
modernization of Japan in the late nineteenth century became the signifier of all sorts of signifieds
in the service of constructing the legitimacy of ‘Asianism’. One of the important objectives was to
deconstruct Chinese nationalism, in order to expend the possibility of cooperation. (Shi, 2002)

Last but not least, it was The Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. It was the most notoriously
familiar story to the Asians. Different from the two unofficial stories exemplified above, this one
was officially promoted as the Japanese national strategy in 1940. The grounding principle is
similar to the former two, the only difference was the particular emphasis on the West as the
common enemy, and the necessity of for Asian nations to fight together for a better future. Many
earlier theories of Asianism, such as ‘Asia as one’ by Okakura were appropriated to support the
idea of the Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.

The power of nationalism in the newly emergent Asian countries was highly underestimated, the
myth of the Mikado and Japanese leadership did not work out as Japan planned. Everyone was
disappointed how ‘Asianism’ was carried out when the hope for alliance turned into oppression,
discrimination and imperialism. While Japan could not understand that for one moment everyone
in the region admired the achievements of Meiji Reform and could not wait to cooperate with
Japan, but for the next moment, everyone in Asia was willing to fight against it to death. Moreover,
China who has a long history of being ruled by foreign ethnicities, in Japan’s point of view, should
not be even needing the concept of nationalism at all. However, how come it was so hard to
convince China to accept Japan as it used to accept Mongolians for example. For the anxiety
caused by the expensive and time consuming war in Asia, especially with China; the excessive
expansion of assertiveness and the wild ambition, Japan lost patience. Pursuing the initial goal of
Asianism, Japan initiated a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. When the Pacific war fully outbroke,
Japan’s inventory of oil was only enough for one year, and the reserves of iron ore could last for
only a few months (Niiya, 2000)

Like most of wars in human history, ‘We have enough documents, letters and memoirs to prove
that World War Two was not caused by food shortages or demographic pressures (Harari, 2014:
88).’ The story of ‘Hua-Yi’ that China created resulted in a Sino-centric regional order largely
based on the tribute system; Asianim in the late nineteenth century was the story produced to
maintain a self-managed regional order. ‘Since largescale human cooperation is based on myths,
the way people cooperate can be altered by changing the myths - by telling different stories
(Harari, 2014: 88).’ The story of East Asia that Japan led in the narrative in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century turned the East Asian cooperation into the war.

4.4 Conclusion: East Asia As AWoman
As the first country in East Asia to fully embrace the modern world order as a nation-state, Japan
is the epitome of all the East Asian countries who want to join the new world order one way or
another. In spite of the hard work and the comprehensive national strength of Japan, it is
unfortunate that Japan seems to be doomed not to be fairly accepted and recognized by the system
that Japan itself highly identifies with because of the unalterable nature of race. The similar
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situation applies to East Asia as a whole. If it is the case in the current symbolic dualism of
modernity, what is the symbolic status of East Asia, including Japan, today? A woman, as a sign
that represents lack.

Before modernity, for East Asia, Hua civilization represented a cultural authority; for the West,
Hua civilization represented an imaginary utopia. Hua culture was identified in East Asia as a
progressive form of civilization, represented by the splendid cultural and economic achievements
accomplished during the glorious periods of a few dynasties. And the tribute system suggested the
successful internalization of the Confucian moral codes which emphasized authority and order in
the region of East Asia.

Once the concept of modernity was widely practiced, both East and West had to go through a
process of symbolic castration. Empowered by the force of industrialization and enlightenment
philosophy, the West gave up the imaginary utopia in the East, and endowed the symbolic power
of ‘phallus’ on itself. The imaginary utopia that might or might not have had ‘phallus’ before has
now been seen as the sign of lack. Different from the modern West whose relationship with the
Hua civilization was loosely imagined, it was much more difficult for East Asia to break up with
the Hua civilization as its own history. On the one hand, East Asia per se is where Hua civilization
originated, lived and thrived for over one thousand years. On the other hand, with the imaginary
cultural authority of its history being taken away, the approaches for East Asia to claim cultural
authority in the modern symbolic order are limited. The symbolic castration for the East Asia
appears to be more permanent. Taking the Oedipus Complex as the theoretical paradigm, in the
process of modernization of East Asia, modernity plays the role of the ‘Name of the Father’, while
Hua civilization represents the ‘Mother’ which is also defined retroactively by the symbolic
dualism of modernity.

In spite of East Asia’s identification with modernity, there was a long period of competition with
the West in order to retain the regional order in East Asia away from the influence of the western
power. The child would want to retain the direct relationship with the mother by imitating the
father in order to become the desire, namely the phallus, of the mother. Trying to retain the tribute
system in East Asia would be like wanting to remain in the original relation with one’s own
mother, it is taboo in the Name of the Father. It is guilty. In the Oedipus Complex, the child would
eventually accept that the Mother did not have the phallus. Instead, the Mother represents lack. In
the similar vein, East Asia was like a child who was forced to grow up. The theoretical premise
that ‘Hua Civilization did not represent the cultural authority, much less of the centre of the world’
is therefore not too difficult to be accepted as a result of the constant defeats and brutal
punishments. Like the will of a child who wants to maintain the initial intimate and direct
relationship with the mother appears to be shameful, the efforts of maintaining the traditional
culture in East Asia is similarly considered as guilty.

In order to really get involved in the Father’s system, the Child will be actively wanting to enter
the order of the Name of the Father. It is the moment when the child, may not realize but can
definitely sense that their subjectivity has already been there long before they enter the symbolic
system. In a similar vein, the meaning of East Asia has been created along with the birth of
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modern Western self-consciousness. East Asia in the early 19th century was like a child living in
the adults’ language, although it continues to be spoken by language, it is fully alienated in
language. Lacan (Homer, 2005:33) admits that the existence of symbolizations precedes the
Oedipus complex, as the Language which is structurally accompanied by the symbolic relations is
always-already there even before the child was born. However, the very same language perceived
by adults as a fully articulated symbolic system is in relation to the child as letter,
Real-of-language. In other words, we could suggest that the overall signification of language qua
symbolic may remain obscure to the child even after they have detected some clear patterns and
are able to replicate them by speaking. Likewise, it is parallel to think East Asia as a fully
alienated object in the western modern discourse, until it actively enters into the Symbolic (Other)
of modernity through the resolution of the modernization -- the Oedipus complex as an individual
subject.

Due to racial difference, no matter what achievement that East Asia accomplishes, the value of
being East Asia is not defined by it. In other words, symbolically, East Asia represents lack, and
does not have access to the phallus of modernity the way that the West does. In order to get rid of
this existing but unfair system of values, Japan tried to wear a white mask by launching the war
towards the United States, as the punishment for challenging the Name of Father as a child, Japan
is being deprived of the right to have a regular army or initiate a war. Communist China tried to
isolate itself from the ‘evil’ western imperialism, the cost was the inevitable tragedy of the cultural
revolution.

According to Lacan, ‘replacement’ is the key to get out of the Oedipus complex. When the child
learns to satisfy the socially formed desire with the socially accepted manner to replace their
original desire of wanting to be with the mother, the child has completed the transition from nature
to society. Like the incest being compressed into the unconscious by a deep sense of guilt which is
generated during the internalization of the moral codes of the Name of Father. East Asia’s desire
for the denied past has also been compressed. However, the original impulse of what is in the
unconscious never really disappears. Although it seems that China, Japan and South Korea have
gradually grown apart in the process of modernization as the different experience, this
unconscious desire for the denied past commonly shared in East Asia make East Asia today.

The denial of East Asian history in the current modern symbolic system castrates its imaginary
cultural authority, while the symbolic denial of East Asian race as a ‘yellow race’ castrates it’s
right to claim cultural authority in the present modern culture. East Asian countries today may still
not have the national strength compared with that of the Euro-America in general, but East Asia
has been playing an active role in construction of the modern world order. In western popular
culture, for example, the western imaginary of East Asia often vacillates between an evil enemy or
weak character yet still with the desirable feminine features, or sometimes both. To some extent,
although the discourse of modernity denies the cultural authority of East Asian history, there
remains fantasies in current western culture in relation to the mysterious and unpredictable nature
of East Asia who has a long history of civilization.
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Chapter 5 East Asia as ‘Signs Taken for Wonders’

In the construction of the stereotypes of East Asia in western popular culture, the de-sexuation of
East Asian male characters and the fetishized imagination of the East Asian female characters
suggest that East Asia in general is being symbolically given feminine qualities by being deprived
of its masculinity. However, are the stereotypes alterable? This chapter then uses the theory of
hybridity developed by Homi Bhabha to argue that East Asian stereotypes can be challenged
within the identifiable range of the existing symbolic system. Combined with the discussion of the
mechanism of producing pleasure in television dramas, this chapter summarizes why Korean TV
dramas should be so popular in relation to the idea of East Asia. It suggests that by dissolving the
incompatible dualism of East and West through melodramatic fantasy, Korean TV drama
reconstructs an imaginary cultural authority which provides it’s East Asian audiences an emotional
experience of empowerment.

5.1 East Asian Stereotypes on the Western Popular Media
Today, the image of East Asia being constructed with feminine characteristics is ubiquitous
especially in western popular media, on which the stereotypes are being circulated for
consumption. The sign of lack is also often interpreted as threat. East Asian male and female are
differently constructed yet attributing to the same sign. In the middle nineteenth century, Chinese
immigrants participated in the gold rush in northern California. Chinese workers became cheap yet
efficient labourers. The Chinese maintained separate communities and were being given a
reputation for being scheming for being scheming, in addition to becoming more productive than
their white counterparts. They were becoming a competitive threat and were repelled by American
workers in relation to the successful attack by Japan on Pearl Harbour. In the eyes of the west,
there is one ethnicity in East Asia, nationality does not make much difference as the skin colour of
East Asians is ‘yellow’.

Before long, the Japanese joined the Chinese as a part of the racist discourse of ‘Yellow Peril’.
The ‘Yellow Peril’ stereotype enables a fast and decisive military response on Japan, as well as the
internment of many Japanese Americans in World War II. The representative posture of the Asian
male variant of the ‘Yellow Peril’ stereotype in western popular media is Dr. Fu Manchu. Due to
the success of the serial films in America in 1920s. The character Dr. Fu Manchu as a super-villain
was featured extensively in cinema, television, radio, comic strips, and comic books for over 90
years, and has become an archetype of the evil criminal genius. It is worth mentioning that Fu
Manchu's murderous plots are marked by the extensive use of arcane methods. He disdains guns
or explosives, preferring dacoits, thugees, and members of other secret societies as his agents
armed with knives, or using cobras, poisonous spiders and other peculiar animals or natural
chemical weapons, including fungi and the bacilli etc..
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AFilm Poster of Dr. Fu-Manchu

In contrast to the scheming villain, another stereotype of yellow East Asian male is the type of
people who lack social skill. They could be a Kongfu master who can ‘kick your ass’ but he
cannot speak English; or a computer geek who could figure out a sophisticated algorithm, but does
not know how to get a date. People would say it is just a stereotype, but has been so successfully
constructed that it to some extent influences how East Asians think of their future. It is common
that Asian parents would prefer to see their children mark their life with a specific specialty such
as engineering, accounting, etc., rather than through social skills. In a TV interview (Youtube)
with the Korean American Yul Kwon who is the final winner of the sixth season American reality
show ‘Survivor’, he said that the western stereotypes of East Asians as having a type of social
anxiety was being very much internalized by himself at a younger age and by his family living in
the US, Until one day at the high school he realized that he might ‘never get married and stay a
virgin for the rest of his life’ if he did not try to change this image that the West designed for him.
There is a certain degree of de-sexualization of East Asian man in western mainstream discourse.
East Asians are being defined by their ethnicity.

Stereotypes of East Asian woman, on the other hand, are more diverse and what would be seen as
‘appealing’. The female ‘Yellow Peril’ stereotype is the Dragon Lady. The Dragon Lady is a dark,
cold, malicious force who uses her sexuality to attain her selfish goals. Historically, the Dragon
Lady stereotype was based on the Chinese Empress Dowager Cixi, who effectively controlled the
Chinese government in the late Qing dynasty for 47 years from 1861 until her death in 1908. She
ruled China during the unsuccessful Taiping Civil War. It was a massive rebellion in China that
lasted from 1850 to 1864 fought between the established Manchu-led Qing dynasty and the
millenarian movement of the Heavenly Kingdom of Peace. After the failed uprising, the leader of
Heavenly Kingdom of Peace escaped and told the outlandish tales of the evil empresses. to
western press. The Dragon Lady was beautiful and ultimately dangerous. Today, the dragon ladies
also appear in comic books, as well as in western movies, such as Lucy Liu’s character in
Charlie’s Angels, and in Kill Bill I. In World War II, the Dragon Lady took the form of Tokyo
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Rose. It was a fabricated name given by Allied troops in the South Pacific during World War II to
all female English-speaking radio broadcasters of Japanese propaganda.

Second East Asian female stereotype is that of Lotus Blossom. The Lotus Blossom stereotype was
developed from the Chinese prostitutes who were brought in during the California gold rush to
serve both Asian and White male populations. The Lotus Blossom is compliant and submissive.
The key is that they are not able to live without the protection of the male. The Lotus Blossom
stereotype can be seen in the musical Miss Saigon and the opera Madam Butterfly, where the
beautiful heroine (Lotus Blossom) kills herself when her white male lover leaves her.

A Stage Photo of the Musical Miss Saigon

The third Asian female stereotype is the Geisha. In addition to being naturally subservient like
Lotus Blossom, geishas were represented as the sexualized dolls, trained to please men. The
geisha stereotype were further re-enforced by American military men, returning from Japan after
the second World War.

AFilm Poster of Memoirs of AGeisha (2015)

Finally, there is Suzie Wong. Different from the three stereotypes described above, who have not
actually migrated into Western society, Suzie Wong is an Asian American female stereotype based
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on the book and subsequent movie both entitled The World of Suzie Wong. In the movie Wong was
a smart and successful Chinese prostitute living in Hongkong. The male protagonist, who was an
American architect named Robert Lomax, fell in love with Suzie, after witnessing her
self-sacrifice, devotion and childlike innocence. Wong’s self-sacrifice and devotion were rewarded
when her white male lover chooses Wong as his legitimate life partner over a willing white
woman. Wong was willingly to sacrifice her home, family, relatives and friends and culture to
move to America and embrace the Lomax’s world. In return, Lomax embraced Wong instead of a
white woman to become his legitimate and American wife.

A Stage Photo of the Film: The World of Suzie Wong (1960)

Today, the images of the mediated Suzie Wong can be seen to underline the pressure on Asian
American woman to assimilate and accept this hyper-sexualized exotic image. In addition, Asian
American women in romantic relationships with white man are also stereotyped as performing the
Suzie Wong complex. White men who marry Asian women are also stereotyped as accepting the
Suzie Wong complex. The Asian American female stereotype of Suzie Wong was created in the
media and continues to be circulated in the media. For example, in the science fiction ‘Battle Star
- Galactica ’, the Asian heroine is from the cybernetic race known as the Cylons. She betrayed her
cybernetic friend who had the face of a yellow Asian male to be with her white male human lover.
In the later episodes she sacrificed herself to go through a painful birth-giving procedure to save
their child and the human race. Once again, yellow Asian male is being de-sexualized through an
nonhuman character.

East Asian females, regardless of the dangerous Dragon Lady or the innocent Lotus Blossom, are
beautiful and sexually attractive. On the other hand, East Asian males could be scheming,
dangerous or super smart, but they are all sexually unattractive because they are represented as
lacking conventional notions of attractive masculinity. As in patriarchal discourse, the East Asian
female has no independent value or meaning unless it is given by the (white) male. The
de-sexualization of Asian male and the fetish imagination of Asian females in the western popular
discourse endows a general stereotype of East Asia with the features of femininity.
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Said (Young,2004:158) argues that the East is produced by the West as a fixed reality, representing
an Other that is entirely knowable and visible. Orientalism therefore becomes a colonial discipline
constituted by westerners, in order to practice and consolidate their colonial dominance over the
non-western through a series of hierarchical dualisms such as East and West, power and powerless,
masculine and feminine, etc.. However, according to Said, this system of hierarchical
representation that caricatures the East in the western eyes is too tightly established and circulated
to be changed by ordinary people, it only can be critically viewed by intellectuals
(Young,2004:159). Does it mean that East Asia, like it or not, has little chance to challenge but has
to take the representative images that the West produced and circulated?

The previous sections discussed how East Asian countries managed to establish their nation-states
with either the twisted ‘white mask’ logic or equally ‘self-oriental’ way by self-criticizing the
‘national character’. In fact, while fighting with western discrimination and antagonism, East Asia
created various theories to justify the acceptance of modern western civilization. The possibility of
producing an alternative identity in the colonial context, for example, and yet to some extent
maintaining its cultural authority is what Homi Bhabha called ‘Hybridity’.

5.2 The Theory of Hybridity
The theory of “Hybridity” by Homi Bhabha is developed from his criticism of Said’s Orientalism.
Said introduces a hierarchical dualism of “West” and “East”. An opposition between these two
discursive scenes is initially set up, which allows these two economies to be correlated as a
congruent system of representation that is unified through a political-ideological intention which,
in Said’s words, enables Europe to advance securely and unmetaphorically upon the Orient.
(Young, 2004:180) To Said, this system of representation does not correspond to reality, yet the
intentionally designed caricatures of the East in the western eyes is too tightly established and
circulated to be changed. In other words, if East Asia has been signified in the Western discourse
as a lack, as a woman, except criticism, there is not much that can be done to symbolically change
the power relation between the West in general and East Asia.

For Bhabha, on the other hand, Orientalism does not simply amount to a representation which may
or may not correspond to ‘real’ conditions – a problem which cannot in any case be solved in
purely epistemological terms. Bhabha seizes on the analogy with Freud’s conflictual model of the
dream, which Said himself makes briefly in passing, in order to argue that at the center of
Orientalism there is not a single homogenizing perspective but a polarity, “it is, on the one hand, a
topic of learning, discovery, practice; on the other, it is the site of dreams, images, fantasies, myths,
obsessions and requirements’. (Young, 2004:181-182) In short, the idea that the stereotypes can be
challenged as the cultural authority is never solid. It is fractured for two reasons: first,
signification is always a process -- a chain on which a signifier refers to another signifier, which in
turn refers us to another signifier in an almost endless manner; second, once a subject enters the
cultural and linguistic society, the incomplete subjectivity always needs an ‘Other’ ads his/her
listener, whose reaction and position will gradually become a part of their subjectivity. Hence, it is
the colonizers’ conflictual reliance on the colonized that gives the latter leverage for change.

Bhabha argues that the colonial text can be interpreted differently by the colonized people,
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different from the original intention with which the signs were designed and used by the colonial
power. In a story Bhabha told where the Indian catechist saw The Bible as a sign of the European
imperial power that assimilated India’s beliefs. Although Indian peoples worshiped The Bible,
they refused to connect the Europeans who ate beef to the Bible. With this little trick of
de-ethnicization, the Bible was merely seen as ‘the book of God’, instead (Bhabha, 1994:147) .
This displacement of authoritative discourse is where the concept of the hybrid makes its entrance.
As a description of an object rather than a discursive concept, the hybrid here is shown to
transform the conditions of its own creation. Bhabha defines hybridity as:

to describe the construction of cultural authority within conditions of political
antagonism or inequity. Strategies of hybridization reveal an estranging
movement in the authoritative, even authoritarian inscription of the cultural
sign. (Bhabha, 1996:58)

According to Lacan (Homer, 2005), once a subject enters into any society that is cultural, social
and linguistic, the complete bond between the self and the image in the mirror stage will be sent
into exile in the “empty” linguistic world. The subject is never to be able to fully possess anything
ever again, except to slip from one signifier to another in the unlimited language world. Lacan
accepted the arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign that Saussure proposed, but because he
questioned two of Saussure’s fundamental premises. First, the indivisibility of the sign, and second,
the prioritization of the signified over the signifier. Instead, Lacan argues that signifier is prior to
the signified and ‘what a signifier refers to is not a signified, as there is always a barrier (of
meaning) between them, but to another signifier. In short, a signifier refers us to another signifier,
which in turn refers us to another signifier in an almost endless chain of signification (Homer, 42)’.
If we are going to define the meaning of a specific word or concept, we can only do so through
other words. Therefore, signification is not fixed as structuralism suggests, it is always a process,
like a chain, that continually produces signs.

Bhabha develops Lacan’s remarks regarding the mirror theory in the colonial context, and
proposes that when the colonial culture remains in its motherland, the self and the image are
completely identified with each other, but when it moves to the colonies, the colonial culture is
seen to enter into the symbolic world due to the cultural differences (He, 2006:42). Therefore, the
colonial authority is not solid as Said’s Orientalism implies. As there is not a universal symbol of
English identity, the representation of colonial authority depends on its productivity as a sign of
difference. Since it is a chain of signification, it gives the colonized culture a space to negotiate
and reconstructs the cultural authority, although the outcomes are various. When The Bible was
translated into Hindi, propagated by Dutch or native catechists (Bhabha, 1994:154), it still
represents the colonial authority, but disconnecting English from the Bible for example says
otherwise. Bhabha sees the potentiality of hybridity as a ‘strategic reversal of the process of
domination’ which re-implicates colonial authority ‘in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze
of the discriminated back upon the eye of power’. (Bhabha,1994:154) This returning gaze no
longer produces disquiet and ambivalence just for the colonizer as Bhabha had argued:

If the effect of colonial power is seen to be the production of hybridisation . ..[it]
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enables a form of subversion .. .that turns the discursive conditions of dominance
into the grounds of intervention. (Bhabha, quoted in Young, 2004: 189)

However, Young (2004:190) raises a question about the agency of Bhabha’s hybridity for
resistance and intervention. He questions that precisely what reality can such resistance that has to
carefully read ‘between the lines’ to be noticed hope to change? Cultural hybridity suggests a
possibility, a hope, and a methodology, seeking to transform ‘the often coercive reality that they so
lucidly contain (Bhabha,1994:162)’. And during endeavors of hybridization, the repressed
knowledges enter unaware and effects the transformation.

Another half of Bhabha’s theory of hybridity focuses on the colonizers’ conflictual reliance on the
colonized for the construction of colonial authority. In Lacan’s terms (1977), the ‘ego’ is initially
formed based on the baby’s false recognition of the self-reflection in the mirror; this false
recognition is ‘the imaginary register’, which presents a complete and direct connection between
the baby and the ego ideal he identifies with, such as the self-image in the mirror or the image of
his mother, until the Oedipus complex is installed. As discussed in the last chapter, the solution of
the Oedipus complex ends this complete and direct connection that the baby believes that he used
to have in his imagination and enters the symbolic world of the ‘Name of the Father’. Since
entering the colonial culture is like entering into a symbolic world for the colonizers due to the
cultural differences, as a result, the previous completion cracks, the cultural subjectivity of the
colonizer needs to be confirmed by the ‘Other’ to be authoritatively functional, which implies that
the colonial, as the listener of the colonizer, has been involved in the colonizer’s identity and
authority construction. (He, 2006:42)

The desire of ‘being accepted’ is endless; Bhabha argues that the colonial power will always be
caught by the inevitable desire and the anxiety that comes along with it. Lacan points out that as
the desire can never be fully satisfied; under the repression of the reality, the desire breaks into
pieces and reveals itself in the most trivial details. It responds to Freud’s concept of the suppressed
unconscious: when the unconscious cannot enter consciousness/reality, it turns into details that
again requires us to read between lines to address it (He, 2006).

In order to comfort the anxiety caused by the unsatisfied desire of ‘wanting to be accepted’,
Bhabha (1994) says that the colonial context created a series of ‘signs taken for wonders’ that
appear repeatedly to present the colonial authority. These signs are not the message itself, it is the
implication signified by the details included in the message. Bhabha connected a memoir of one of
the earliest Indian catechists with two classic British works of literatures – Heart of Darkness by
Joseph Conrad, and Conrad’s darkness by V.S. Naipaul, he discovered an abstract idea of the
‘English Book’ that is repeatedly used as a sign of colonial authority. In the memoir of the Indian
catechist, the “English Book” was in the form of the Bible, supposedly from England, it was
translated into the Hindustani language, worshiped by the locals. In The Heart of Darkness, the
‘English Book’, is the discovery of the book inquiry into some points of seamanship in the 1920’s
Congo; the colonial authority rested in the ruminative closing statement about the book, ‘He must
be English’. (Bhabha:151) Signs like ‘English Book’ represent the power of western civilization,
rationality and the morality that develops from the belief in hard work.
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In the light of this logic, the unsatisfied desire of ‘wanting to be accepted’ works for both sides.
East Asia, that considers the modern West as its ego ideal after entering modernity needs western
acceptance to be able to constantly acquire meaning to construct its subjectivity. Because of the
conflictual but communal reliance on acceptance, it is difficult for either East or West to
overthrow the existing symbolic system at once. In short, East Asia has been constructed as a
‘female’ in the western modern discourse, the strategy of hybridity may be able to create new
meanings which helps to lever the power relation between the East and West but not to change its
given nature as a ‘female’. Like the ‘Ideal Asia’ Okakura described, East was only making sense
when it was different from the West, and the quality of ‘ideal’ on the other hand represented the
desirable version of East in the western eyes, or at least what Okakura thought as appealing to the
West.

5.3 Mechanisms of Production of Viewing Pleasure
Why do people watch television dramas? Simply because they find it enjoyable. Nobody is forced
to watch television. What then are the determining factors of this enjoyment, this pleasure?
Sociologists often start with the premise that media-use is determined by people’s need and the
gratifications they expect, while the attention given to the social-psychological constitution of
individual viewers implies a functionalist conception of pleasure in which its essence is regarded
as the experiences of satisfaction whenever a certain pre-existent need is fulfilled. However, what
is completely ignored in these kind of researches, as Ien Ang (1985) puts it, are the mechanisms
by which pleasure is aroused. In other words, the pleasure evoked by the television viewing is not
simply a self-evident concept or a common sense as we usually take for granted, it is produced by
a trained, paid group for a generalized audience. It is a professional achievement.

In The Aristocracy of Culture, Pierre Bourdieu (1980) argues that popular pleasure is characterized
by an immediate emotional or sensual involvement in the object of pleasure. In other words, the
production of pleasure of watching TV drama is first and foremost a pleasure of recognition,
which represents the possibility of identifying oneself with it in some way or other to integrate it
into everyday life. Connecting the fictional world on the screen to one’s real equivalent represents
a sense of ‘realism’ .

With the regard to film, the term ‘transparent narrative cinema’ is used by Ien Ang (1985). The
classic transparent narrativity is constituted by the particular framework of the story in which
individual characters perform actions to conquer the difficulties to achieve their goals, and the
filmic operations which translate the abstract narrative into a concrete film story by using
technical and aesthetic conventions and devices. As a result, the story being played on the screen
conceals its own status as narrative and acts as the story ‘speaks for itself’, and the screen
therefore disappears. Certain iron rules of cinematography have been developed in Hollywood
since the beginning of the last century to create the effect of narrative spontaneity. These rules
have long been largely used in television productions, and we have been so accustomed to this
dominant American film language that we no longer even experience it as rules anymore.
However, transparent narrativity alone is not enough to produce pleasure out of a text. In addition,
not all transparent narrative contents are experienced as equally pleasurable.
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Different from video games, TV dramas does not have joystick or touchscreen to get people
involved. What TV drama has to mimic to have audiences involved has to be much more
specifically lifelike than video games. Based on the paradoxical viewing experience with the
American TV drama Dallas, Ang concludes that the realism experience of Dallas fans quoted
bears little relation to the cognitive level, it is rather situated at the emotional level. What is
recognized as real is not knowledge of the world, but a subjective experience of the world, which
according to Ang, is called ‘emotional realism’. In order to not to be trapped by the discursive
individual experience in relation to the production of pleasure, there has to be a way to rise above
the merely individual level to understand the idea of ‘experience’ or ‘need’ constructed in
television dramas. After all, what TV drama offers is not a method to solve the specific problem in
reality, but a chance to ease the feeling of frustration caused by the unpleasantness in real life.
Richard Dyer (1978:23) argues that television entertainment, such as television drama, is built into
its definition of its job to operate in full awareness of the unpleasantness of most people’s lives in
order to provide an alternative to the world of work and of general drudgery and depression.
Therefore, the ‘unpleasantness’ simply implies a vague feeling of powerlessness and unease,
rather than any specific problems.

In a similar vein, the concrete situations and complications in TV dramas are not regarded as
content, but rather as ‘symbolic representations of more general living experiences: rows, intrigues,
problems, happiness and misery (Ang, 1985:45)’, namely, the ‘true to life’ elements of TV dramas.
‘emotional realism’, according to Ang, appears to reflect the commonsense thinking of life as a
question of falling down and getting up again, characterized by an endless fluctuation between
happiness and unhappiness. Because of the idea that happiness does not last forever, the emotional
realism is therefore connected to another concept of ‘tragic structure of feeling’ by Ang.

Different from the ‘structure of feeling’ raised by Raymond William as an implicit common
culture that is not yet able to be articulated with the existing language, ‘tragic structure of feeling’
Ang proposed here mimic the ideal pattern of emotional experience in general. In contrast to the
blandness of real life, television drama intensifies the emotional moments which significantly
ameliorate the delays of emotional feedback in real life. In other words, television drama produce
emotional experience by continuously creating conflicts and solutions, namely up and downs.

If the unpleasantness represents the downs, what Richard Dyer proposed to explain the very nature
of entertainment is giving the ‘up’ as Ang calls it above the abstract yet specific names. First of all,
abundance; entertainment creates a world in which necessity and scarcity have been defeated,
while the crucial idea to the entertainment version of the world of material well-being is what
effortless well-being is like, not how it is achieved. Secondly, entertainment asserts the fact of
human energy. Elken Allan has suggested that the major quality of entertainment is to ‘... stimulate
people, to excite them, to move them, to make them want to do something, not just sit in their
armchairs staring blissfully at the grey-lined screen smiling contentedly.’ It does not suggest that
the audiences should stand up and do something, but sit there feeling excited about whatever is
happening on TV. Thirdly, community; it is the sense of warm, close, human togetherness (Dyer,
1978:39-40).
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As Raymond Williams puts it, ‘All consciousness is social (1978:133)’. In this sense, these three
central assertions by Richard Dyer are in fact echoing Williams’ concept of ‘structure of feeling’.
It is helpful to sketch out some complex meanings and values presented in TV dramas in terms of
how far they make sense as a hope and a desire in contemporary society. For example, the dream
of abundance goes into a society of great wealth distributed with increasing inequality. The
assertion of human energy goes into a world devitalized and routinized stressed by the drudgery of
daily life. And the assertion of community goes directly into a world where community is lost and
hard to achieve in the modern time.

According to the mechanisms of producing pleasure through television dramas just discussed
above, the classic transparent narrativity is an efficient audio-visual language to tell stories on the
screen; ‘tragic structure of feeling’ is a narrative technique composed of a chain of specific
conflicts and solutions in order to arouse the audience’s emotions in the form of a vague sense of
pleasantness and unpleasantness taking place by turns. Viewing pleasure is therefore produced as
an enhanced emotional experience. Except the production skills, what we have learned so far is
that constructed conflicts and solutions are at the center of the production of viewing pleasure.

Regarding to the nature of this kind of pleasure, Dyer further argues that television entertainment
is a type of performance which has the sole aim of providing pleasure by creating a visual version
of utopia suggesting that something other than what is can be imagined and maybe realized
(Dyer,1978). Laura Mulvey states that ‘beyond and beneath the dramatic mainspring of
ideological contradiction that melodrama plays on, lies another contradiction: the impossibility of
reconciling desire with reality. Melodrama recognizes this gap by raising problems, known and
recognizable, and offering a personal escape similar to that of a daydream: a chance to work
through inescapable frustrations by positioning an alternative ideal never seen as more than a
momentary illusion (1978).’ Alternatives, hopes and wishes, these are the stuff of utopia. In other
word, the pleasure worked out by TV drama reflects our desire of changing certain impossibility
in reality. Since the pleasure this paper examines is specifically associated with ‘East Asia’
represented by Confucian traditions, therefore, the question here will be: How is Confucian
tradition being involved in the process of making the impassibility in reality possible in the
Korean TV dramas?

5.4 ‘Signs taken for wonders’ in Korean TV Dramas
The theory of hybridity argues that the colonial discourse is by nature unstable. First of all, the
demonstration of colonial authority constantly relies on an abstract idea called the ‘English Book’
by Homi Bhabha. The ‘English Book’ can be in various forms according to the different context,
but it functions as a sign that underlines the colonial superiority. However, the validity of what the
‘English Book’ suggests requires the recognition of the colonized, which according to Bhabha
gives the latter the power to deny or resist the authority of the former. In the light of the theory of
hybridity, the following sections first argue that the discourse of modernity can be challenged,
although the challenge towards to the symbolic system of modernity in which the modern concept
of East Asia is constructed is limited. Second, different from the colonized readers who exercise
the possible resistance by quite reading between lines of the colonial texts, Korean TV dramas as a
representative of the non-western popular product is able to challenge the symbolic authority of
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modernity by creating its own text and signs. Third, the logic of constructing and exercising the
authority through the cultural text is the same to both the colonials or the colonized. In this case,
the cultural authority of East Asia will, on the one hand, have to rely on the signs that are going to
repeatedly appear to demonstrate and highlight the superiority of East Asia culture. On the other
hand, like the abstract idea of the ‘English Book’ in the colonial texts as a sign of the colonial
authority, the signs that refer to East Asian superiority in Korean TV dramas also indicate a sense
of anxiety and unsatisfied desire of wanting to be accepted by the Other, in this case, the West.

There are various forms of ‘signs taken for wonders’ used in Korean TV dramas contributing to
the construction of East Asian cultural authority. First of all, one often used form is represented by
the traditional culture. For example, traditional Korean cooking and traditional Chinese medicine
function like the ‘English Book’ in the drama Dae Jang Geum (Jewel in The Palace). Traditional
cooking and medical science are used as the main methods to solve the problems in the story. In
the Korean drama Jang Ok-Jung -- Live for Love, the traditional Korean dress, Hanbok, and
accessories endows the leading female character who lived in the 17th century Korea with the
power of professionalism and independence. Similarly, the traditional Korean Hanbok is once
again used as the sign of cultural authority in the drama Come on! Jang Bo-Lee. It is a story set in
modern times. The Hanbok and the skills of making Hanbok – embroidery - are symbolized as the
representative of the pure love that solves all the unfortunate conflicts in the story.

Except a few selected stereotypes from traditional culture, the most used form of ‘signs taken for
wonders’ in the Korean TV dramas is the leading female character. Whether she is a girl from the
pre-modern or modern time, whether she is from the rich or poor background, ‘she’ is a figure
always represents the traditional moral virtues. Kindness is what characterizes the leading female
characters in Korean TV dramas as a sign of East Asian culture. The symbolic superiority of the
heroine being kind is being justified by the leading male character who usually represents
modernity taking the former as his one and only desire. The unrealistic love relationship between
the leading male and female characters highlights the imaginary authority of the traditional moral
values over all the other values. Furthermore, there are two features that can be traced in most of
the male characters in Korean dramas can be summed up as being sentimental or childish. The
design of the male characters being sentimental and childish on the one hand, and still represent
the power of modernity on the other hand symbolically turns the modernity from the Name of
Father in relation to the masculinity that only belongs the grown-up man to a child who still lives
in the early process of Oedipus Complex when the child still believes the Mother had the
imaginary phallus.

5.4.1 Male Protagonist -- The Perfect Other
To examine the perfection of male protagonist in Korean drama, it is important to address the
characteristics shared by the protagonists in common that define them as perfect. Over the last two
decades, there are various types of male protagonists in different stories. Among which, the
profession of the character is an important factor that represents protagonist’s identity such as their
social status. As well as the historical drama, this paper analyzed 103 Korean dramas in order to
address the possible characteristics shared by protagonist based on their professions.
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There are seven professions of the male protagonists that appear most often in Korean drama:

1.Officials; including the lawyer, public procurator, and police officer. In a good looking uniform,
they serve justice for the public while their own personal secrets often turn out to be the important
clue to the development of the story. The leading male’s mother was killed in ‘You Are
Surrounded’; the main role’s brother was murdered in ‘Signal’; and in ‘Heard Your Voice’, the
protagonist turned out to be the suspect of the murder of his family. In addition, the leading male
dreamed to be a president in ‘City Hall’, and in the ‘Prime Minister and Me’, the male protagonist
was a Prime Minister. There are 20 out 103 dramas with leading male characters belonging to this
category.

2. Celebrity; They could be a super star, an anchorman, a famous writer or a Manga artist, they
were stunning, professional and elitist. There are 24 dramas with their male protagonists designed
this way.

3. Teachers；there are 4 dramas fall in this category. University professor Do Min Jun (도민준) in
‘Man from the Stars’, the leading male character was a professor of criminal psychology in
‘Remember You’, a high school teacher in ‘Reasonable Love’ and in ‘Come on! Na Mu Rim’, the
male character worked really hard to be a professor. In this case, what they share in common is
intelligent, young and ascetic.

4. Doctors; there are 16 dramas that told stories about various kinds of doctors. Except the daily
routine of saving lives, they could be a psychiatric doctor, cosmetic surgeon or the coroner.

5. Top chef; there are 4 dramas in this theme. All the chefs in these 4 stories were working in the
high-ranking western restaurants. They were celebrities in the professional circle. They are
talented, hypercritical yet charming.

6. Soldier; although there is just 2 dramas having this kind of character, they are ‘Descendants of
the Sun’ and ‘Goodbye, Mr Black’ , both of them were broadcasted in 2016 and turned out to be a
huge success. Nationalism elevates their efforts of standing for justice.

7. If the successful business man is a profession, it is out of question the most popular kind in
Korean dramas. From a president of a medium and small sized enterprise to a chairman or a
successor of a transnational cooperation, there are 27 dramas that fall into this category.

To summarize, although each character is different and personal, all of them can be characterized
as powerful， competitive, and competent based on their professions. The sense of masculinity
make the Korean drama protagonists like most of male characters in the story a force for solving
problems.

Another feature that the leading male characters have in common is their emotional reaction when
they fall in love with the heroine. And it is this is that characterizes these TV dramas as Korean
drama. Male protagonists of Korean drama appear to be dramatically dependent on the heroine
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once he falls in love with her, it is represented by the exaggerated emotions which seem to be very
inconsistent with their image constructed according to their professions earlier. Regarding to their
emotional patterns, they can be categorized into four kinds which appear as the major type
sequentially.

The first type emerged at the turn of the twentieth century and afterward. The representative male
protagonists during this period are Yun Hyang Cheol (윤향철) in ‘The Temptation of Eve’ (2000),
acted by Jang Dong Gun (장동건 ); Yun Jun Hui(윤준희 ) in ‘Endless Love’(2000) acted by
Song Seung Heon(송승헌 ) and Cha Songju (승준 ) in ‘Stairways to Paradise’ (2003) acted by
Gwon Sang Woo (권상우). In the story, they were the girl’s best friend and lover. They were smart
and tough at work, but caring, sentimental and sympathetic when they were with the heroines.
Tears are their signature.

Yun Jun Hui in ‘Endless Love’(2000)

Han Tae Seok acted by Won Bin in ‘Endless Love’(2000)

The formidable determination of wanting to be with the heroine, represented by the tears and
willing to give up everything even life for the heroine constructs a male image who sees the
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female as his complete desire. In ‘The Temptation of Eve’, Yun Hyang Cheol was the general
manager of the television station MBC where the heroine Gyeon Seon Mi worked. At the
beginning, Seon Mi did not like Yun Hyang Cheol the way he liked her. Hyang Cheol was loving,
tolerant and patient. He was always able to be there for her when she needed him to be. In
‘Endless Love’, in order to be with the girl he loved who died of cancer, Yun Jun Hui killed
himself in a car accident.

By 2004, the tragic style started to change. From 2004 to 2010 in particular, the man became the
boy. The representative male protagonists with boyish character are: Lee Yeong Jae (이영재) in
‘Full House’(2004) acted by Jeong Ji Hun/Rain (정지훈 ); Seol Gong Chan (설공찬 ) in ‘My
Girl’(2005) acted by Lee Dong Wook (이동욱); the prince Lee Sin (이신) in ‘Palace’(2006) acted
by Ju Ji Hun (주지훈); Hwang Tae Gyeong(황태경) in ‘He is Beautiful’ (2009) acted by Jang
Geun Suk (장근석), and Kim Tan (김탄) in ‘The Heirs’和 acted by Lee Min Ho (이민호).

They are domineering, arrogant, self-centered and childish. Instead of tears, acting like a baby in
an actually rather cute way marks this type of male characters in Korean dramas. As the male in
the story, they remained powerful, rich and privileged. In contrast, the heroines in these stories are
all Cinderellas. For two people who shared nothing in common with their social background to
meet and fall in love in a story, it takes some dramatic designs. In ‘Full House’, hero and heroine
had to live in the same villa because of a contract dispute. In ‘My Name is Kim Sam Sun’，a fake
marriage contract brought a young and rich CEO and dessert chef into each other’s life. The
attitude that the male character held for the female character usually started with contempt,
indifference and impatience and would gradually change after a series of incidents from which the
boy would be attracted by the girl’s kindness and courage. Once the boy fell in love with the girl,
he would be willing to break all possible obstacles caused by the huge difference of their social
background. For example, in ‘Flower Boys’, the heir of a big company Do Myeong Sawent went
on a hunger strike to fight against his mother who did not approve of his date who was a rather
ordinary girl, Sam Chae.

Heo Jun Jae in ‘The Legend of Blue Sea’ (2017)
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Lee Yeong Jae in ‘Full House’

The boyish characters are mostly from really privileged family backgrounds, but emotionally, they
are rather dependent, jealous and possessive. Because of their luxurious lifestyle, they appear to be
inexperienced in dealing with trivial daily businesses, which makes the girls stand out for their
independence and capacity to take care of themselves.

The third type of male protagonists in Korean drama came out after 2010. The difference between
the third type from the previous two kinds which are sentimental type and boyish type, the third
can be called legendary. The representative characters are Kim Bung Do(김붕도) in ‘The Man of
The Queen’(2012), acted by Ji Hyeon Woo (지현우 ); Park Su Ha (박수하 ) in ‘Heard Your
Voice’(2013) acted by Lee Jong Suk (이종석); Professor Do Min Jun (도민준) in ‘Man from the
Stars’, acted by Kim Soo Hyun (김수현). Kim Bung Do in ‘The Man of The Queen’ came from
three-hundred years ago by time travel. Do Min Jun in ‘Man from the Stars’ was an alien who was
left behind by his own fellows and had stayed in Korea since seventeenth century. Park Su Ha
from ‘Hear Your Voice’ was neither a time traveler nor a an alien, but he was able to hear the
thoughts of others.

The alien Professor Do Min Jun, according to the time spent on earth, was supposed to be
four-hundred years old, while he looked like 20. He owned one hundred and eighty houses, with
value of assets over 352 billion US dollars. His house was like a museum full of antiques and
pressures. He was proficient in every aspect of knowledge including astronomy, history, literature,
sociology and so on. Moreover, he had supernatural skills such as teleportation and stopping time.
However, the only purpose of these knowledges and skills were to please the heroine. The
legendary factor only made romance more dramatically incontrovertible.

By 2014, there came a new type of male character in Korean drama, they are ‘psychotic’. This
type is new and represented by Jang Jae Yeol (장재열) in ‘It’s OK, It’s Love’(2014), acted by Jo
In Sung (조인성); Gu Seo Jin (구서진) in ‘Hyde, Jkyll and Me’(2015) acted by Hyeon Bin(현빈) ;
and Cha Do Hyeon (차도현) in ‘Kill Me, Cure Me’ acted by Ji Seong (지성). All three of them
suffered from multiple personality disorder. For example, Cha Do Hyeon had seven different
personalities. Every one of them (personalities) is different, among which, there is sweet, there is
arrogant, and there is aggressive. The heroine was his therapist, the only one or the only thing that
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could cure him.

There are four types of male protagonist discussed above: sentimental; boyish; legendary and
psychotic. They are perfect protagonists for two reasons. First of all, regardless of their
personalities, their professions suggest that they represent power, fortune, privileged social
position and capacity. These are the masculine virtues that echo the value system of western
modernity. They are designed to be desirable as they represents what people desires in the modern
discourse yet find it difficult to have. Second, their dramatic desire for their heroine highlights the
value of the latter. If the excellency from male protagonists’ professional side qualifies them as the
desire of the Other represented by female character (subject), their strong reliance on the girls
suggests that the female (as the male’s Other) is his complete desire.

In other words, from the female perspective, male protagonists in Korean drama represents a
perfect Other who is first of all constructed as an ego ideal that represents the virtues of modernity,
in return his complete desire towards to the female who represents the lack and desire for the
acceptance of the ego ideal. Therefore, the Korean drama protagonists represents a desirable
object which can be possessed by its Other completely. Masculine excellency and the complete
desire for woman are in fact contradictory. The former suggests that his desire is somewhere else
where he achieves this excellency, instead of being with his girl. This contradiction is being subtly
concealed. In Korean dramas there is little about man’s work, their profession is demonstrated
mostly through their outfit or a few conversations in the right context. By making the impossible
feel possible, it brings pleasure to the female viewers in particular.

The male protagonist in Korean drama represents a perfect Other for women, based on which to
make it a perfect Other for East Asia requires more job down on the scenario and the female
protagonist which is going to be discussed in detail in the case study.

5.5 Conclusion: Nostalgic Plots
Taking the female as the male’s complete desire is one of Korean drama’s mechanisms that
produces pleasure. However, the seemingly unconditional love needs a motivation, a reason. This
reason that gets constructed in Korean drama is the ‘compressed East Asian tradition’ in the
modern discourse. This compressed tradition certainly was not showed in its original form as it
would in the documentary, it was in the more abstract form of nostalgia. In Korean drama, there
are a few most used scenarios that create the emotional experience of nostalgia, namely an
imaginary past as an utopia.These are childhood sweethearts; car accident; amnesia; cancer and
sublimed stereotypes of traditional culture.

Childhood sweetheart usually represents an intimate and pleasant relationship between the leading
male character and female character. Car accident, amnesia; and cancer represents the rupture of
this childhood intimacy. The story develops according to one theory that the grown up
protagonists are taking the memory of their childhood as the major object of desire. It endows the
love between two leading characters a fatalistic sense. In Korean drama, hero and heroine are
often designed from very different social background with very different experience of growing up.
However, these differences don’t seem to be a problem anymore since their love is doomed
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because of a shared memory.

Nostalgia is centrally concerned with the concept of loss. Most of the literature on nostalgia refers
to a loss of memory or historicity (Baudrillard, 1994: 44). Postmodernist and poststructuralist
view this longing for what is lost as potentially dangerous in that it closes down the transactional
value of the past in the present and results in various degrees of social amnesia. On the contrary,
Daphne Berdahl (Pickering, 2006) argues that the production of nostalgia on the media is
ultimately "about the production of the present rather than the reproduction of the past,"but
concerns the past because without it the organization of the present in linear time fails. This is in
fact where Jameson’s take on the concept of historicity is relevant, for he claims that this allows a
“perception of the present as history; that is a relationship to the present which defamiliarises it
and allows us that distance from immediacy which is at length characterized as a historical
perspective” (Jameson, 1991: 284).

Based on the U.S. teen drama “Dawson’s Creek”, Birchall illustrates that what is relevant to
audience is the idea that a fictional text can produce a complex nostalgic reaction, one that is not
reliant on any specific memory. In this context, I would like to argue that Korean drama creates a
mediated nostalgia, which captures an illusion of a self-defined tradition that never existed,
becomes a simulacrum of the absent original for which audiences pine. Therefore, nostalgia
becomes an approach of reproduction that reestablishes an authority to construct identity at
present.

The modern history of East Asia is, as discussed earlier, the result of continuous traumas
overlapping one another. A peculiar foreshortening of historical vision occurs as a result. It
becomes almost impossible to think past the "hole" or intangible blockage represented by the
source of trauma and the subject identity is foreshortened by the looming horizon of the most
recent trauma (G. M. Cho, 2008:5). Historical continuity becomes emotionally and intellectually
unthinkable, because the absence of the past as such forces it into and allows it to act upon the
present.

Le (2009:100) argues that trauma is not experienced as it occurs, but in another time and place, a
condition that refuses to be bounded by the linearity of time, but persists in an adjacent
temporality. Nostalgia, as a temporally resistant and nonlinear strategy, offers a response to the
silencing effect of trauma on history. Le actually takes Korea as an example, because she sees it as
suffering a traumatic modern history after years of colonized experiences, and she suggests that
the only remaining recourse for this traumatic foreshortening of historical sight is through
re-narrating and re-mythologizing Korea through the pastiched continuity of nostalgia. Following
this logic, it is reasonable to argue that the shared and repressed traumatic social memory from
modern East Asian history exists in a space in parallel with the nonlinear social memory of the
contemporary East Asian society.

Therefore, the present that the audiences nostalgically produce in relation to the past is neither the
current state, nor the past. It is the message in a slightly different order, it is what we had or what



92

we will never have again, it is what we never had. Song and Wu (2010:34) sent 50 questionnaires
to undergraduates in Ren Min University asking questions about the most watched Korean drama
in recorded time – ‘Dae Jang Geum (Jewel in the Palace)’.

Referring to the question “Why do you watch ‘Dae Jang Geum’?”, 40% informants claimed that
because they saw the cultural reflection of China. Except a few culturally symbolized element
such as Chinese characters, Chinese calligraphy and the use of Chinese dictionary that were
frequently showed in the drama, informants also mentioned how they felt proud of China when
they saw the King of Korea holding Chinese ambassador in awe in the drama (Song and Wu,
2010).

In a ‘Dae Jang Geum’ Chinese language online forum (Hyun, 2007), there are a number of
comments posted emphasizing the cultural superiority that China holds over Korea:

Korea is greatly influenced by Chinese culture. Koreans always consider
Korea to be ‘small China’. They are very familiar with Chinese history.
Therefore, there are many Chinese literary allusions in the drama. (Posted by
“Aviao” on 30/1/2005, viewing rates<100)

When cultural resemblances are being located, the Korean drama is being “Othered” for its
foreign attribution. What Chinese audiences see in Korean drama is not only the identifiable
cultural resemblances per se, it is how this these resemblances remind them that China once was
the power house of the East Asian culture. The “otherness” is blind, to a certain extent, to the
audiences as it is disguised with the presupposed notion of “East Asian”.

The dominant influence of Chinese culture on the neighboring countries is a history as well as an
imagination. A powerful China is what was created by the Chinese audience through their
nostalgic consumption of images from ‘Dae Jang Geum’ which triggers the collective memory of
a glorious past. There comes two co-existing nostalgic reactions. The first one is plainly presented
in the audiences’ words that they sense familiarity and pride; the other is responding to the fact
that this pride is supposed to occur thousands years ago not now. Chinese modern history turned
away from its traditions, the “Confucianism” in particular, to be more like the west. It is radical,
confusing and humiliating that passes down to the generations. To see, for example, Korean
people writing Chinese characters or quoting Chinese literatures on television symbolically brings
the pre-modern China back alive. It seems that what originated from China that humiliated China
is not that humiliating after all.

The second nostalgic reaction of the audience is to consume the image of “original China” from
the foreigner’s perspective. In other words, it is the ‘Appreciation’ that Koreans, as an “Othered”
foreigner, showed with symbolic “Chinese reflection” in their dramas, interacts with Chinese
audiences’ repressed traumatic memory to co-produce a fantasy of a great China in the present
tense. It legitimates the traumatic hidden memory to fit into the contemporary Chinese social
memory, making the nonlinear linear.
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As Hall (1996) argues, identities are points of temporary attachment to the subject positions which
discursive practices construct for (people). In this case, Chinese audiences are selecting,
constructing, and negotiating identity categories in a nostalgic context. The particular attention
that Korean drama pays to traditional content provides Chinese audiences with a foundation to
create fantasies to experience confidence and pride. To redevelop cultural superiority, the popular
Korean drama is used by Chinese audiences as an agent to articulate the past to the contemporary
modern China.

If the future doesn’t come into being through forgetting, through denying or dismissing the past,
especially when the present is judged to be in some way deficient, the imperative concern is then
with forward-looking uses of the past, of the past as a set of resources for the future (Pickering &
Keightley, 2006:937).

The past has long been a locus of possibility and source of aspiration, of providing a way of
imagining ‘present impossibilities becoming possible in the future’, for ‘the future opens into
otherness only insofar as the past does too’ (Oliver, 2001: 136; Pickering, 1987). When this
reciprocal movement is operative, nostalgia becomes an action rather than an attitude, showing
how the politics of nostalgia are realized in its applications rather than being inherent in the
affective phenomenon itself (Pickering & Keightley, 2006).

Jin (2009:79) argues that ‘deliberately turning away’ from the reality and showing an ideal
middle-class family life is an obvious problem with the Korean drama. Comparatively, Chinese
and Japanese TV dramas touch the brutal reality in a much deeper and much more diverse way.
Yet, Korean dramas’ apolitical nature distinguishes itself from the other TV dramas and earns its
popularity on a wide scale. Popular consumption of Korean dramas in East Asia renders East Asia
a special opportunity to review herself in historicity and to discover a more nuanced process of
modernization of China in the global context.
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Chapter 6 -- Stairways to Paradise

6.1 Uniqueness of Enjoying Korean TV dramas
Based on the mechanisms of the production of pleasure viewing TV dramas discussed above, it
suggests an emotional utopian experience by using TV drama as an approach to work through
inescapable frustrations in reality by positioning a dramatically structured fantasy of an ideal
alternative. In order to elaborate how the imaginary cultural authority of East Asia is being
reconstructed in Korean TV dramas, this chapter conducts a more detailed cultural reading of the
Korean drama Stairways to Paradise which contains all the nostalgic plots mentioned earlier. By
analyzing how the symbolic castration of East Asia is being carried out through the special designs
of the main characters and how the symbolic lack represented by East Asia is eventually
neutralized through a creative Utopian solution, which is an unconditional, but unrealistic love
between the leading actor and actress. This chapter aims to demonstrate the uniqueness of the
popularity of Korean TV dramas in relation to the concept of East Asia.

In the previous studies of Korean TV dramas, the identification of cultural East Asia has been
widely referred to as a rational explanation in relation to the transnational popularity of Korean
TV dramas. In the light of this conclusion, the main contradiction that has to be resolved to
activate the emotional experience of utopia for the audiences is East Asia related.

Like most of heroines in Korean TV dramas, the heroine Han Jeongseo in Stairways to Paradise is
being portrayed as a representative of morality. With the features of kindness and leniency which
generalize the personality of Han Jeongseo. She is a character who triggers the common memory
of East Asia in relation to Confucianism. The hero Cha Songju on the other hand represents the
power and superiority of modernity. He is a good looking man who received his higher education
in one of the top universities in the United States, but most importantly, he is the only rightful heir
of one of the biggest multinational corporations in South Korea. Interestingly, he is not designed
as the opposite symbol of Confucian Asia represented by Han Jeongseo. The role of denying and
punishing Han Jeongseo for her arguable kindness and selflessness, namely for being ‘weak’, is
played by the second leading actress Han Uli. She is a stunningly beautiful, and very successful
career woman who has always been a great help to Cha Songju in relation to the work. As a
supposed to be very attractive young lady, Han Uli has almost everything, but kindness. She
appears to be selfish and devious. In contrast to Han Jeongseo , Han Uli represents the reverse side
of the morality, while her sexy appeal and working competitiveness associated to the quality of
modernity.

The story develops based on the conflicts between the heroine Han Jeongseo and second leading
female character Han Uli. They have both been attracted to the leading male protagonist Cha
Songju since they were teenagers. There was nothing special about the competition between the
innocent and kind Han Jeongseo and the intelligent but devious Han Uli, the latter was reasonably
gaining the upper hand in from the beginning. What appeared to be unusual was the devoted love
of Cha Songju for Han Jeongseo from the very beginning to the very end. Han Jeongseo was
indeed a lovely girl, but the only valid reference that justified the love between Cha Songju and
Han Jeongseo was their memory of their childhood. Not being able to play a role in the memory
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of the childhood of Cha Songju, Han Uli did not really stand a chance to be considered as a
potential girlfriend in spite of the fact that Han Uli was the girl who accompanied Cha Songju
during the time of studying abroad for five years. After five years of studying together in the
United States, Han Uli became an attractive young woman who deeply loved Cha Songju, but
none of these really meant much compared to Cha Songju’s childhood memory with Han
Jeongseo.

The childhood story only played for about twenty minutes in the beginning of the first episode, it
turns out to be the motivation and the main clue of this love story throughout the whole drama. It
is important to point out that this part of the story was narrated by Cha Songju as his memory. The
story started with two childhood sweethearts (Cha Songju and Han Jeongseo) who both lost one of
their parents at the young age. They kept each other company in grief; they cheered each other up
when the other was feeling down; they loved each other like sister and brother, while a slight
tension of romance emerged when two children gradually grew into puberty.

It is a twenty minutes filled with the little moments of innocence and warmness, nothing really
sexual. However, its turning into the most passionate love after five years of absolute silence is
somehow a deeply moving design and much in favour with the general public. Every little
moment of this twenty minutes count, as they are going to be the important flashbacks that justify
the reckless love of Cha Songju for Han Jeongseo.

This chapter would like to argue that the significance of the childhood memory is the key to
explain the connection of pleasure of viewing Korean TV dramas in relation to East Asia. As
discussed above, in terms of the cultural association that different characters suggest, Cha Songju
represents the power and superiority in relation to modernity, while Han Jeongseo represents the
significance of moral values of Confucianism. Han Uli on the other hand represents the
contradictory elements of modernity in contrast to the Confucian moral values. Han Jeongseo was
being punished for her desire of wanting to be with Cha Songju since the moment she met Han
Uli. In a hit and run accident deliberately caused by Han Uli , instead of being killed, Han
Jeongseo lost her memory. As a punishment of lacking the power to fight back, Han Jeongseo
missed her chance to be with Cha Songju in the first place.

Instead of being completely denied and then ruptured, Confucian tradition represented by Han
Jeongseo is not dead but suppressed in the form of amnesia. Therefore Han Uli faked Han
Jeongseo’s death, so that Han Jeongseo was really considered as dead by everyone who knew her.
The turnaround of the story is the dramatic device used to show that Cha Songju did not forget
Han Jeongseo. He missed his childhood moments with Han Jeongseo so badly that he could not
move on with his life. Confucian tradition represented by Han Jeongseo is supposed to be
ruptured one way or another, but having two characters, namely Cha Songju and Han Uli,
representing the different features of modernity creates a male protagonist who appears to be a
powerful professional in the modern metropolitan city on the one hand, but is still strongly
attached to the ‘lost’ past on the other hand. Cha Songju’s memory of his childhood with Han
Jeongseo suggests the stage of ‘The Imaginary’ of the ruptured past. It is represented by a sense of
innocence and warmness which Cha Songju finds difficult to have with anyone else in the present
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time.

Cha Songju’s love is neither rational nor realistic, it is not love for the girl, but for a piece of the
imaginary past. In this case, Han Jeongseo really is a representative of Cha Songju’s imaginary
past. In other words, the imaginary Confucian Asia is designed to be the ultimate desire of the
modernity in the Stairways to Paradise. Although Han Jeongseo died of eye cancer in the end, it is
the male protagonist’s persistent memory of the loss that produces the viewing pleasure of it’s East
Asian audience. In a more general sense, the similar situation can also be interpreted as female
audiences fantasy of man’s unconditional love and loyalty. In terms of what discussed in the
previous chapters that East Asia is being symbolically structured as a ‘woman’, this chapter argues
that an imaginary appealing East Asia is being successfully produced through the cultural
implications intertwined with the main characters in Korean dramas. There is an unintentional
interpretation of Korean dramas in relation to the concept of East Asia that has been proven as a
common phenomenon within East Asia audiences in the previous Korean drama studies.(Chua,
and Iwabuchi, 2008)

According to the logic of the tragic structure of feelings by Ien Ang, the more detailed analysis of
Stairways to Paradise can be found in the appendix. It is broken down into five sections in order
to elaborate the production of the unique pleasure for East Asian audiences in viewing Stairways
to Paradise. After a more detailed introduction to the story, the first section is entitled as Han
Jeongseo. This section explains how the childhood memory of Cha songju is being turned into an
imaginary experience which implies a vague sense of completion through the moments of
warmness and innocence. Morality represented by the personality of Han Jeongseo originates
these cherished moments. The second section is named as Han Uli, it discusses how the selected
elements of modernity in contrast to the idea of morality are being incorporated into the character
of Han Uli. The third section – Amnesia - describes the failed rupture of the past (Han Jeongseo),
it represents a suppression of the original desire, namely Cha Songju’s love for Han Jeongseo, into
the unconscious. Section four discusses the how the suppressed desire is being officially
legitimated through the marriage of Cha songju and Han Jeongseo. In their wedding, Han
Jeongseo’s kindness is no more equivalent to weakness, but a sign of sacredness. The last section
is called Paradise, it argues that it is a good idea to let Han Jeongseo die in the end rather than
having her undergone a test of the ‘happily ever after’ in reality. An ideal East Asia in the form of
Han Jeongseo is once again evoked by the unrealistic love of the male protagonist Cha songju, the
pleasure of the Imaginary is therefore being pushed to a new high in the tears of the audiences.

6.2 Cultural Reading of Stairways to Paradise
Stairways to Paradise tells a beautiful but sad love story about two childhood sweethearts Han
Jeongseo and Cha Songju who went through all manner of difficulties and eventually got married
after years of separation. In the end they were unfortunately parted by death. For anyone who has
not seen the drama, here is an outline of what happened in it.

The story started with Cha Songju, in the leading role, playing Chopin's piano concerto on the
beach while his memory of his dead wife Han Jeongseo was unrolling. The music brought us back
to the very first moment when they were still teenagers. Songju and Jeongseo loved each other
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dearly for being the best friends and being each other’s rock at the most difficult time when
Songju lost his father in a car accident and when Jeongseo’s mother died of eye cancer. They
played together; they shared secretes; they depended on each other, emotionally. Their innocent
and intimate relationship was being challenged when Jeongseo’s father, an architecture professor,
decided to get remarried.

Jeongseo’s naive hope for remaking a new and complete family was mocked by the evil
step-mother Tae Mila and the selfish step-sister Han Uli. Uli tried to take everything that Jeongseo
had for herself, including pretty dresses, the father’s love and the opportunity to study abroad with
Songju. Fortunately, Tae Mila’s son, who was also Jeongseo’s step-brother, Han Taehwa, was kind
to Jeongseo . He has been protecting Jeongseo when she was being bullied by his biological
mother and sister. After a while living together in the same house, Taehwa fell in love with
Jeongseo for her kindness. Three years later, Jeongseo graduated from the high school. While on
her way to reunite with Songju who had also finished his high school abroad, Jeongseo was run
over by her step sister Uli on purpose. Fortunately, Jeongseo did not die, but she lost her memory.
Meanwhile, Uli used a badly burnt John Doe body in the hospital to successfully fake a false fact
that Jeongseo has died in the car accident. As a result, Jeongseo disappeared completely as her
family including Cha Songju believed that she was dead. Jeongseo used to love her childhood
sweetheart Songju dearly and only, in order to have Jeongseo for himself, the step-brother Han
Taehwa hided the truth and changed Jeongseo’s name to Kim Jisoo. Jeongseo who originally came
from a wealthy middle class family became a high school graduated working class girl who was
working hard to make a living by selling cheap clothing in the marketplace.

5 years later, Cha Songju had finished his study abroad and become the general manager of the
family business. Although he was in a romantic relationship with Han Uli who had been keeping
him company during their time of studying abroad together, he terribly missed the ‘dead’
ex-girlfriend Jeongseo. Coincidentally, he bumped into Kim Jisoo who looked identical to Han
Jeongseo. Cha Songju was thrilled. At first, he tried to prove that Kim Jisoo was actually Han
Jeongseo. After being dined by Jisoo firmly and repeatedly, Cha Songju reluctantly started to
accept the sad disappointment that Kim Jisoo was not Han Jeongseo no matter how similar they
appeared to be. Meanwhile, Jisoo felt awfully guilty for having feelings for Cha Songju as she was
currently Han Tashwa’s girlfriend. In order to avoid causing more mess, Jeongseo decided to leave
the city and started a new life with Han Taehwa somewhere else. Before the day they left, Kim
Jisoo was almost run over by a fast running car of which the driver happened to be Jeongseo’
step-sister Han Uli. It seemed that the similar incidence triggered the lost memory, the past of Han
Jeongseo rushed back all of sudden. At this moment, Kim Jisoo realized that she really was Han
Jeongseo. Han Jeongseo regained her identity, but everything had changed. Han Uli had turned out
to be beautiful, intelligent and getting engaged with Cha Songju. Driven by the intense desire of
love, Cha Songju and Han Jeongseo challenged and eventually conquered all kinds of obstacles in
order to get married in the end.

However, when Cha Songju and Han Jeongseo were determined to be together after a few months
of difficult struggles, Han Jeongseo learned that she had eye cancer just like her mother. Moreover,
the car accident 5 years ago accidentally damaged her cornea, Jeongseo lost her sight before the
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cancer got to her any further. Cha Songju was desperately seeking for treatment for his blind bride,
while Han Taehwa, out of love and guilt for selfishly keeping Jeongseo over all these years, killed
himself to be able to donate his cornea to Jeongseo. Unfortunately, none of these efforts could stop
the cancer drastically spreading. Lying in the arms of her husband, Jeongseo passed away
believing that she was going to a paradise where there was no more sadness, not more separation,
and no more pain. Years later, on the beach where Cha Songju had the first memory and the last
moment with Jeongseo, he was playing Chopin's piano concerto, mourning his wife and asking to
the sky, ‘Jeongseo, can you hear me?’ (E28)

The conflict that drives the whole story appears to be the fact that two girls fell in love with the
same boy which led to an intense competition. However, due to the specific design of the
characteristics of these two female characters, it did not just happen as an unfortunate coincidence,
it was a conflict between two realms of existence - the first, morality and a sense of community,
mainly represented by the heroine Han Jeongseo and her step brother Han Taehwa; the second,
individualism and materialism, represented by the step-sister Han Uli and the step-mother Tae
Mila. In terms of the development of the major conflict, the story can be broken down into four
parts. The first part presents the main characters and their relations by constructing conflicts
mainly through narratives. It starts from the Professor Han’s remarriage with the movie star Tae
Mila in the first episode to the car accident which caused the memory loss of Han Jeongseo in the
end of the forth episode. The second part deepens the problems set up in the first part. It tells the
story when the middle class girl Han Jeongseo lost her memory and lived as the working class girl
Kim Jisoo with Han Taehwa and his biological father in the marketplace. Meanwhile, Han Uli,
Jeongseo’s step-sister, had become the girlfriend of Cha Songju. Songju was the sole heir of an
international conglomerate. Episode 11 - 25 is the third part which resolves the major conflicts
structured above. Han Jeongseo recovered her memory and got married with Cha Songju, who
was not only the sole heir of a big company but her childhood sweetheart. The last three episodes
compose the forth part in which the original conflict represented by two girls upgraded to the
conflict of live or death. The story ended with an ultimate separation and the myth of great love.

6.2.1 Section I Incompatible Conflict (Episode 1-4)

Han Jeongseo

Intimacy
At the beginning of the first episode, Cha Songju and Han Jeongseo were both teenagers.
Jeongseo spoke offscreen while the moving pictures matched what she said, “I do like brother
Songju very much. He is good at playing piano; he teaches me a lot of things (boomerang and
magic tricks). When I was sad, he would say to me ‘Well, Han Jeongseo, you should smile like
this.’” Hence, Cha Songju spoke (offscreen voice), “ I do like Jeongseo very much. When my
father died in a car accident, Jeongseo has been there with me. When Jeongseo’s mother died of
eye cancer, I have been there with her. We have always been there for each other.” Meanwhile, the
picture shows Songju and Jeongseo playing on the beach, right in front of the house that
Jeongseo’s father designed and built for his wife after she got cancer. Jeongseo called the house
‘Paradise’, as it represented her father’s love to her mother and it also preserved the last period of
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time being with her biological mother before she died. Songju and Jeongseo wiped mud on each
other’s face, while they were chasing each other on the beach. They laughed out loud. The place
was full of love and there was a warm sense of intimacy in the air. This moment was captured by
Jeongseo’s father with the camera. It was this sense of intimacy that became the key to the
paradise that Jeongseo and Songju were after.

When Jeongseo was trapped at the school by the sudden and heavy rain, Songju showed up just in
time to save her while all the other girls stood there watching. Songju rode the bike with Jeongseo
sitting at the back. They were saying nothing but closed their eyes and raised both of their arms in
the air to image that they were flying together in the sky until they fell off the bike. They liked ice
skating a lot, simply because they enjoyed the chasing, falling and helping each other to get up
again. Aside from the child-like play, there is strong sense of trust structured through these trivial
details. After Songju gave Jeongseo a ride home, Jeongseo gave Songju a home-made hat, made of
wool, red, and with a funny bunny head on it. It obviously did not suit Songju as a rich heir. But
he liked it very much as it represented Jeongseo’s love -- warm and kind.

There was another man in this drama who helplessly fell in love with Han Jeongseo, he was Han
Teahwa, Jeongseo’s step-brother. Different from implicit affection between Jeongseo and Songju,
Han Teahwa did not hesitate for a second to confess his love to Jeongseo, loud and clear: ‘ You are
the first person who remembers my birthday; you are the first person who cooks me seaweed soup
(a traditional food for special occasions in Korea) on my birthday. [...] you are the first person who
gave me birthday gift on my birthday. Therefore, I love you. [...] You made me love you! (E2)’
Han Jeongseo was the first person in Teahwa’s life that actually cared for him and actually made
him experience a feeling of family. For both Cha Songju and Han Teahwa, the reason they fell
love with Han Jeongseo in the first place was the same, and the main reason they love to be with
Han Jeongseo was also the same, it was for a sense of warm community.

Childhood Sweethearts
Han Jeongseo and Cha Songju were not only childhood friends, they were childhood sweethearts
who gradually grew fond of each other. According to The Triangular Theory of Love by Professor
Robert Sternberg (1997),love is composed of three elements: Intimacy, Passion and Commitment.
Intimacy is described as the feelings of closeness and attachment to one another. This tends to
strengthen the tight bond that is shared between those two individuals. Additionally, having a
sense of intimacy helps create the feeling of being at ease with one another, in the sense that the
two parties are mutual in their feelings. It suggests a sense of familiarity in relation to something
of a personal or private nature. Passion can be associated with either physical arousal or emotional
stimulation. And unlike the other two components, commitment involves a conscious decision to
stick with one another by being loyal and supportive. The decision to remain committed is mainly
determined by the level of satisfaction that a partner derives from the relationship. There are three
ways to define commitment, ‘The amount of love one experiences depends on the absolute
strength of these three components, and the type of love one experiences depends on their
strengths relative to each other.’ (Sternberg and Weis, 2008) The relative emphasis of each
component changes over time as a romantic relationship develops.
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Confucianists view the family as the foundation of a society, and the nuclear family is used as a
metaphor in relation to community, kingdom and the heaven -- the place ruled by an emperor. The
king or emperor is usually called the ‘Son of Heaven’, and local officers are called ‘father of the
people’. The idea of family is assumed functionally political because the stability and
development of a society largely relies on the stability of each family.(Tu, 2008:82) Therefore,
Confucian scholars believe that the key of the ‘husband and wife’ relationship as the core of a
nuclear family is stability. In the romantic relationship according to Confucian classics, the
component of passion is skillfully avoided. Not only is passion one of the most vulnerable
elements in maintaining a relationship, love between wife and husband is considered as natural
and self-evident. Instead, other social problems based on the husband and wife relationship such
as nepotism is a central concern. Hence, Confucian classics emphasize the social role of a husband
and his wife in a family for the purpose of keeping a family together and then thriving. In short,
the significance of intimacy and commitment are especially highlighted and appreciated. In terms
of the different types of love one experiences depending on the absolute strength of these three
components, the companionate love is most likely the desired version of love according to
Confucian classics.

Combinations of intimacy, passion, commitment

(Sternberg and Weis, 2008)

The relationship of childhood sweethearts was naturally assumed to be companionate love. As this
relationship most likely started at the early age when a physical relationship is not usually
involved. In this case, intimacy is romance. Although affection between Songju and Jeongseo was
not totally ignored as they were already teenagers. Songju once said with the offscreen voice,‘I am
really glad that Jeongseo was not my sister. Why? (smiling) It is a secret.’ (E1-05:36) During the
story about their childhood, the passion was dealt with in a very implicit manner. When there was
a perfect chance for them to kiss, they fell for the atmosphere for a second and then it ended up
with them laughing and chasing; Songju recorded his confession of ‘I love you’ to Jeongseo on her
personal recorder, and Jeongseo showed her appreciation when she went to the airport to see
Songju off. Before the flight left, they exchanged necklaces as a pledge of love. At this moment,
everything was in slow motion. The side view skillfully gave people an false impression that they
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were about to kiss, but they did not. They simply put on the necklace for each other.

The nature of intimacy of the childhood sweethearts stood out through the emphasis on the subtle
small details and the deliberate reduction and implicit manner in relation to passion. For the first
six minutes of the first episode, there was no conflict, no absence of anything without
compensation, and there was only harmony. Songju and Jeongseo explicitly stressed the
significance of each other as the family-like partners. The comfortable and warm sense of their
companionate love was the first version of paradise, which was frozen in a photo taken by
Jeongseo’s father. The picture of teenage Songju and Jeongseo smiling to the camera with mud on
their faces became a symbolic reminder of the longing for happiness and reunion in the following
story.

Cha Songju and Han Jeongseo (by the beach)

Morality -- the Origin of Intimacy
The major characteristic of Han Jeongseo was being moral. Her personality suggested that she was
a person who easily compromised. when her own needs were contrary to someone else’s desires.
In the first episode, when Han Jeongseo saw her father and the movie star Tae Mila having
intimate conversation and friendly physical contact in a company party, she said with a gentle
smile on her face, ‘father has not smiled like this for a very long time ever since mother died, until
he met Mrs Tae (E1-7:20).’ When Jeongseo’s father decided to get remarried with Tae Mila and
move to a new house in down town, ‘I am sorry Mum’, wept Jeongseo, holding a wooden figure
in the shape of her deceased mother, ‘I will have to leave you here (in the house by the beach built
by Jeongseo’s father for her mother), because it is not fair to Mrs Tae. You as well wish father
happy, don’t you (E1-12:10) ?’ At first, no matter how kindly tolerant Jeongseo attempted to be
with her step-siblings, they did not get along well because of different living habits and customs.
For example, the step-brother Han Taehwa slipped into the girls’ room and slept in his own sister
Han Uli’s bed because he felt lonely in this big new house. Jeongseo was shocked at a male
stranger snoring in the bed next her, so she jumped up instinctively running to her father, Professor
Han. But when she saw that her father appeared to be so happy talking to his new wife Tae Mila
downstairs, Jeongseo stopped and had this smile on her face. It was not an expression that meant
‘ok, not a good time, I will talk to father tomorrow’, it was a look saying ‘Forget it, Mrs Tae
makes father happy. I should be grateful. In return, I should not trouble them with this matter.’
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As a result, Professor Han’s happy face became the main reason that made Jeongseo silently
submit to humiliation and bullying from her step-mother and step-sister Han Uli. Han Uli liked to
possess everything that belonged to Han Jeongseo, including all her pretty dresses, popularity at
the school, father’s love and most importantly Cha Songju. In Uli’s opinion, Songju was not just
Jeongseo’s old friend, but the only heir of an international conglomerate. In other words, Songju
was rich. On the other hand, when compared to her father’s ‘happy face’, Jeongseo believed that
anything that might cause family conflicts was not necessary. Han Uli deliberately destroyed the
dress that Songju gave to Jeongseo as a gift (E1-36:40); Tae Mila slapped Jeongseo in the face
repeatedly because Jeongseo did not call her ‘Mother’ as she expected (E1-42:00); Tae Mila
locked Jeongseo in the dark attic in order to create opportunity for Uli to go out on a date with
Songju instead (E2-2:40), etc.. Han Jeongseo endured all these mistreatments silently. One night,
when professor Han kissed Jeongseo goodnight, Jeongseo held him from the back and asked, ‘are
you happy father?’ and the professor answered, ‘Yes, very much.’ Jeongseo said no more with
tears sparkling in her eyes. She hid in her quilt weeping, ‘Father, you must be happy. I will put up
with everything before going out to study abroad (E2-11:25).’ Likewise, Han Jeongseo hid the fact
from Cha Songju that she was being badly mistreated by her family, simply because she did not
want Songju to worry (E2-06:28). It seemed that the only thing that Jeongseo could not bear was
watching other people feeling upset for whatever reason.

It is without doubt that the heroine Han Jeongseo treated everyone with love, while she simply
understood harmony as conflict-free. She was willing to make sacrifices to achieve the harmony
she expected. Han Jeongseo as the leading character in the TV drama emphasizes the significance
of the idea of harmony in relation to the sense of morality. According to over 200 questionnaires I
collected in China by 2012 on the subject of ‘Your favorite Korean TV drama’, the analysis results
show an interesting finding in that many informants consider the heroine’s tolerance of various
injustices in TV dramas as a gesture of Confucian virtue for ‘family harmony’. Similar results
were found in the audience research of the Korean TV drama Dae Jang Geum (Lin and Tong,
2008) and the 164-episode family drama Miss Mermaid (Ren, 2007). Miss Mermaid was a story
about how the heroine successfully managed to earn her mother-in-law’s respect and love after the
former was given hard time by the latter. Zhao(2007: 67) argues that the unique charm of Korean
TV dramas to its Asian audiences is most markedly the ethics-emphasized and Asian-shared
Confucian values. Drawing on Jewel in the Palace (Dae Jang Geum) as an example, Zhao (Wen,
2006) quotes from Alan Mckee, ‘Audiences like the heroine Jang Geum, because she is honest,
kind and ambitious, she is also persistent and professional, but indifferent to the fame and profits.
She possesses almost all Confucian virtues.’ Although it is rather controversial to define what
Confucian values really are, it is highly likely that the character like Han Jeongseo may lead the
audiences to associate him with their general understanding of ‘Confucianism’ and
ethically-emphasized traditional culture. In other words, it is reasonable to interpret Han Jeongseo
as a symbol of pre-modern tradition.
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Han Uli
Tae Mila and her ex-boyfriend had two children: a daughter Han Uli and a son Han Taehwa. They
were born in the city slums and lived there ever since. Like her mother Tae Mila, Han Uli hated
being poor, and desperately wanted to change her current state. When Uli learned that Tae Mila
was about to marry an university professor, she could not wait to leave her original family and to
move in with Tae Mila. In contrast with Jeongseo, Han Uli believed that emotion and compassion
for family, friends and people of different relations were disposable in exchange for a better
material life. In other words, Han Uli was materialistic.

Materialism
Han Uli was stunned when she saw Jeongseo’s personal wardrobe for the first time. She never saw
this many pretty dresses before. When Uli was able to wear nice outfit and go to the same school
with Jeongseo, she pretended to be a rich second generation of a wealthy family and tried to be the
‘Queen’ of the girls by being especially rich and generous. In contrast, Han Uli despised her
biological father for his poor and lazy lifestyle and her brother who was reluctant to leave the
father for a better life. When Uli’s father came to Professor Han’s house on Tae Mila’s birthday,
Uli and Tae Mila were furious and suggested that he should not show up ever again, for his shabby
look was embarrassing.

It was a rainy day, Han Uli encountered Cha Songju for the first time. A luxurious limousine was
approaching and stopped in front of the school gate. ‘Wow, what an impressive car.’ the girls
screamed out. Uli was once again stunned. She did not say a word, but the girls said it out for her.
It was not just Cha Songju’s outlook, it was the limousine, the expensive outfit, and mostly it was
Songju’s butler as well as future co-worker, Councilor Chuang. He was a white caucasian who
was by Songju’s side anytime and anywhere (E1-28:11). Every detail that suggested Cha Songju’s
social status was appealing to Uli. Very soon, Uli’s imagination about Songju was verified by her
mother. Tae Mila said, ‘ Their family owns everything, the shopping mall, the amusement park
and the resort.’ ‘How great it would be to be this rich’ said Han Uli, ‘You would be able to have
whatever you want and do whatever you like.’ (E2). In order to find a way of becoming rich, Tae
Mila encouraged Uli to fight for whatever she wanted, in this case, Uli wanted Cha Songju. ‘From
now on, you (Han Uli) are my customer.’ said Tae Mila, ‘You will only eat the best, use the best.
[...] From now on, you are my all and only stake (E2-30:34).’ Hence, the relationship of Tae Mila
and Han Uli turned from mother and daughter to employer and employee relationship. Cha Songju
was considered as a tool to help Han Uli become one of the upper-class by marriage, while Han
Uli was a tool that helped Tae Mila get into the upper-class as the mother-in-law.

Individualism
With or without Cha Songju, Han Uli and Han Jeongseo had completely opposite standpoints
regarding to the value of material things. When Jeongseo saw that Uli showed tremendous interest
in her dresses, her first reaction was wanting to share, ‘you are my sister, you are allowed to wear
anything you like from this wardrobe.’ Instead of expressing gratefulness, Uli thought it was only
natural and right, so she took Jeongseo’s kind gesture for granted. Uli believed that ownership of
everything material was changeable as long as you are strong enough to make it happen. In other
words, she believed in power and power only. In the light of the same logic, Uli believed that if
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she worked hard enough and became good enough, Songju would certainly choose her over Han
Jeongseo for good.

Meanwhile, Han Uli was hostile to Han Jeongseo, ‘I hate you. You were born with everything that
I worked so hard to fight for. You are ungrateful. You think your lucky descent means everything,
don’t you think that it is not fair? (E2-35:00) ’ Uli firmly believed that hard working overcame the
existing social class. There is a sharp contrast between Uli’s aggressiveness and activity and
Jeongseo’s tolerance and passivity. Uli transferred her sense of inferiority derived from the fear of
poverty and class division onto Jeongseo, which justified her Darwinian theory of power and
competition. In this way, in the process of achieving personal goals, there was no room for other
things such as love or morality. Constantly, Uli kept challenging the bottom line of morality as she
was growing stronger, smarter and prettier at the same time. She lied, she schemed, and she used
violence, and eventually she committed a crime. To prevent Jeongseo from reuniting with Cha
Songju after he graduated high school abroad, Uni hit Jeongseo by a car on purpose. In order to
cover up the crime, Uli smuggled the ‘body’ into her biological father’s house, and manipulatively
convinced him to cover up for her. Meanwhile, in the hospital, Uli used a dead body of a John Doe
who was seriously burnt to fake Jeongseo’s death as an accident. As a result, Han Jeongseo was
claimed dead. The funeral was held on the beach by her family and Cha Songju. Although Han
Jeongseo did not really die, she was badly hurt and lost her memory. For the dramatic design of
amnesia in the story, Han Jeongseo stayed dead, for now.

In the competition fighting for Cha Songju, Han Jeongseo was ‘eliminated’ for her weakness.
Different from the traditional version of Cinderella, the step-sister in Stairway to Paradise was
neither ugly nor stupid. On the contrary, Uli turned out to be professionally excellent and
stunningly beautiful. She became as strong and attractive as she wished. Comparing to the
morality-based tradition that Jeongseo constructed in the first section, the characteristics of Han
Uli: materialistic and individualistic represented Uli as a stereotypical representative of the
materialist side of the modern. In the next section of the story, Jeongseo as the symbol of tradition
is disappeared, or more precisely, is being ruptured and denied by Uli, the symbol of the modern.

(grown-up ) Han Jeongseo Han Uli
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6.2.2 Section II Amnesia (Episode 5 - 10)
The main conflict of this section stems from the dramatic development of ‘Amnesia’. Han
Jeongseo lost her memory of the past in the car accident. For the next 5 years, Han Jeongseo was
taken in by her step-brother Han Taehwa and lived together with his biological father Han Bixiu.
In order to be able to actually be with his beloved step-sister as lovers who claimed that Cha
Songju was her one and only love, Han Taehwa kept the truth about Jeongseo’s original identity
secret. Taehwa made up a story in which Han Jeongseo was a girl named Kim Jisoo who lost her
whole family in a big fire. Jisoo was the only survivor rescued by Han Taehwa and his father. Han
Bixiu as well hid the truth about the car accident for the sake of his own daughter Han Uli.
Meanwhile, Uli had been studying abroad with Cha Songju. Over the 5 years, Han Uli became
Songju’s girlfriend and work partner after graduation.

Han Jeongseo was disconnected from her family along with her past. The middle-class Han
Jeongseo was now a working-class Kim Jisoo, working hard to make a living by selling cheap
clothing in the marketplace. It was not only her name being changed, it was her whole life and
even her personality. When Jeongseo appeared as Kim Jisoo for the first time, she got into a fight
with another vendor in the market. They were screaming, cursing and pulling each other’s hair,
until they were brought to the police station. Jisoo appeared to be strong and proactive defending
her own interest. In order to accustom herself to the ‘brave new world’, Jisoo might still be kind
but she was no more afraid of competition or dispute. To save money, Jisoo washed her hair in the
cold bathroom with no heating; instant noodles was her regular meal; and most of time, Jisoo was
wearing Jeans and T-shirt with a baseball hat. Every detail of Jisoo’s daily life implied a sharp
contrast to Jeongseo’s material life. In this section, Kim Jisoo had little to do with concept of
tradition, instead, she became a representative image of a working class girl in modern times.

On the other hand, Cha Songju remained a symbol of a different side of modernity. He was a
upper-class gentleman, who illustrated excellence in every aspect. The scene in which Cha Songju,
wearing a fancy suit and walking spiritedly with the white face - councilor Chuang - and with a
few other attendants at his side, was repeatedly used throughout the whole story to emphasize his
identity as a powerful young man. Cha Songju was having a new life with a new girlfriend, while
Han Jeongseo was now living as Kim Jisoo. There would be no more conflict if memories of the
‘dead’ Jeongseo did not continue to haunt Songju.

Cha Songju and Councilor Chuang

As a result, a new conflict emerged. It was between the ruptured past represented by Kim Jisoo
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who lost her memory of the past along with her original identity and the nostalgic present
represented by Cha Songju who could not let go of the past. In the 5th episode, it took 35 minutes
to demonstrate Songju’s intense remembrance of Jeongseo. He went to the beach where he
thought he had buried Jeongseo, and he then repeatedly played Chopin's concerto on the piano in
the empty beach house where he used to play with Jeongseo when they were kids. This particular
concerto was a symbolic reminder of the old good time of little Songju and Jeongseo. Meanwhile,
Kim Jisoo came to the beach house while Songju was there playing music. The conflict was
constructed, demonstrated and highlighted when Jisoo looked through the window and listened to
Songju playing piano, but she failed to respond or recognize the music.

‘Paradise’ was a sign of the solution to all the problems. This concept was first used to describe
the beach house that Jeongseo’s father designed and built for his dying wife. It implied a place that
had ‘no more sadness, no more separation and no more pain’ For Jeongseo’s tragic ‘death’, Songju
decided to hire a professional to paint a mural painting on a wall of the amusement park in
memory of Jeongseo. The theme of the painting was Paradise. Jeongseo’s step-brother Han
Taehwa turned out to be a professional painter, and Jisoo convinced him to be a part of the
painting project to make some extra money. The incident suggested that Jeongseo and Songju
would meet again in the name of Paradise.

Songju and Jisoo seemed to be two people lived in the parallel worlds where they would never
coincide, until Songju saw Jisoo’s face from distance. He was shocked as if he had just seen a
ghost. It was the face of Jeongseo. From this moment, Songju started running and chasing. There
were three times when Cha Songju chased Kim Jisoo crazily. The first time was outside the
department store where he saw Jisoo for the first time; and the second time was at the amusement
park where Jisoo brought Taehwa to check out the workplace for mural painting; Songju chased
them from the carousel to the bus station, and he kept chasing the bus until he was too exhausted
to move; and the last time was in tube station. The conflict of the ruptured past and nostalgic
present was being eased every time when Songju tried to chase, recall or even create the memory
of the past, while the same conflict would be again intensified every time when Jisoo denied and
refused the memory that Songju tried to help her recall. In running, Songju appeared to be
energetic and proactive in the pursuit of his desire. But Jisoo was confused and hesitated as she
refused to be a substitute of someone else.

Amnesia triggers the conflict while nostalgia eases it. Cha Songju firmly believed that Kim Jisoo
was Han Jeongseo, therefore Jeongseo must still be alive. In the episode 8 and 9, Cha Songju
persistently took Kim Jisoo to visit every place where he had good memory with Jeongseo, hoping
to wake Jeongseo up. On the beach, Songju showed Jisoo how to play boomerang and the magic
tricks he used to teach Jeongseo; they went back to the beach house and went through stories
about every figure Jeongseo made for her family; Songju played the same concerto on the piano
with Jisoo sitting next to him. The music made the house feel so familiar, comforting and filled
with memories. Tears running down from Songju’s face, for a moment, Jisoo got caught in the
‘paradise’ -- memory Songju created until she realized that she was not Jeongseo. All of sudden,
the memory ended, and the conflict appeared.
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At the ice-skating rink, Songju put on the red woolen hat Jeongseo gave to him as a gift, but Jisoo
made fun of the hat. They played childish games and had a great fun as they used to do until the
amnesia kicked in and stopped the laughter. Moreover, Songju brought Jisoo back to Jeongseo’s
home on his birthday where Uli was waiting for him to celebrate together. For the last time,
Songju promised that he could prove that Kim Jisoo really was Han Jeongseo, if being back to
Jeongseo’s home was not going to help, he agreed to let go of Jisoo. They went to Jeongseo’s
bedroom and went through her albums together. When Jisoo looked at the picture of the teenage
Songju and Jeongseo standing on the beach with big smile and mud on their faces, Songju stared
at Jisoo with great expectations. It was the picture marked them as childhood sweethearts. Once
again, Amnesia cut in as Kim Jisoo denied to be Han Jeongseo. Jisoo left Jeongseo’s home and
could not wait to get back to Han Taehwa. She was never so sure that being with Taehwa and
eating instant noodles was the life she belonged to.

In the second section, the contradiction between nostalgia and amnesia continued until Kim Jisoo
recovered her memories as Han Jeongseo all at once in the end of episode 10. Jisoo was almost
run over by a car which happened to be driven by Han Uli. It really was an unexpected accident
and no one really got hurt, but just as dramatic as the time when she lost the memory, all her past
as Jeongseo rushed back.

6.2.3 Section III Magic Solution (Episode 11 - 25)
In the wake of the marriage of Han Jeongseo and Cha Songju in the episode 25, all the problems
between Jeongseo and Han Uli, namely tradition and modern, were being resolved. Although this
section is represented as a solution, problems were not solved all of sudden - it took 15 episodes.
From the moment Kim Jisoo remembered that she really was Han Jeongseo, she started running
with pieces of old memory ceaselessly flashing back. Until the moment she walked into the
marriage hall, the opposition between tradition and modernity was lived out as a conflict of feeling
by Han Jeongseo, the heroine. After 5 years living as Kim Jisoo, Jeongseo has possessed certain
qualities considered as modern. In other words, Han Jeongseo now was able to fight against
injustice by herself. On the one hand, Jeongseo was still in love with Songju as she always has
been, on the other hand, She felt guilty wanting to be with him, as Songju was currently in the
relationship with Han Uli. It was not moral.

Resistance
Every time when Jeongseo acted tough to people who used to mistreat her, it eased the conflict of
tradition and modernity as this pair of contradictions appeared to be coherently combined through
the heroine. The face of morality was weak no more. In episode 11, Han Jeongseo ran into her
step-mother Tae Mila in the elevator. Jeongseo said to Mila, ‘It was me, Han Jeongseo, Auntie.’
Tae Mila was shocked by the fact that Jeongseo had recovered her memory. Mila slapped her in
the face out of anger and fear which reminded Jeongseo how she was being badly treated by her
step-mother when she was a child. Jeongseo grasped Mila’s arm when she attempted to slap her
again and stated calmly, ‘Everything you did to me, I remember! The pain I suffered, eye for an
eye, I will return it to you intact. I am warning you, I am not the Han Jeongseo I was
anymore.’(E11) Soon after that, Jeongseo returned to her original home despite how strongly her
step-mother and step-sister dissented (E14).
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Meanwhile, Uli was extremely disturbed by the fact that her boyfriend was going out with her
step-sister frequently. Uli hit Jeongseo, and Jeongseo struck her back with no hesitation and said,
‘Yes, I love him (Songju).’(E15) On the day of engagement party, Songju left earlier for Jeongseo
and left Uli alone in the party with all the guests. Afterward, Uli interrogated Jeongseo furiously,
‘Were you trying to steal the thunder and pretend to be the fiancee?’ What Uli suggested was that
Jeongseo was being terribly selfish and immoral, while Jeongseo screamed at Uli, ‘ It was
supposed to be my engagement party, but it is over, it is you who got engaged with Songju, not
me!’ Uli shouted back, ‘It is his body that I have, but you, you are possessing his heart!’ ‘Well,
about this,’ said Jeongseo calmly, ‘It is for you change.’ (E16) In addition, when Uli threatened
Jeongseo to leave Songju, Jeongseo firmly replied that she would not back off. (E18)

Compromise
Jeongseo’s resistance seemed to bring relief to the conflict between morality and individuality
(tradition and modernity). However, although Jeongseo appeared to be tougher with language, her
action remained mild. Taking account of Uli’s feeling and the reputation of Songju’s company,
Jeongseo did not get back with Songju and insisted they should just stay friends. Songju secretly
planned to make an announcement to engage to Jeongseo without informing anyone in advance,
but Jeongseo hesitated and ran off impulsively in the middle of the party. Consequently, Songju
had to go through the engagement ceremony with Uli as everyone was watching and giving
blessings.

Ever since the memory recovery, Jeongseo lived as contradictory subject. Regardless of how she
bluntly expressed her desire or dissent with words, Jeongseo chose to yield in front of the conflict
with Uli. During the time being with Songju as friends, the relationship between companionate
love and the imagination of reunion was once again being highlighted. Where they usually went
for happy hours were the amusement park, football field and ice-skating rink, and they played the
old games exactly like they did in the childhood time. The memory of the past seemed to be an
indispensable ingredient for constructing happiness for Jeongseo and Songju. Only when Jeongseo
was Kim Jisoo, was their fantasy of the past interrupted by amnesia, now their delusional moment
of being reunited was often abruptly ended for moral reasons, reminding them to be friends and
not anything more. Despite the resistance developed in Jeongseo, she was still symbolically
structured as the past -- ethically-based tradition. The misery of the repeated break-ups caused by
moral restrains accelerated, waiting for either a surrender or a breakthrough.

Breakthrough
Episode 18 was a turning point. Songju could not bear the fact that Jeongseo was on a train
leaving with Han Taehwa for a new life somewhere far away. Songju chased the train by car all
the way to its next stop. When he met Jeongseo again at the train station, he showed his
determination of wanting to be together against all odds. And this time, Jeongseo did not refuse.
Regarding to their reckless decision, both families were shockingly displeased. Songju’s mother,
Mrs Cha was particularly disapproving because in her opinion, Han Uli was the perfect future
daughter-in-law that outshone Han Jeongseo in every aspect. Uli was well educated, beautiful and
a great help to Cha Songju professionally. As a result, Songju was dismissed from the company
unless he would agree to marry Uli.
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At this moment, the subjects that carried the conflict have changed, although the conflict per se
remained the same which was between the tradition represented by emotionalism and the modern
represented by materialism. The former was represented by not only Han Jeongseo but Cha
Songju as well, the latter represented by Han Uli, Tae Mila and Mrs Cha at this time. When he
became cut off from the company, Songju lost all his sources of income. Taking off the fancy suits,
Songju put on a cheap jacket and workman’s cap. The unemployed Songju spent the day and night
together with Jeongseo. They played football in an empty field, having great fun by chasing each
other around; they had fast food for dinner, and walked aimlessly around the city hand in hand;
they gave each other non-material gifts through an empty box, the first one was ‘Belief’. At night,
they stayed in a cheap hotel, lying in the bed on the floor, reading comic books together, and
laughing so loud that the whole world could hear. Everything seemed to be so trivial but happy.
The cosy atmosphere of life was in sharp contrast to the fact that Songju was running out of
money. Before long, they did not have enough money to stay a whole day in the amusement park
and they had to split a bag of snacks for dinner. To fight hunger, they put more gifts for each other
in the gift box: dream and love.

In opposition to the emotionalism that Jeongseo and Songju represented, Tae Mila and Uli
consistently underlined the significance of the material. When Uli was upset when Songju left her
for Jeongseo in the engagement party, Mila reminded Uli that, ‘What do you really want? Love or
this ring? I thought what you always wanted was the ring. You are not only Songju’s fiancee, you
are the fiancee of the only heir of a conglomerate. [...] You are here to have the whole world.’
Obviously, according to Tae Mila, it was not Songju that mattered, it was what Songju materially
represented that mattered. As Mila argued, ‘I do not want a child, what I want is what my child
can give me.’(E19) Every time Mila sensed that Uli was getting emotionally involved, she would
warn her about the poverty of her childhood, Uli was so afraid of even thinking about it that she
agreed to scheme with her mother, using strategy instead of love to get Songju to eventually marry
her. Tae Mila firmly believed that Songju would give up Jeongseo for good, because no one could
stand being poor, especially Songju who was born rich.

Songju indeed came back to the company. The company was in political crisis as the only heir had
left. Uli conspired with the media to tie the interests of the company in with Songju’s marriage
with Uli. Mrs Cha therefore insisted on intervening in Songju’s marriage against his will on behalf
of the family business. The reality aggravated the antagonism between love and monetary interest,
which put Songju and Jeongseo in a position against the whole world. With regard to the
contradiction constructed in this TV drama, I would like to borrow the term ‘magic solution’ by
Raymond Williams to explain what was going to happen next in Stairway to Paradise. Taking the
nineteenth-century novels as examples, Williams argues that a ‘magic solution’ is often employed
to close the gap in society between ‘the ethical and the experience’. He gives examples of how
men and women are released from loveless marriages as a result of the convenient death or the
insanity of their partners; legacies turn up unexpectedly to overcome reverses in fortune; villains
are lost in the Empire; poor men return from the Empire bearing great riches; and those whose
aspirations could not be met by prevailing social arrangements are put on a boat to make their
dreams come true elsewhere (Story:46). The desire of closing the particular gap in a recorded
culture is named by Williams (1975) as ‘structure of feelings’ -- the shared values that reflect a
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discursive structure that is a cross between an ideology and a collective cultural unconscious in
relation to a particular group, class or society.

In the Stairway to Paradise, when Jeongseo finally made her decision to go through all the
difficulties to marry Songju, she was informed by the doctor that she had eye cancer like her
mother. In addition, the car accident 5 years ago injured her cornea badly, Jeongseo was going to
lose her eyesight very soon. The conflict of modern and tradition was therefore elevated to the
contradiction of life and death. In front of the threat of the ultimate separation, the contrasting
values derived from social alienation consequently appeared insignificant. Due to Jeongseo’s state
of illness, Songju decided to hold the wedding as soon as possible without waiting for the consent
of the others as he originally planned. At the end of episode 25, Songju holding Jeongseo’s hand
walking down the aisle, witnessed by friends and family who had no idea that they were coming to
a wedding. When this wedding was carried out against death not the secular world as it used to be,
the world changed its mind. Songju’s mother was so shocked and touched that she led the crowds
with applause. At the same time, Han Uli and Tae Mila were arrested for crime of intentional
injury.

6.2.4 Section IV Paradise (Episode26 -28)
As Joseph Addison states - a perfect tragedy is a noble outcome for humanity. If it was love that
overcame the conflict of modernity and tradition, it was death that sublimated the love into a
religion. A great love is supposed to transcend individuality. It started with what Songju said in the
wedding that changed the mind of ‘the whole world’, ‘Today, the wedding ceremony for Jeongseo
and I is going to be held here.’ said Songju. Everyone there was surprised. ‘Mother,’ Songju
continued, ‘ Do you remember our unfinished conversation last time? What I was about to tell you
was that Jeongseo is blind because of the car accident 5 years ago. Moreover, she has got cancer.
Although she is currently being treated, the cancer may recur. Marrying someone who is blind and
sick, not knowing what is going to happen in the future seems to be unrealistic. I am aware of it.
Jeongseo also thought so, she therefore attempted to leave me. However, the fact that Jeongseo is
still Jeongseo will not be changed by her blindness; the fact that Jeongseo is still Jeongseo will not
be challenged by the possibility that she may die at any moment. What matters is that I love
Jeongseo. I do not have time to wait anymore, and I cannot risk her leaving me again. [...] Mother,
could you approve our marriage please? I wish to have your consent.’ (E25-26)

With tears in her eyes, Mrs Cha led everyone in applause. Han Jeongseo like everyone else had no
idea about the wedding, until Songju held her hand and encouraged her, ‘Jeongseo, do not run,
everyone is here to give us blessings.’ From beginning to end, the heroine Han Jeongseo has been
portrayed as a character who was kind but weak and passive. Songju’s speech set love against
death, it suggested love as a beautiful faith that transcended the secular customs. As a result, the
secular contradictions between tradition and modernity were being resolved. There are three
particular scenes in the episode 26 that brings the joy of the ‘magic solution’: first, people
followed Mrs Cha applauding for quite a while in the wedding. Mrs Cha’s objection to the
wedding represented the opposition between material interests on behalf of the company and the
pure sentiment of love. Her consent reconciled this conflict. Second, Jeongseo and Songju said ‘I
do’ and put a big diamond ring on each other’s ring finger, with a white western face, Councilor
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Chuang, as the marriage commissioner. Jeongseo wearing a big diamond ring implied an ideal
combination of material and morality which has been the major conflict that drove the story from
the beginning until now. Third, at the end of the ceremony, the parents (in-law) Mrs Cha and
Professor Han hugged their children and gave them the blessings in person, and Jeongseo and
Songju showed their gratefulness to their parents (in-law). The exchange of sentiment once again
highlighted the harmonious relationship was able to be established between the secular world and
ideal love.

The theme of this section is paradise. The combination of Songju and Jeongseo through marriage
has made the paradise that used to exist only in their nostalgic memory come true. It was a place
made of pure love, and the stairways to paradise was true love. The sacred nature of love in this
section was mainly performed by two male characters: Han Taehwa and Cha Songju.

Han Taehwa
Han Taehwa’s selfless love to Jeongseo was demonstrated from three aspects. First, when Taehwa
realized that it was only Songju who was able to give Jeongseo the happiness she expected, he
became the strongest support that help the wedding actually happen. The expression mixed with
comfort and sadness in Taehwa’s eye during the wedding ceremony interpreted the selflessness of
love, which transcended the personal interests and desire. Second, to help the wedding be carried
out successfully, Taehwa made the secret of car accident public and reported to the police to arrest
his biological mother Tae Mila and sister Han Uli at the same time. The incident of the arrest
showed that Taehwa chose his love to Jeongseo in the name of justice over blood. Third, knowing
how much Jeongseo wanted to be able to see again, Taehwa wanted to donate his cornea in order
to help Jeongseo get her eyesight back. According to the doctor, the cornea could not be
transplanted from a living donor. But Taehwa has determined to give Jeongseo a gift: eyesight at
the cost of his life. Teahwa filled up all the organ donation documents specifically for Jeongseo.
He looked up and talked to the sky, ‘Jeongseo, the sky is really blue. You must wish that you will
be able to see your beloved husband again with the bright eyes that can see the sky blue. While
you are alive, you are supposed to see all the beautiful things in the world, and I would like to be
the blue sky that forever watches over you.’

In addition, to not let Jeongseo feel bad for his sacrifice, Taehwa went through a lot of trouble to
create a false impression of him living happily in France. He wrote the pieces about his imagery
life on the French postcards addressed to Jeongseo ; he hired a blond girl to take digital pictures in
the studio posing as lovers, the well-known French landscapes were later staged. Before he
actually went through the whole plan, Taehwa visited his mother Tae Mila at the sanitarium to say
goodbye; he then took a bath with his father, and gave him a rubdown with a damp towel as a
farewell. Eventually, Taehwa started the car and headed to the highway. All the way, the memory
about Jeongseo flashed back. How awkward it was when they first met; how warm it felt when
Jeongseo cooked for him on the birthday; and how overwhelming it was when he fell in love with
the teenage Jeongseo. Taehwa stepped on the accelerator while he covered his eyes with his hands,
and his last words were, ‘Han Jeongseo, the brother is forever with you.’

Although there were logical problems, it did not seem to be matter when the sentiment per se was
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the logic. Taehwa’s interpretation of paradise was put in words in the farewell letter he addressed
to Songju, ‘ [...] When you are reading this, I believe I am on the way to the paradise where is no
more sadness, and no more separation. I was a son of the devil and lived in the hell until I met
Jeongseo, I found the stairways to paradise. It was Jeongseo who make me smile for the very first
time. She cooked seaweed soup for me on my birthday, it smelled so nice. [...] Jeongseo was the
only person in the world who actually made me feel beloved. [...] Jeongseo will be able to see the
world through my eyes, and I will see the world through her heart. I feel content to be able to be a
part of Jeongseo [...] .’ Taehwa used his death to demonstrate how love was sacred because of
selflessness.

Han Taehwa

Cha Songju
Songju also wanted to bring Jeongseo brightness, but he was turned down by the doctor for the
same reason that eye cornea could not be transplanted from a living donor. Instead of sacrificing
his life to be a qualified donor, Songju kept Jeongseo company. From the moment when Songju
was told that Jeongseo’s cancer has spreaded to the brain, and there was no hope for her to fight
the disease anymore. He could not stop crying to the end. Songju was either crying out loud or
quietly weeping when he could not bear to tell the bad news; when he was telling the bad news;
when he saw Jeongseo burst into tears; and when Jeongseo came around and encourage Songju to
fully use the precious lasting time to create beautiful memories; when Jeongseo had to be sedated
for the unbearable pain; and when Jeongseo passed away in his arms.

The crying Songju is very different from the traditional image of a masculine male. Tears are
usually characterized as feminine. Songju was a character created in the dramas as a strong and
successful man in relation to his social background, but when he was with Jeongseo, he was also
tender and sentimental. The sharp contrast between the masculine success and the feminine
sentiment was paradoxically lived out through Songju, the leading role. If Han Taehwa expressed
the sacred nature of love through the ultimate sacrifice, Songju demonstrated the sacredness with
tears that exceeded constraint of secular customs by challenging the stereotypical gender images.
In fact, the diverse images of feminine male later become a symbolic mark of Korean TV dramas
which implicate the ideal combination of masculine modern and feminine tradition.

Songju and Jeongseo used the remaining time to create good memories, such as playing in the
snow, having a romantic candlelight dinner and putting the last immaterial gift in the box:
gratefulness. The last stop was the beach house that had been built. It was the actual being of the
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paradise in Jeongseo’s opinion as it represented father’s love for her mother. Looking at the road
towards along the sea, what was at the end of the seemingly endless path? ‘Paradise. There was no
pain, no sadness and no separation.’ said Jeongseo. ‘Being with you is the paradise to me.’ said
Songju. What is once again highlighted here is a paradise as a metaphor of a perfect image of
home or a family. As it always has been, what paradise suggested at this moment was a reunion of
Songju and Jeongseo.

When Jeongseo was alive, the paradise of reunion really existed in the nostalgic memory, after the
death of Jeongseo, paradise of reunion only existed in the faith of love. A imagery reunion in the
name of paradise runs throughout the story, a reunion of Jeongseo which represents the nostalgic
beauty of moral tradition and Songju which represents the desired excellence of materialist
modern.

Cha Songju
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Conclusion

‘Ever since Durkheim, and the work of the Annees Sociologiques group, anthropologists have
learned to regard collective representations as social facts -- that is, to see them as transcending
individual volition, as weighted with the force of social morality, and as objective social realities
(Appadurai, 1996:7).’ Although all societies have shown that they could both transcend and
reframe ordinary social life by recourse to mythologies of various kinds in which social life was
imaginatively deformed. Appadurai (1996) further argues that the role of the imagination in the
contemporary world has been elevated because of the increasingly globalized mass media in
recent decades.

Part of what the mass media make possible, because of the conditions of collective reading,
criticism, and pleasure, is what Appadurai (1990) has called a ‘community of sentiment’. It
suggests a group that begins to imagine and feel things together. This concept echoes to the idea of
the nation-state as an imagined community largely promoted by the print capitalism
(Anderson,1983). But other forms of electronic capitalism including film and television, can have
similar and even more powerful effects than print capitalism to create collective experiences such
as worship and charisma that may likely transcend the level of the nation-state. Most importantly,
‘There is growing evidence that the consumption of the mass media throughout the world often
provoke resistance, irony, selectivity, and in general, agency (Appadurai, 1996:7).’

In the context of global media, studies of East Asian popular culture have become a young but
important branch of Asian Cultural Studies. What is globally compelling about popular cultural
output of East Asian countries and cities like Tokyo, Hongkong and Seoul is that they express the
nostalgia, experiences and aspirations that are seemingly able to be recognized and appreciated by
a large number of East Asian populations beyond national borders. Furthermore, the success of a
few items of East Asian popular culture can even co-join with politics to break through previous
political barriers between ethnic groups. For example, after generations of anti-Sino
discrimination, Indonesian youths, like many youths across Asia, seem fascinated by the Chinese
version of a romantic urban drama based on a Japanese manga named Meteor Garden, readily
watching Chinese faces on television, normally Indonesian faces in drama serials tend to be
Eurasian (Lim, 2008).

Another example of the political cleansing power of East Asian popular culture is the discovery
and reproduction of ‘Images’ of Korea by Japanese audiences in relation to a Korean drama Winter
Sonata. Reflecting the popularity of Winter Sonata, Korean drama tours were a great hit especially
during 2003 to 2005. traditionally, the Japanese image of Korea was in general ‘anti-Japanese
sentiment, inferior goods, poverty and filth (Yukie, 2008:150)’, the Korean drama Winter Sonata
managed to show a different but appealing image of Korea that to some extent promoted the
dialogical and self-critical views in relation to Japanese colonial history (Iwabuchi, 2008).
Although optimistic views as discussed above should not be uncritically embraced, it is a fact that
increasing intra-Asian cultural flows reflect structural asymmetry and uneven power in the region.
‘There is much imbalanced difference not just in the quantity and the vector of the flows but also
in terms of the perception and appreciation of spatio-temporal distance/proximity vis-à-vis other
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Asian modernities that are represented in popular cultural texts (Iwabuchi, 2002).’

Nevertheless, concepts such as ‘imagined community (Anderson,1983)’, ‘community of sentiment
(Appadurai,1990) )’ and ‘Pop Culture China (Chua, 2000)’ and ‘East Asia’ in relation to Korean
TV dramas are the concepts that demonstrate the existence of a shared imaginary provoked by the
circulation and consumption of the modern media, there are two questions have been left out in
these discussions. First of all, is there a consistent nature of the mediated imaginary in relation to a
possible collective culture? And why does this imaginary need to be imagined in the first place?
These two questions are significant because more than verifying the existence and the function of
the imaginary, they also address the content and the motive of it.

Popular culture does connect people in the distance crisscrossing the world, both evenly and
unevenly, intimately and indifferently, friendly and discordantly. The previous studies of Korean
TV dramas found itself caught in a theoretical dilemma. Because the explanatory power of all the
answers in relation to these contradictions, ambivalence, and cultural unevenness as well as
dialogues which are newly articulated through transnational flows of Korean TV dramas largely
depends on the nature of the imaginary East Asia, which appears to be discursive and
circumstantial based on the numerous well-attended empirical analyses from researchers of East
and Southeast countries. In this case, studying the ‘symptoms’ , namely the cultural phenomena in
relation to the popularity of Korean TV dramas is not enough to explain and evaluate the social
meanings or political potentials of Korean TV dramas, but it leads us to the discovery of the key to
those ‘symptoms’ -- the imaginary East Asia. This research examines the nature and the motive of
East Asia evoked by Korean TV dramas as an imaginary which has not been addressed in the
previous studies. It helps to evaluate the various social influences of popularity of Korean TV
dramas.

If communications of popular culture do not cultivate social imagination that would encourage
people’s mutual engagement with the certain social and cultural issues which interpenetrate ‘here’
and ‘there’, the shared sentiments in relation to East Asia for example are what have been
historically constructed but aggravated under globalization. Therefore, the key to better understand
Korean TV dramas is history per se, the history that is responsible for the construction of the
imaginary East Asia in the first place. However, different from the traditional study of the history,
studying history combining the perspective of popular culture is to study the history as a collective
memory in the service of pleasure, contributing to the construction of the collective identity in the
present.

In this case, as the imaginary East Asia is proven responsible for the production of pleasure of
viewing Korean TV dramas, it suggests the pleasure is the fundamental motive of imagining East
Asia in the first place. The historians study the history to complete the puzzle of the past.
Although the knowledge of the history is usually being demonstrated to the public as a fact, these
historical ‘facts’ are being processed by the public in relation to their personal experiences in the
principle of the pleasure which turns into a strong force to construct the sense of collectivity to
unite the community. In other words, what the popularity of Korean TV dramas shows is a
processed history of East Asia as a collective memory which may very likely be different from the
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academic discourse of East Asian history and the propaganda of the political authorities.

Said approached ‘orientalism’ as a construction of Asia by Europeans, and a problem in
Euro-American modernity (Dirlik,1996). The influence of the theory of orientalism is so profound
that many Asian scholars are devoted to challenge the linear narrative of modernity in order to
create an alternative history of Asia. In a book newly published this year, Discovering East Asia,
Song Nianshen attempts to present a modernity of East Asia without having the European colonial
modernity as the reference. The beginning moment of East Asian modernity in this book is set in
16th century. In order to rethink the Euro-centrism without replacing it with another East Asian or
China centrism, Song stresses that the different regions and different cultural context do not share
the same sense of time, nor the same logic of development. The relationship between civilizations
is the result of interactions of resistance, dialogues and influences.

The concern for the historical meaning of East Asia is not limited to academic fields, all East
Asian countries and their governments share this very same concern. Because it determines the
forms of collaborations within the region of East Asia. In the present, except North Korea, each
economy in East Asia represents an important participant in the current process of globalization.
The size of East Asian economy in total is now bigger than North American and Europe, but the
regional cooperation appears to be extremely difficult. ‘The influential factors (of the difficulty of
regional cooperation in East Asia) includes America who has always been trying to replace the
concept of East Asia by the concept of Asia-pacific; the territorial disputes that often set off the
public consensus; the different and contradictory memories of regional history between East Asian
countries, even with the different communities of the same country (Song, 2018:291).’ The
contradiction of the collective memories has become the biggest obstacle for the regional
collaborations in East Asia today.

Different from the North America and Europe, the relationship between East Asia and modernity
is checkered with conflicts. The modernity led by European colonial history since the 19th century
transformed the cognitive architecture of East Asian in relation to politics, economy, social
relations and self-awareness. Therefore, the problems regarding the narrative of East Asian history
cannot be simply solved by confirmation of responsibility of a war, a specific group of people or a
certain period of time, it has to go through the deification of the concept of Modernity.

Whether it is the academic researches or the propaganda, the history becomes the force for uniting
the community by turning it into the collective memory of the society. The contradictory
perception of East Asian history in reality disappears during the consumption of Korean TV
dramas, instead, it shows a highly consistent imaginary of East Asia. From the perspective of
Cultural Studies, this imaginary of East Asia could either be interpreted as politically positive or
negative, it suggests a public appeal, therefore a political potential of East Asia evoked by the
popularity of Korean TV dramas that current propaganda of the authorities of all East Asian
countries do not have.

The modern concept of East Asia is a new born idea in the context of modernity. Meanwhile, in
relation to the study of popular culture, the key words of the emergence of modern East Asia are
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imaginary and pleasure. Hence, this research considers the concept of East Asia as a new born
‘baby’ in the process of modernization. Borrowing the theory of Lacan’s Oedipus Complex to
explain the nature of East Asia which is being imagined according to the principle of pleasure is
therefore applicable. In the western discourse of modernity, if the West is the symbolic phallus that
represents the authority of the culture of modernity, as the antithesis of the West, East Asia is
being symbolically represented as ‘woman’ who represents the lack of the phallus. However,
according to the mechanism of producing pleasure in relation to popular culture, an imaginary
East Asia, constructed in Korean TV dramas in the form of leading female characters for example,
posing as the complete desire of the modernity in the form of leading male characters is
empowering, which means pleasurable.

The concept of East Asia used to be confined to the theoretical dilemma but because of the
dualism of the existing language about the East and the West it acquires new explanatory power in
the theoretical paradigm of the imaginary. The further examination of the political potential of the
imaginary East Asia in the consumption of Korean TV dramas is important. The possibility to
transform the public appeal in relation to the popular culture to the more solid political trust to
promote the regional cooperation in East Asia is a future topic worthy to be developed.
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