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ABSTRACT

The influence of the Joseon Dynasty
(ca. 1392—1897 CE) on the contemporary

Korean webtoon

Bae, Boram
Traditional Cultural Contents Major
Graduate School of Cultural Industry Arts

Sungshin University

Following the trends of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the Korean
cultural industry has increasingly turned to the digital realm. This
turn to digitization — within the Korean cultural industry and otherwise
- has stimulated a diversified palette of unique tastes and sensibilities,
as the Internet provides a virtual space in which individuals may
develop connections over shared interests. However strong the push
for a digitized posterity, however, exists an equal pull for analog
retrospectives. Ultimately, this pull for the past in the face of a
computerized future reveals an underlying current of nostalgia among

the Korean public.

Traditional Korean culture provides an exceptional answer to this

dilemma, as it maintains both historical wvalue and widespread
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familiarity. I argue that traditional Korean culture - of which refers to
the most recent premodern period, the Joseon Dynasty (ca. 1392—
1897 CE) - channels a sense of collectivity to the contemporary
Korean public through a shared set of values. Due to its chronological
proximity, the Joseon Dynasty not only boasts a detailed historical

record, but attracts wider public sympathy and collective identity.

Webtoons similarly reflect this sense of collectivity, but through the
Internet rather than through a shared cultural background. Their
online presence allows them to serve as easily—accessible platforms
in which individuals may comment, like, and share their content.
Webtoons are also unique in that they are accessible to a non-—
Korean audiences, and are even growing in global popularity thanks to
the Korean Wave. Despite the diverse viewership, webtoons enforce a

sense of a shared community as a virtually interactive medium.

With these two subjects in mind, this study examines the
relationship of collective identity building in webtoons and traditional
Korean culture. Although pre—existing research has analyzed
individual, Joseon—based webtoons, few studies examine multiple
samples in one project. This study addresses the dearth of literature
by identifying a wider trend in the ties between the Joseon Dynasty
and contemporary Korean webtoons. Overall, I argue that webtoons
and traditional Korean culture encourage a sense of community, as
individuals may claim to relate to one another through shared

sympathies.
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To conduct the experiment, I look to webtoons with factual basis in
character, plot, and/or setting in the Joseon Dynasty. I have identified
twenty regularly updated or completed works on “Naver” and

‘Daum,” the two most popular online webtoon platforms. From the
twenty webtoons, [ whittled down my selection to six, as these were
all complimentary and therefore the most accessible. For each sample,
I split my analysis into two parts. I first analyzed the webtoon s
storyline, and then proceeded to break down the webtoon’ s depiction
of the Joseon Dynasty. I have categorized my storyline observations
into three parts: (1) character development; (2) plot points; and (3)
the setting. My Joseon Dynasty observations, on the other hand,
examine three aspects of traditional Korean culture, highlighting
specificities in social strata through (1) clothing, (2) diet, and (3)

domestic life.

I conclude that Joseon Dynasty—based webtoons may significantly
change the Korean cultural industry with its emphasis on wider
community —building and in turn, participation. This is rooted in my
observation that contemporary Korean webtoons depict the Joseon
Dynasty not as an exotic era, but rather as a familiar backdrop of
tradition. This is key in that traditional Korean culture and webtoons
both share similar traits, as they emphasize a sense of collectivity -
of a universal identity, touching upon ubiquitous sympathies among its

participants.

This conclusion is particularly relevant as it is reflective of current

trends and may impact the future of the Korean cultural industry. As
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the Fourth Industrial Revolution progresses, webtoons have grown
into primary windows of virtual communication and connectivity (and
in that way, collective consensus). Similarly, the spread of the Korean
Wave encourages non—Korean audiences to indirectly experience
Korean culture through the webtoon. Overall, this increase in
viewership - particularly of Joseon Dynasty—based webtoons - may
impact future the Korean cultural marketplace. Webtoons global
audience and subtle community—building will only become more
pivotal to future marketing and publicity within the Korean cultural
industry. It is therefore necessary to continue research on today s
Joseon Dynasty—based webtoons, as tomorrow’ s Korean cultural

industry just might depend on it.
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