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Cultural Border and Imagined Ban :
Cultural Politics of Wae-Saek ({&&) in South
Korea during the 1950s and 1960s

Sungmin Kim*

Abstract

This paper clarifies the process of the construction of “taboo-convention” on Wae-saek (Japanese
Cultural Style) that has been constructed through desires, gazes, and strategies of “state-capital-
mass” in post-colonial South Korea.

In the aftermath of the Colonial Era, South Korean society regarded Wae-saek as a cultural
vestige of the colonial age and a “cultural invasion” by the capitalist system, and it sought to ban
any infiltration of culture from Japan, its former colonial ruler. The aspiration behind the ban
was to instill a sense of homogeneity in the independent South Korean society.

At the same time, however, Japan had become a subconscious representation of modernity
within the South Korean political and cultural psyche. Japanese media, popular culture, and
goods were smuggled, copied, and consumed under ambiguous legal strictures and cultural
policies. The ban worked only as a means to control fears, anxieties, and guilt caused by the
spillover of Wae-saek that appeared to compromise the clarity of South Korea's national identity.

Meanwhile, the state used the ban to impose political censorship. Instead of acquiescing to
the penetration of Wae-saek culture, the military government tried to compel the nation to
constitute itself as obedient and conformist subjects by labeling and banning domestic popular
culture as Wae-sacek.

The “imagined ban” on Wae-saek that had been propagated by the mechanism of “ban-
violation-acquiescence” functioned to create a cultural border against the Other and a discipline

to mobilize the nation.

*Interfaculty Initiative in Information Studies. the University of Tokyo

Key Words : Korean popular culture. Japanese popular culture., Wae-saek. imagined ban. post-colonialism. modernity
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