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FOREWORD

South Korea’s modern history is one of extremes: harsh colonial occupation, near-total 

destruction by war, crony capitalism, brutal dictatorship, episodic sabre-rattling by its heavily 

armed neighbour—and, of course, the triumph of democracy and lightning rise to a level 

of affluence approaching that of Japan. It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that South Koreans 

continue to struggle with their past and worry much about their future, realities reflected in 

the country’s mixed rankings on the 2012 Legatum Prosperity Index. While it gets high marks on 

sub-indices for entrepreneurship and opportunity (19th out of 142 countries), education (7th), 

and health (24th), it ranking surprisingly low for a rich democracy on safety and security (40th), 

personal freedom (56th), and social capital (51st).

Hence the importance of a phenomenon often dismissed with a smile by outsiders: Korea’s role 

as provider of pop culture to the world rivalling that of Hollywood. For one thing, its culture 

exports have given the country a global identity disproportionate to its population and GDP. 

More important, pop culture is a source of pride and cohesion in a land divided by geopolitics 

and Darwinian market competition, not to mention its legacy of corruption and problematic 

struggle for political stability. 

Mark Russell offers the perspective of an outsider with strong ties to Korean culture, both 

personal and professional. A Canadian journalist now living in Seoul with his Korean spouse, he 

spent a decade in Korea covering pop culture for Billboard and The Hollywood Reporter. He is the 

author of Pop Goes Korea, arguably the first book by a non-Korean to capture the broader import 

of what’s now commonly referred to as the “Korean Wave”.

Peter Passell, Editor
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There is an old Korean proverb, rendered cliché by overuse in 
contemporary media: “In a fight between whales, the shrimp gets 

crushed.” The whales in question are the great powers, while South 
Korea is the lowly crustacean. For even after its stunning economic 
rise from hardscrabble backwater to Asian-Tiger-on-steroids in two 
generations, Koreans consider their nation to be a powerless prawn in 
the games played by the United States, China and Japan. 

Or, rather, they did. South Koreans are beginning to look at themselves 
from a very different perspective. And one surprising reason for the 
change has been the unique success that Korea’s home-grown pop 
culture has enjoyed in recent years around the globe. 

“Gangnam Style”, the silly but irresistible dance track by Psy (a.k.a. 
Park Jae-sang), marked the triumph of Korean pop culture in the 
West. Since its debut last July, it has racked up more than 1.6 billion 
YouTube views, making it nearly twice as popular as the next most 
watched video (Justin Bieber’s “Baby” with 850 million). Psy’s follow-
up single, “Gentleman”, was streamed 22 million times the day it was 
posted and a viewed a total of 200 million times in its first nine days. 

Less well known but arguably more important, Korea has been building 
“soft power” through its engrossing, aspirational TV soap operas, 
which point the way forward for other developing nations hoping 
make a parallel leap to modernity—and creating brand identity 
for Korean goods in emerging markets in the process. The IMF may 
have reclassified South Korea as an “advanced” economy as far back as 
1997. But it took Seoul’s more recent achievements in winning hearts 
and minds abroad for its citizens to gain the level of confidence and 
economic reach commensurate with its outsize energy.

South Korea’s economic successes are well documented. In the 
1960s, it was one of the world’s poorest places with a living standard 
comparable to that of Haiti or Sudan. Today its GDP is the 12th 
largest on the planet (measured in terms of purchasing power) and 
the world’s sixth largest exporter. The average living standard is 
slightly higher than that of the European Union (when one includes 
the late arrivals from eastern and southern Europe).

South Korea: Ready for Prime Time

It took Seoul ’s more 
recent achievements 
in winning hearts 
and minds abroad 
for its citizens to gain 
the level of con�dence 
and economic reach 
commensurate with 
its outsize energy.
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Korea is the world’s leader in shipbuilding, mobile phones, computer 
memory chips and LCD screens for laptops and TVs, as well as the 
fifth largest auto manufacturer, and sixth largest steel maker. And 
while it leaned on deficit spending to weather the financial crisis 
(like most other developed economies) it’s debt-to-GDP ratio is still 
just 34 percent—less than half that of France, Germany, or Canada. 

Culture exports (entertainment and related services) have surged 
in recent years, climbing an average of 25 percent a year from 
2007 to 2011 to top $4.1 billion. That’s a tiny fraction of Korea’s 
$550 billion in exports in that latter year. But it plainly has a halo 
effect: As Korea’s presence in global pop culture has grown, so 
too have seemingly unrelated exports—in particular, exports to 
emerging markets. In 2011, more than half of Korea’s exports went 
to developing countries, with China alone spending $134 billion. 
Trade with Peru, where 13 Korean TV dramas have aired since 
2006, has increased six-fold over the past six years, reaching $3.3 
billion in 2011.

As Korea’s presence  
in global pop culture  
has grown, so too 
have seemingly 
unrelated exports— 
in particular, exports 
to emerging markets.
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80 percent of 
a sampling of 
consumers in Japan, 
China, Taiwan, 
and Vietnam said 
that familiarity 
with Korean 
entertainment led 
them to buy  
Korean goods. 

Think of pop culture as a form of branding for everything Korean. In a 2012 survey 
by the Korean Chamber of Commerce and Industry, more than half of the 300 
companies queried reported that pop culture identity had helped increase their 
sales abroad. Another survey, this one by the Korea International Trade Association 
in 2011, found that 80 percent of a sampling of consumers in Japan, China, Taiwan, 
and Vietnam said that familiarity with Korean entertainment led them to buy 
Korean goods. 

It helps that Koreans themselves have long been enthusiastic consumers of pop 
culture—and that it has served as a buffer against externally imposed conformity. 
In the 1920s and ’30s, an era in which Korea was under the yoke of Japan, the 
country had a disproportionate appetite for Hollywood movies, while Western pop 
music and jazz developed large followings. The Korean War (1950–53), a proxy war 
between the United States and Mao’s China that followed on the heels of World War 
II, left the peninsula destitute. But as South Korea rebuilt under the US-supported 
dictatorship, movies and music once again flourished—this time with a home-
grown element. 

The reality that pop culture was a potential rallying point for dissidents was not, 
however, lost on the military regime of Park Chung Hee, which over the course of 
his 18 years in power (1961–1979) asserted increasing control over Korea’s culture 
business. The movie industry peaked in 1969 with 173 million admissions and 229 
local films made. Thereafter, government censorship and regulation led to a long 
decline, with the vacuum only partly offset by the rise of Korean television. In 
1975, the music industry was gutted under the guise of a crackdown on marijuana 
use and loose morals. Independent TV stations were forced to merge, and to toe 
the government line on content. Even comic books were caught in the web of 
repression, as early as in 1967 being labelled one of the “six evils” of society. 

But in the 1990s, spurred by the economic growth and political liberalization that 
followed the 1988 Seoul Olympics, Korea’s cultural industries rebounded. Increased 
competition among broadcasters in the new environment of freedom led to a 
proliferation of TV dramas. And the timing could hardly have been better: As the 
rising economies of southeast Asia built out their cable networks, the appetite for 
content became voracious, and Korea’s producers were happy to feed to the beast. 

At first, Korean shows’ biggest advantage in nearby foreign markets was their 
cheap price tags. But gradually, the industry’s combination of attractive stars, 
slick production values and aspirational storylines built a strong following in a 
region obsessed with economic mobility. That trend accelerated sharply in 2002 
with the arrival of the nostalgia-infused melodrama Winter Sonata, which startled 
sociologists by becoming a genuine cultural phenomenon in Japan and much of the 
rest of Asia. A couple of years later, Jewel in the Palace, a historical drama about a 
virtuous but determined commoner who worked her way up the male-dominated 
pecking order, did even better, setting ratings records in much of Asia. Regional 
tourism to Korea spiked, and suddenly all things Korean were cool. 

Arguably the most surprising aspect of Korean TV drama is how well (and far) 
it travelled in subsequent years. The Philippines has aired 169 Korean soaps (no 
misprint) over the past decade. And increasingly, Korean drama is challenging the 
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�e rise of the Korean 
movie industry is the 
most instructive in 
explaining Korea’s use 
of culture to facilitate 
integration with the 
world economy. 

hegemony of local culture in far-flung climes including Egypt, Iran, and Turkey. It 
is even winning ratings wars in Brazil and Mexico, home to producers with a long 
record of pumping out telenovelas for consumption across Latin America. 

Thanks to Psy, though, K-pop has become Korea’s best-known cultural export. 
Like Psy, most K-pop features colourful, over-the-top videos. But the similarities 
end there. Unlike the pudgy, sometimes-sardonic Psy, other K-pop groups feature 
young, attractive singers performing emotional dance tunes and ballads, often in 
groups of five, eight, even 13 members. 

K-pop in its modern form began in 1993, with the phenomenal popularity of Seo 
Taiji and the Boys. Seo Taiji spawned numerous imitators, the most successful 
coming from SM Entertainment, the biggest music label in Korea today. Seo Taiji 
was huge, but also something of a fluke. Companies including SM Entertainment, 
JYP Entertainment, and YG Entertainment have since industrialized the process of 
finding, training, developing, and marketing pop groups. Talented young people 
are picked while still in high school to undergo years of intensive training including 
singing, dancing, foreign languages—and how to behave like a star. 

The Korean domestic music market is relatively small, so producers have long 
looked abroad to expand the customer base. As Korean soaps gained fans around 
Asia, these markets became more receptive to K-Pop, especially for singers who 
could also act on TV. Indeed, the synergies are very clear. Rain (born Jung Ji-hoon 
in 1982) had two moderately successful albums in 2002–03. But after he joined 
the cast of the hugely popular melodrama, Full House, in 2004, his next album 
exploded, turning him into one of the region’s biggest stars.

Although less well known than its movies or music, Korea’s video game industry is 
the single biggest source of cultural export revenues, pulling in $2.3 billion in 2011. 
Console games, like the Xbox, are not especially successful in Korea; multiplayer, 
online, role-playing games (MMORPGs) dominate. Blizzard Media’s StarCraft 
(made in the USA) was an incredible phenomenon within Korea, where it was so 
popular after its 1998 release in the relatively early days of the Internet that it 
catalyzed the opening of more than 20,000 Internet cafes (called PC Bang) and 
accelerated the rise of broadband. Soon Koreans were making their own MMORPGs 
for the global market—most notably, NCsoft’s Lineage (a medieval fantasy) and 
Gravity’s Ragnarok (which claims to have more than 40 million registered users). 

And where once Korean animation was best known for its OEM (the labour-intensive, 
nuts-and-bolts tasks of drawing and painting others’ stories), last year Korea’s 
cartoon characters—notably Pucca, who started as an online greeting card character 
and now has deals in place with Disney and Warner—earn $392 million from exports.

But in many ways, the rise of the Korean movie industry is the most instructive in 
explaining Korea’s use of culture to facilitate integration with the world economy. 
After decades of decline—Koreans were preoccupied with competing media—
movie admissions bottomed out at 42 million in 1996 (less than one ticket per 
capita per year!). 

And of that meagre total, locally made films generated barely one-fifth of the box 
office. As of 1998, the biggest ever film in theatres had been Titanic, which sold 4.5 
million admissions; the most successful Korean film, Sopyongje, barely sold half as 
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In the view from 40,000 feet, the most visible threat to 
South Korea is its unpredictable totalitarian sibling to 
the north. But for most South Koreans, the dominant 
sources of anxiety are home-grown. Object in point: 
growing income inequality.

�e conventional wisdom in Korea is that, following the 
economic crisis of the late 1990s—often called the “IMF 
crisis” by Koreans—society grew harsher as the rich felt 
less obligation to share the fruits of economic success. 
And, indeed, the percentage of Korean households earning 
between 50 percent and 150 percent of the median income 
has fallen signi�cantly, from three-quarters in 1990 to 
two-thirds in 2010. 

But economists o�er a more benign interpretation. �e 
primary factors driving inequality in Korea are the same 
ones driving inequality in every developed country—a mix 
including greater competition from low-wage countries 
and a tendency toward market outcomes in which the lion’s 
share of the rewards go to the very skilled and to those with 
access to cheap capital. Among OECD countries, income 
inequality in Korea after taxes and government spending 
is in the middle. Distribution is less equal than full-blown 
European welfare states like Germany and Scandinavia, 
but more equal than the lightly regulated, market-driven 
economies including the US, UK, and Australia.

What has really undermined Koreans’ perception that 
they are prosperous is the spiralling cost of the necessities 
of middle-class life. On average, Koreans pay 7.7 times 
the median income for housing, compared to just 3.5 times 
in the United States and 6.1 times in the UK. 

Meanwhile, Koreans’ obsession with education, often cited 
as the country’s greatest source of economic strength, 
constitutes a major source of stress for the upwardly 
mobile as well as a huge drag on living standards. An 
impressive 71 percent of Koreans graduate from four-
year universities, compared to the OECD average of 
56 percent. And no wonder: this is an economic culture 
that rewards the studious and lets the also-rans fend 
for themselves. For example, the government and the 
prestigious chaebols (conglomerates)—Samsung, LG, 
Hyundai, SK, etc.—almost always require management 
hires to have degrees from top universities. 

But the education arms race driven by that competition 
cripples the �nances of many families, among other things 
burying them in bills for endless after-school institutes 
intended to give their children an advantage. In fact, the 
cost of education is widely cited by Koreans as a reason 
why they have so few children: at an average 1.24 births 
per women over a lifetime, South Korea’s fertility rate is 
219th among 224 countries ranked by the US Central 
Intelligence Agency’s public reference source. Rising social 
stresses have almost certainly contributed to the country’s 
soaring suicide rate, which in one generation has gone 
from one of the lowest in the world to one of the highest. 
It is now 150 percent higher than in 1995.

Angst, Korean-Style



8 | www.li.com

SOUTH KOREAN POPSTAR, RAIN

many. Indeed, the industry did not see itself able to compete with foreign films, even 
at home. It demanded (and got) a quota system that required 40 percent of all screens 
to show locally made movies.

The rebirth of the Korean film phoenix can be credited to a new generation of filmmakers, 
many of them educated abroad, along with a slew of entrepreneurs who lured deeper 
pockets to the production side. Korea’s first blockbuster, the spy thriller Shiri by Kang 
Je-gyu, was released in 1999. Boasting a bigger budget than any Korean film to that date 
(although, at about $5 million, it was tiny by Hollywood standards), Shiri sold about six 
million tickets. Initially, Shiri was written off as a fluke. But the next year saw a similar hit 
in Joint Security Area, a film about a mysterious firefight along the demilitarized zone that 
greatly humanized North Korean soldiers.

Thereafter, a more confident industry with more reliable financing began to churn them 
out. In 2001, Friend topped 8 million admissions, and Silmido and Taegukgi each sold more 
than 11 million admissions in 2004. And in 2006 Bong Joon-ho’s monster movie, The Host, 
brought 13 million patrons—one Korean in four—to the theatres. Costing $11 million, The 
Host would make $64 million in Korea and another $25 million around the world. 
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�e rebirth of the 
Korean �lm phoenix 
can be credited to a 
new generation of 
�lmmakers, many of 
them educated abroad, 
along with a slew of 
entrepreneurs who 
lured deeper pockets to 
the production side.

The Host was a landmark in a number of ways. First, in terms of 
theme: while in a sense it is a traditional monster movie—the 
beast emerges from the Han River in downtown Seoul—it is also a 
cautionary tale of environmental degradation and the problematic 
embrace of Korea’s quasi-colonial protector, the United States: the 
monster is created by polluting chemicals that were dumped in the 
sewers by an American military pathologist, and it is eventually 
killed with an American chemical labelled Agent Yellow—plainly a 
reference to Agent Orange, of Vietnam War notoriety. 

Second, it confirmed Korea’s arrival as a globally competitive 
film producer with a voice of its own. While The Host was made 
on a modest budget (by global standards), it received excellent 
reviews outside Korea as well as inside. And it was the first 
Korean movie to be released in Europe and the United States. 
Mainstream Korea, it seems, was now prepared to forsake its 
little brother role, marking its independence in cultural and 
political terms as well as economic. 

In 2012, Korean films had their best year ever, accounting for 
nearly 60 percent of a record-setting $1.3 billion domestic box 
office. And that’s in spite of the Korean market’s vulnerability 
to imports: the 40 percent screen quota was halved in 2006 as 
part of a trade liberalization package negotiated with the United 
States. Along the way, Korean filmmakers have also picked up 
major awards at all the major film festivals including Cannes, 
Venice, and Berlin. 

Bong Joon-ho is a telling representative of Korea’s edgy movie scene. 
His smart, layered thriller, Memories of Murder (2004), which is 
loosely based on Korea’s first serial killer case in the 1980s, is widely 
regarded as one of the best movies ever to come out of the region. 
And Bong’s latest film, the $40 million Snowpiercer, is in many 
ways a symbol of Korea’s ambitions and newfound confidence on 
the international stage. Based on a French comic book about a 
train travelling aimlessly through a snowy, post-apocalyptic Earth, 
Snowpiercer features an international cast including Ed Harris, John 
Hurt, and Tilda Swinton as well as the Korean actor Song Kang-ho. 
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AFTERSHOCKS

In assaying the quality of life in Korea, it is important to remember 
that it has not entirely shaken off the legacy of authoritarian rule 
and crony capitalism. The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance 
Indicators ranks Korea near the back of the pack among rich 
countries. It’s 31st out of 34 OECD member states for government 
accountability, 29th for political stability, 27th for corruption and 
regulatory quality, and 20th for government effectiveness. 

For better or worse, one can glimpse this legacy in the way the 
government deals with the serendipitous ascent of pop culture. 
On the one hand, it has intervened to make the most of the halo 
effect of cultural exports. On the other, it has plainly attempted 
to boost its own approval by association. 

To date, Korea’s Export-Import Bank has financed Korean movie 
theatres in Vietnam, the sale of  TV dramas to Sudan, and K-pop 
concerts all over the world. Seoul has also aggressively expanded 
its official cultural presence abroad: the Ministry of Culture, Sports 
and Tourism runs 28 cultural centres and funds 90 King Sejong 
Institutes in 44 countries for studying the Korean language. 
The ministry has also teamed up with the Federation of Korean 
Industries to form the Bureau of Culture Diplomacy with the 
explicit goal of using soft power to expand Korean exports. 

President Park made her particularly Korean views clear on the role 
that culture plays in influencing Koreans’ own sense of prosperity 
in her inaugural speech. “Across the world,” explained Park, “the 
‘Korean Wave’ is welcomed with great affection that not only 
triggers happiness and joy but one that instils abiding pride in all 
Koreans … We will build a nation that becomes happier through 
culture, where culture becomes a fabric of daily life, and a welfare 
system that embodies cultural values.”

It’s possible that the Korean Wave will ebb, with other countries 
taking the lead in supplying entertainment to the world—and, in 
particular, to emerging markets eager to follow in Korea’s economic 
wake. Possible, but not likely. For one thing, the synergies between 
culture exports and Korean business success abroad are pretty 
clear to all concerned. And there’s no opposition to pressing this 
advantage. For another, the pop culture boom offers a window into 
the capacity—and desire—of Koreans to define themselves by the 
way the global community sees them. Korea, it seems, is almost all 
grown up, and eager to join the other adults. 

It’s possible that 
the Korean Wave 
will ebb, with other 
countries taking the 
lead in supplying 
entertainment to 
the world—and, 
in particular, to 
emerging markets 
eager to follow in 
Korea’s economic 
wake.  Possible, but 
not likely.
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For all of South Korea’s progress toward prosperity writ 
large, the status of women remains deeply problematic. 
According to a 2012 study commissioned by the World 
Economic Forum, the country ranked 108th out of 135 
nations on a gender equality index—behind the UAE, 
Bangladesh, and India. An especially disturbing indicator: 
108 boys are born for every 100 girls, implying powerful 
gender bias and the widespread use of selective abortion. 
(�e natural sex ratio at birth, by the way, is 94 boys for 
every 100 girls.)

�e rise of pop culture is apparently helping to narrow 
the gender gap, probably because discrimination against 
women is less prevalent in �elds where market forces drive 
success directly. No women own the top music labels. 
However, Miky Lee runs the largest media empire in 
the country, CJE&M. And though few movie directors 
are female, a lot of Korea’s top producers and TV drama 
writers are women. 

It’s hard to say what the election of Korea’s �rst female 
president implies about attitudes toward gender equality. 
An electrical engineering graduate, President Park is a 
political conservative better known for her business ties 
than social activism. Indeed, her election divided the 
country on demographics far greater than gender, with 
Park winning handily among older voters but losing a 
majority of those in their 20s and 30s. 

However, Park has promised to increase women’s leadership 
roles in government and the economy. With only 44 percent 
of Korean households home to two-income earners (well 
below the OECD average of 57 percent) bringing more 
women into the workforce would be a very big deal, both 
boosting the pace of growth and reducing inequality.

Korea’s New Women
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Seoul

COUNTRY OVERVIEW
Global Av.

Population (million) (2010) 49.00 N/A

Life expectancy (years) (2010) 80.8 69.6

Birth rate (per year per 1000 people) (2010) 9 22

Fertility rate (births per female) (2010) 1.2 2.8

Life satisfaction* (rated 0 > 10) (2011) 6.9 5.5

Female representation in the legislature (2011) 15.6% 19.5%

Internet access at home? (2011) 97.2% 34.2%

Satisfied with job/work?* (% yes) (2011) 71.0% 73.3%

People are treated with respect in your country* (% yes) (2011) 66% 85.1%

GDP per capita (ppp) (2010) $29,101.10 $14,774.73

Economy

Entrepreneurship
& Opportunity

Governance

Education

Health

Safety & Security

Personal Freedom

Social Capital

23

19

30

7

24

40

56

51

Rank/ No. of countries

Legatum Prosperity Index™ 27/142

Average Life Satisfaction Ranking* (2011) 21/142

Per Capita GDP Ranking (2010) 28/142

WEF Global Competitiveness Index (2011) 24/142

UN Human Development Index (2011) 15/187

Heritage/WSJ Economic Freedom Index (2011) 34/179

TI Corruption Perceptions Index (2011) 43/182

World Bank Doing Business Index (2012) 8/183

INDEX COMPARISONS SUB-INDEX RANKINGS

  Top 30

  Upper Middle (41)

  Lower Middle (41)

  Bottom 30

23 ECONOMY S. Korea Global Av.

5 year growth rate (2010) 3.5% 2.7%

Confidence in financial institutions?* (% yes) (2011) 50.8% 61.9%

Satisfaction with living standards?* (% yes) (2011) 75.1% 59%

19 ENTREPRENEURSHIP & OPPORTUNITY

Business start-up costs (% of GNI) (2011) 14.6% 36.3%

Mobile phones (per 100 ppl) (2011) 108.5 98.7

Will working hard get you ahead?* (% yes) (2011) 71.5% 81.1%

30 GOVERNANCE

Confidence in the government?* (% yes) (2011) 30.5% 53.7%

Confidence in the judiciary?* (% yes) (2011) 30.9% 52.5%

Government effectiveness 1 (2010) 1.19 0.03

7 EDUCATION

Pupil to teacher ratio (2009) 22:1 25:1

Satisfaction with education quality?* (% yes) (2011) 58.8% 66.6%

Perception children are learning?* (% yes) (2011) 77.1% 70.4%

24 HEALTH S. Korea Global Av.

Self-reported health problems?* (% yes) (2011) 21.3% 23.9%

Hospital beds* (per 1000 people) (2009) 10.3 3.2

Satisfaction with health?* (% yes) (2011) 71.6% 78.8%

40 SAFETY & SECURITY
Human flight 2 (2011) 4.5 5.4

Safe walking at night?* (% yes) (2011) 56.9% 61.9%

Property stolen?* (% yes) (2011) 7.8% 16.8%

56 PERSONAL FREEDOM
Civil liberties 3 (2011) 6 4.8

Tolerance for immigrants?* (% yes) (2011) 63.7% 65%

Satisfaction with freedom of choice?* (% yes) (2011) 68.2% 73.4%

51 SOCIAL CAPITAL
Rely on others?* (% yes) (2011) 80.9% 80.6%

Donations?* (% yes) (2011) 32.7% 28%

Help strangers?* (% yes) (2011) 45.2% 45.7%

PROSPERITY INDEX: DATA IN FOCUS

NOTES: 1 Gov. effectiveness: values range from -1.73 to 2.25, higher values indicate higher effectiveness. 2 Human flight: values range from 1 to 10, higher values indicate higher levels of human flight. 3 Civil liberties: values 
range from 1 to 7, lower values indicate lack of civil liberties. *Survey data are taken from Gallup World Poll .
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