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1.	Introduction 

 
To many Koreans, identifying as “gay” means nothing. It seems strange to think about 

this at first, especially considering the volume of international discussion regarding 

sexual minorities. In 2015, the United States legalised same-sex marriage, and in Finland 

the date is set for 2017, while registered partnership is already an option. While many 

rejoice over these decisions, equally many are trying to find ways to revise these 

decisions, referring to anything from children’s rights to religious scripture. 

However, in South Korea (hereby referred to as Korea) sexual minorities are non-

identities, strangers, and, in terms of the various unofficial terminology, considered akin 

to perverts. While sexual minorities do exist in Korea, those who identify as such are 

forced by the society’s expectations and norms to keep their identity a secret. It has been 

estimated that less than 40 percent of Koreans know what it means to identify as a member 

of a sexual minority. Young Koreans receive little to no information about sexual 

minorities through school or hobbies, which naturally makes it difficult to develop a 

healthy identity and self confidence. As these youngsters do not know others who feel the 

same way exist, they are led to imagine they are mentally ill. 

My interest in this depressing topic stems from personal experience. Regardless, as 

I have often found myself telling my colleagues, Korea is eventually going to change, 

which in my opinion is a hopeful but also a truthful notion. Personally, I would like to 

believe that once the discussion regarding sexual minority rights has been started, it 

cannot be stopped. And as it happens, Koreans have started talking. 

This thesis focuses on Korean university students’ attitudes toward male 

homosexuality. I have chosen to focus on gay men over other sexual orientations due to 

the way Koreans understand “sexual minorities” as a concept. Heterosexual Koreans still 
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tend to think of homosexuality as a question of gay men’s sexuality, excluding other 

minorities. Other sexual minorities remain unknown or hidden due to social prejudices 

and different types of discrimination. Previously, the term gay has been used to refer to 

transgender people, and even today vocabulary referring to same-sex love usually means 

male homosexuality if not further specified. In this thesis, the term gay identity will be 

used when discussing identities and identity development. This decision is based on the 

American Psychology Association’s definitions: homosexuality refers to both identity and 

behaviour, while gay only refers to the identity and does not necessarily involve 

behavioural aspects. The term homosexual will be used if appropriate when referring to 

gay men and women and when discussing aspects of attitude that may reflect the target’s 

behaviour; for example, when discussing the survey results, I will use this term as it 

appears in the survey form. When appropriate, the acronym LGBT will be used to refer to 

all sexual minorities in general. 

I have chosen university students as the main sample. Young Koreans naturally 

have access to information via the Internet and are more used to studying foreign sources; 

furthermore, they are reaping the rewards of their parents and grandparents’ hard work 

during the period of economic growth. Economic growth is, in fact, a key factor in 

changing values; and values and social norms are an essential part of attitudes and 

prejudice. Social norms shape the values people acquire and develop, and these values 

work as motivational goals to achieve. Attitudes, then, are the ways these values and 

beliefs are applied and expressed through behaviour. Thus, how these attitudes have 

changed and what exactly has affected them is of interest. (Helkama 2009, 67-69, 74.) 

However, due to limitations in resources it would be impossible to gather a large sample 

of both younger Koreans as well as their parents and grandparents. Thus, the survey 

constructed for this thesis was only distributed to university students. 
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In sum, the research questions for this thesis are as follows.  

• What kind of historical records exist on homosexuality in ancient 

Korea? Based on these records, what kind of attitudes seem to have 

existed previously?  

• What role does homosexuality have in the contemporary Korea? 

• What kind of attitudes do Korean university students hold 

regarding gay men? Are the attitudes different from the older 

generations’? 

• What affects these attitudes and (especially negative) perceptions 

of gay men? 

 
My hypothesis is that younger Koreans are experiencing changes in their values 

and attitudes due to increased discussion in media. A higher level of education and age 

should contribute noticeably. The attitudes are shaped by cultural norms and ideologies, 

such as Confucianism and the patriarchal kin system. 

In order to prove my hypothesis and answer the research questions, close reading 

techniques and history study are utilised. Finally, an online survey was constructed and 

distributed among Korean university students from May 2015 to January 2016. The 

results of the survey are compared to a much larger survey conducted from 2011 to 2014 

by the Asan Institute for Policy Studies. 

In chapter 2, a brief overview on the general construction of a gay identity will be 

provided. In 2. 1, the history of homosexuality in Korea will be studied, followed by the 

general contemporary views in 2. 2. In chapter 3, the aforementioned survey and results 

will be examined in detail, and compared to the Asan Research Institute’s annual poll. 

Chapter 4 will examine the theory of attitudes and values in order to explain the 

formation of the attitudes visible in the survey responses. Chapter 4. 1 focuses on the 

concept of prejudice and the formation of prejudiced attitudes, while 4. 2 attempts to shed 

light on Korean values that further explain the attitudes toward homosexuality. 
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Finally, chapter 5 focuses on institutions and discourse that uphold anti-gay 

attitudes in Korea. Chapter 5. 1 examines legal institutions and policies. Lastly, in 5. 2 

media discourse surrounding sexual minorities in Korea will be examined further. 

According to my hypothesis, media coverage should also contribute to changing attitudes.  

The Revised Romanisation system will be used for Korean names and terminology 

unless the name in question is commonly written using some other system. 
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2.	Gay	identity	&	homosexuality	in	Korea	

 
The American Psychological Association (APA) refers to sexual orientation as a pattern 

of attraction based on the sex of those one is sexually or romantically attracted to. The 

term includes male and female homosexuality, heterosexuality, and bisexuality among 

many other categories. It also recognises that sexual orientation is fluid and appears in a 

continuum. This does not necessarily involve sexual behaviour. (APA 2010.) Other 

research defines homosexuality as a person’s erotic attraction to, and interest in forming 

romantic relationships with, members of one’s own gender (Rathus et al 2007 qtd. in Kim, 

Shin Young 2010, 5-6). Due to the stereotypes related to homosexuality, such as the 

association with mental illness and HIV, many people prefer using terms such terms as 

gay men and lesbians instead. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 8-9.) However, the APA separates 

the terminology due to differences in meaning: due to the APA definitions, terms 

heterosexual, homosexual, and bisexual refer to both identity and behaviour, while terms 

gay and lesbian only to the identity of the individual, excluding behavioural aspects. 

(APA 2010.) Identity is one of the most important aspects of self-concepts for gay men 

in terms of determining behaviour and interaction with others (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 

8-9). Aspects contributing to the degrees or stages of the development of a gay identity 

include the interplay between internal drives and needs, socio-systemic interaction and 

feedback, and naturally the individual’s own experiences of them. (Horowitz & Newcomb 

2001, Wahler & Gabbat 1997 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 10.) 

There are several stage models to the development of a gay identity. All models 

describe the process as including several stages, and that it usually begins with the 

individual’s awareness of being somehow different from their same-sex peers; the process 

is completed when the individual develops a full sense of self as homosexual. During the 



	

	 7	

process, the individual can move back and forth between stages, and the stages can also 

overlap. Experiences during the process differ between individuals. (Cass 1990, Troiden 

1998 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 8-9.) 

Four stages are commonly included in the model of gay identity formation. These 

are sensitisation, identity confusion, identity assumption and commitment. Sensitisation 

occurs before puberty, and involves the aforementioned awareness of being different 

from same-sex age mates, namely in terms of recognising an interest toward other boys. 

In this stage, the attraction is not recognised as part of an identity per se; rather, later in 

life gay men re-examine their childhood experiences and socialisation as an indication of 

homosexuality. (Troiden 1998 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 8-9.) The stages include 

the developing of various coping mechanisms such as denial, avoidance and acceptance, 

which rule the ways in which the individual defines and acknowledges their behaviours 

and feelings. (Plummer 1997 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 10-11.) The individual’s 

social contacts with other gay men are extremely important in the process. The quality of 

these contacts and relationships affect the coping strategies. Positive experiences help the 

individual integrate into a group which offers social and emotional support, while 

negative contacts may contribute to denial of one’s identity. (Cass 1979 qtd. in Kim, Shin 

Young 2010, 11.) 

These models are poor at grasping the experiences of people of colour and other 

minorities, focusing mainly on the experiences of white gay men rather than other diverse 

classes or ethnic backgrounds. (Dworkin, 2000 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 13.) It has 

been suggested that the social identity theory (SIT) may be better at examining the 

minority groups’ process. SIT is a social psychological model, which also plays a role in 

the study of intergroup relations and prejudice, discussed by Brown in his title Prejudice. 

Social identity consists of those aspects of an individual’s self image that derive from the 
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social categories to which he perceives himself belonging (Tajfel & Turner 1986, 16; 

Brown 2010, 150). Whenever one thinks of themselves as belonging into a category, such 

as gender or ethnicity, they invoke a part of their social identity. Furthermore, individuals 

have a tendency of seeing themselves in a positive light. As part of the self-image is 

defined through group memberships, individuals also prefer to view the group in a more 

positive light compared to other groups. According to SIT, the achievement and 

maintenance of a satisfactory identity requires that group members will search out various 

forms of positive distinctiveness for their own group (Brown 2010, 150). If this is not 

possible, they may look to move into another group with more opportunities for positive 

self-evaluations. (Ibid. 150.) According to this theory, men who begin to evaluate their 

feelings as gay are likely to seek out positive group memberships and contacts with other 

gay men in order to build a positive self image assuming they find it right or acceptable. 

Similarly, if they evaluate these feelings negatively and rather develop denial or 

avoidance strategies, they may define their feelings as temporary and seek out 

memberships in groups which offer them further chances at building a positive self-

image, whether this group is heterosexual, bisexual, or in other means different from the 

homosexual male category. Once they have accepted their sexual orientation, they are 

likely to view the homosexual male category and the members of the community in a 

positive light. 

Others have attempted to include social and environmental influences as well as 

psychological influences related to self-definition. For example, environmental factors 

such as parents, family, culture, and the church, peers and the society as a whole can be 

considered as features affecting the identity development process. (Alderson 2003 qtd. in 

Kim, Shin Young 2010, 19.) Some further argue that the culture and society’s perception 

of what sexuality is and what the society believes to be sexual affects this process. (Irvine 
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1995 qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 19.) This matches the assumption that the society’s 

values, the family, childhood experiences, as well as cultural features such as the 

Confucian tradition and military service affect the Korean gay men’s experiences and 

identity development. Furthermore, experiences during the post-war period have affected 

the older generation, which reflects in the way younger generations have been brought 

up. Due to the hierarchical family system and group-oriented nature of the Korean society, 

it is likely that the parents and relatives have had a large impact on the individual’s 

decisions (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 23; Helkama 2009, 65-66). Two kinds of relationships 

exist here that affect the experiences of Korean gay men: their affection for the same-sex 

partners, and the affection for their family, as demonstrated in figure 1. Most often, the 

affection and responsibility felt toward the family, and personal means of justifying the 

importance of one’s family, marriage, and having children weighs more compared to the 

affection for same-sex partners. In the case of older Korean gay men, survival instincts 

are related to experiences during the Korean War as well as loss of close family members. 

(Kim, Shin Young 2010, 44.) For a younger Korean gay man, survival instinct might 

mean simply coping with the society’s expectations and sheltering oneself from 

discrimination and violence by leading a “normal” life. 

  

Figure 1. Two kinds of affection. Adapted from Kim, Shin Young 2010, 44. 
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2.	1	Homosexuality	in	ancient	Korea	

 
The history of homosexuality in Korea is a topic with a scarce number of sources and 

little extensive research. Most scholars have focused on topics not directly related to 

same-sex relationships or explicit homosexuality such as theatre troupes and boy soldiers, 

but have speculated its presence and possible indirect references. Historical records and 

annals contain some possible references, and contemporary Korean language still 

contains related terminology which can be found in such historical texts. Unfortunately, 

the few articles and research on the topic are older and thus the information may have 

changed since; they are also extremely hard to find, and mostly cross-reference each 

other. 

It has been suggested that, unlike several other East Asian countries such as China, 

Korea does not have a long, varied history of same-sex cultural activities and traditions 

(Martin & Berry 2003, 91). The first record of a supposedly gay male character in Korean 

history is that of King Hyegong (r. 765-780 CE), who was said to have been born with a 

female spirit, and who preferred the company of men. (Lee, Jooran 2000 qtd. in Hilton 

2008, 3.) Some have suggested homosexuality was also commonly practiced by Buddhist 

monks, and that the behaviour was originally popularised by Chinese Buddhist 

missionaries. (Lim & Johnson 2001, 547.) 

A much-researched topic is the hwarang (화랑), or the Silla Dynasty all-male 

military elite known for their morals, loyalty, and their looks. The existence of same-sex 

relationships among the hwarang is controversial. The hwarang that have garnered 

interest today were boys of noble background, chosen by popular election, whose purpose 

was to fight a common enemy. Other than militaristic purposes, the hwarang were known 

for an interest in literature. Some hyangga poetry by members of the crops exists. The 

poems represent an interest for and curiosity toward eroticism, and contain mentions of 
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other hwarang boys, love, and longing. They have commonly been interpreted as referring 

to same-sex intercourse. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 61.) 

During the Goryeo dynasty, homosexual relationships were supposedly common 

among members of the aristocracy. Those who practiced same-sex relationships were 

referred to as yongyang jichong (용양지총). The translation of the term has been subject 

to arguments. Some suggest it means “the dragon and the sun”, and would thus have 

referred to the coming together of two male symbols. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 62) Others go 

on to argue the term is connected to the Chinese lóng yáng zhī xìng (龍陽之寵) which in 

turn would have referred to “the favourite of the feudal lord of Wei, who was known as 

Lung-Yang” despite the little connection to Korean culture (Rutt 1961, 57). King 

Mokchong (r. 997-1009 CE) was apparently well-known for his male relationships; King 

Chungseon (r. 1298, 1308-313 CE) supposedly had a long-term relationship with a man 

known as Weonchung. (Sohng & Icard 1996 qtd. in Hilton 2008, 4.) Perhaps best-known 

out of these characters is scholar-painter King Kongmin (r. 1352-1374 CE), who was 

attracted toward other men including his personal guards with whom he was said to have 

sexual relationships. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 62; Lee, Jooran 2000, 274.) Rutt argues the 

guards were in fact catamites, as several words for the purpose can be found in Korean 

literature. Totjangi (톳장이), according to Rutt, was used as a noun describing a catamite, 

while biyeok (비역), used both as a verb and a verbal noun, is still used when referring to 

same-sex intercourse and sodomy. The latter has a literal meaning, while the former, 

similar to the modern usage of the term namsaek (남색, pederasty or sodomy) appears 

figurative. (Rutt 1961, 57-58.) 

Neo-Confucianism banned same-sex relationships. Confucian thought is largely 

based on the Three Bonds and Five Relationships, or Three Fundamental and Five Moral 

Laws, presented below. Together this system has contributed to Korean values, attitudes 
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and the understanding of family as a unit. Kim and Hahn point out their influence on the 

patriarchal family hierarchy, conservatism and reluctance to accept change in order to 

preserve the social balance, but also argue that the ethical code has constituted 

heterosexuality as a social norm in Korea. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 60.) 

1) The king is the mainstay of the state 
2) The father is the mainstay of the son 
3) The husband is the mainstay of the wife 
 
A) Between father and son it requires “chin” (Friendship) 
B) Between king and courtier, “eui” (Righteousness) 
C) Between husband and wife, “pyul” (Deference) 
D) Between old and young, “saw” (Degree) 
E) Between friends, “shin” (Faith) 
 
(Kim & Hahn 2006, 60.) 

According to some interpretations, Confucianism has never accepted 

homosexuality as it disturbs the kinship system. This would suggest Koreans do not 

generally disparage homosexuality for religious or ethical reasons, but due to this model: 

Confucianism stresses duty, obligation, and family over personal priorities and 

preferences. Thus, homosexual behaviour breaks the five relationships and disturbs the 

moral order. (Lim & Johnson 2001, 547.) Other scholars note that in most Asian cultures 

homosexuality is considered rejection of traditional gender roles. (Akerlund and Cheung 

2000 qtd. in Lim & Johnson 2001, 547.) The family is an emotional and physical unit, but 

also a reflection of the society as a whole. This means the family not only belongs into 

the society, but its wellbeing and harmony within the family unit mirrors social harmony. 

Rather, than the family being a unit of the society, the society is viewed as an extension 

of the family unit (Kim & Hahn 2006, 60). 

From a social psychological perspective, Korean Confucianism is also a form of 

moral. In societies which hold tradition and conformity values, such as finding family and 

customs important, an individual’s behaviour is part of the social norms and individual 
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values have less meaning. Some values may become protected and “holy” (Helkama 

2009, 48-49). Confucian morals can be seen in this light. In societies like this, moral 

becomes less a question of value-oriented choices and rather exists as a social 

responsibility (Helkama 2009, 50). The Confucian family influences ethical decisions on 

the part of the individual in the context of filial piety (Legge 1899, 473 qtd. in Kim & 

Hahn 2006, 60). Put simply, filial piety forms the criterion used to judge ethical moral 

status within the family system of affection, emotion, and tradition (Kim & Hahn 2006, 

60). Via filial piety, a family can ensure their held values are transferred across 

generations. Heterosexual marriage and procreation are important in this context to ensure 

the family continues the lineage and the ancestral cult. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 60.) In this 

context, homosexual relationships disturb the value system, the ancestral cult, and 

endanger both the social harmony as well as the wellbeing of the family unit. 

Nevertheless, same-sex relationships continued among Buddhist monks, some 

aristocracy, and rural communities despite Confucianism. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 62.) 

Rumours regarding King Sejong’s (r. 14198-1450 CE) daughter-in-law having a 

relationship with her female servant led to a cabin meeting on October 24, 1436. King 

Sejong asked for her status as nobility removed. (Choi et al 2004 in Hilton 2008, 4.) 

Another well-known example from Joseon dynasty is the namsadang, or travelling 

troupes of male entertainers and clowns. The performance groups were divided into 

“butch” members (숫동모 sutdongmo) and “queens” (여동모 yeodongmo or 암동모 

amdongmo); the latter were responsible for the female roles, and apparently the 

submissive role in sexual relationships. (Hilton 2008, 4.) The “butch” male members may 

have allowed the “queens” to act as male prostitutes in villages. Several scholars suggest 

the namsadang members practicing homosexuality was common knowledge, but it 

appears their audience, which consisted of commoners, was not bothered by this. (Murray 
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1992, 268-270; Kim & Hahn 2006, 62.) Kim and Hahn, as well as Rutt, write that 

traveling male prostitutes existed during the Joseon dynasty as well. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 

62; Rutt 1961, 57-66.) Kim and Hahn go as far as arguing the namsadang in its entirety 

were travelling male prostitutes. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 62.) 

Based on the historical records and research, it is possible to assume that gay men 

could not fully develop a gay identity and embrace their sexual orientation. Still, it seems 

the society did not severely punish commoners, such as the namsadang, for homosexual 

behaviour even after the adoption of Confucianism. 

 
2.	2	Homosexuality	in	contemporary	Korea	

 
Examining the historical records of homosexuality in ancient Korea, especially the 

Confucian attitude against it, one can see the contemporary Korean attitudes are formed 

by a mix of traditional values and modernity, as well as the fear of the unknown and 

foreignness. Homosexuality has never been prohibited or illegal in Korea. (Hilton 2008, 

5-6.) This places the gay identity into a vacuum where it is neither legally protected nor 

banned. Rather, the lack of terminology, laws, and wide-spread discussion makes sexual 

minorities non-identities. (Seo Dong Jin 2001, 66-67.) With access to the Internet, Korean 

gays and lesbians have been able to form communities, but this phenomenon does not 

have very far-reaching roots. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 18.) The beginning of 

contemporary Korean gay subculture can be traced to the 1980s. (Seo Dong Jin 2001, 69.) 

The first Korean college textbook on sexuality was not published until the 1990s. 

(Hilton 2008, 1.) Prior to this, homosexuality came to be mixed up with HIV/AIDS. 

However, research has proved that the Korean strain of the virus was not spread by 

homosexual men, but rather was first discovered among female prostitutes after the 

American soldiers became the main source of income to the prostitution industry. 
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(Maynes 2012, 11; Lankov 2007, 342-344.) Unfortunately, gay men came to be 

understood both as carriers of a social, mental, as well as a physical disease. According 

to Kim and Hahn, the public attitude governs that sex is only acceptable in monogamous 

heterosexual marriage (Kim & Hahn 2006, 62-63). It has been pointed out that traditional 

marriage is a filial obligation to one’s family, and that in some cases other behaviour such 

as homosexual activities may be tolerated, but only assuming they are an additional 

indulgence to the heterosexual marriage. As long as the individual is married and 

produces offspring, their family may ignore the same-sex relationship or homosexual 

behaviour. (Martin & Berry 2003, 91; Lankov 2007, 331.) 

Kim and Hahn describe the negative attitudes result from the lack of or insufficient 

knowledge about the causes of homosexuality. A common belief, also supported by the 

survey results (see chapter 3), is that homosexuality is a choice, and thus a person 

choosing to engage in same-sex relationships can also stop this behaviour at any time. 

(Kim & Hahn 2006, 63.) Koreans sometimes claim gay men or lesbians do not live in 

Korea, at all. This may be a combination of seeing homosexual behaviour as an individual 

choice, and the fear of others seeing the country as diseased or perverted. 

The link to perversion is influenced by the Korean word byeontae (변태, abnormal, 

anomaly, deviant), which refers to any behaviour and identity outside the concept of 

traditional heterosexuality. The word is used by heterosexuals to describe homosexual 

individuals as well. (Kim & Hahn 2006, 63.) Korean gays and lesbians themselves, 

especially activists, often use the term iban (이반) instead, meaning second-class as 

opposed to ilban (일반), which can be translated as both first-class and normal or general. 

(Lee, Ji Eun 2006 qtd. in Hilton 2008, 12; Seo, Dong Jin 2001, 69-70.) The most 

commonly used term is dongseong-ae (동성애) which literally refers to same-sex love. 

The word gay (게이, gei) was originally used to refer to transsexual people planning to 
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undergo a sex change operation; now, it is commonly used to refer to effeminate men. 

The term queer (퀴어, kwieo) is more often used in cinematography and festivals, such as 

the Queer Culture Festival. (Hilton 2008, 12.) 

Recently homosexual themes are more often adopted in cinema and film, but the 

approach is often indirect. Documentary-type films depicting the real lives and 

experiences of gay men are most often independent films. While many organisations and 

support groups for gays have been established and gay themes are subtly incorporated 

into media products, major filmmakers avoid directly portraying gay identities to avoid 

loss in ticket sales. (Hilton 2008, 2.) Directors and screenwriters who have incorporated 

openly gay or lesbian characters, or tackled the theme from a more serious angle have 

often faced criticism, and Hong Seok Cheon, the first celebrity to come out to the public 

as gay in 2000, temporarily lost his job. (Hilton 2008, 1.) The gay characters in 

blockbuster films are usually portrayed as good-looking, charming men. (Lee, Min-A 

2007A.) 

Some cultural practices have not changed since historical times. The Confucian 

culture considers men more valuable than females. On top of this boys and girls are 

separated at a young age. This leads to their childhood socialisation experiences involving 

mainly same-sex peers. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 17) Due to the degree of gender 

segregation present in contemporary Korea and emphasis on same-sex friendships, some 

Korean psychologists have suggested same-sex attraction is a natural part of growing up. 

(Choi et al 2004, section 6B.) It is seen as natural and acceptable for men to hold hands 

or otherwise be physically very close without being intimate. (Hilton 2008, 9.) Some have 

argued it is relatively easy to be gay in Korea for this very reason: closeness is not 

understood as a sign of homosexuality as it may be elsewhere. (Hilton 2008, 9.) 
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However, both pre-modern and contemporary Korean society has viewed 

lesbianism much more negatively than male homosexuality. Lesbians are seen as women 

who are not interested in men as romantic partners and thus as refusing the female duty 

of bearing and raising children. Between 2000 and 2004, women who sought out the 

services of the Lesbian Counselling Centre reported they had often become victims of 

sexual harassment, their sexuality had been forcibly revealed by others, and they felt they 

were victims of homophobia. According to lesbian contributors to a magazine outlet for 

female advocacy, it is easier to be a gay man in Korea, as they are not pressured into 

marriage and the gay image supported by media products is that of a charming man rather 

than a direct threat to social order. (Lee, Min-A 2007A.) Another reason for the harsh 

social disapproval faced by lesbians in Korea is due to the firm belief that sexuality and 

libido is natural for a man, but unnatural and shameful for a woman to experience. (Lee, 

Min-A 2007B.) Korean lesbians also avoid joining organisations to keep their sexual 

orientation a secret from their family members. (Lee, Min-A 2007B.) Korean lesbians 

may try to hide their identity by pretending to like male celebrities; gay men, on the other 

hand, may even live with their partner for a longer time. However, eventually they are 

socially pressured to marry, and many give up their identity in order to avoid suspicion 

and meet the family’s expectations. (Hilton 2008, 15.) However, some men find ways to 

fit the two lives together, having same-sex relationships and disguising them as close 

friendships. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 17.) 

The Korean gay community has experienced large, rapid growth with increasing 

access to the Internet. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 18.) This gives the individuals more 

chances to engage with the community, and thus form positive contacts that will help 

them develop coping strategies like acceptance and eventually develop a healthy self-

image and accept their new identity. 
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3.	Survey	&	results	

 
In order to discover what kind of attitudes the younger Korean generations hold regarding 

homosexuality, an online survey was distributed as a link through snowballing. The 

survey originally targeted students currently enrolled in a Korean university, either as 

undergraduate or graduate degree students, making the sample age vary from 18 to 

approximately 27 years in the Korean age system1. However, due to the small response 

rate, the sample was later expanded to include students of approximately 17 years of age 

currently enrolled in a high school in Korea, as well as students taking a gap year between 

secondary upper school and tertiary education. The link was most actively distributed 

among students enrolled in Korea University, followed by Kyunghee and Seoul National 

University. However, respondents were not asked to specify the school they attend to 

ensure anonymity. 

The low response rate was the major issue with the survey. According to the 

statistics on the social media sites utilised, over 100 students saw the survey, but only 46 

students responded. Feedback from respondents makes it clear that many experienced the 

survey was difficult, while one respondent sent feedback message to the assigned contact 

email explaining he felt there were “too many similar answer types”. 

The survey was constructed as consisting of statements with either three or five 

possible answer choices ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, modelled 

																																																													

1	 The Korean age system is slightly different from the international age system 
based on one’s birth year. In the international system, the corresponding age groups offered 
would be 1. 15 or younger 2. 16-19 3. 19-22 4. 22-25 5. 25 or older. The overlapping years 
are due to the difficulty of translating the Korean age system into international years. 
However, the Korean age system was used for the survey as it is more natural for Koreans to 
use. 
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after the popular Likert Scale, but simplified for ease of analysis. The option to choose 

“neither agree or disagree” or “I don’t know” was added after consideration regarding the 

complicated topics the survey deals with, and the fact that no answer can be considered 

an answer in itself. In constructing and arranging the survey questions and choices, the 

fact that many Koreans seem unaware of issues regarding the LGBT was considered, and 

thus these answer categories also seemed important. The statements and questions were 

modelled by using other surveys on anti-homosexual attitudes and reliable scales as 

examples. 

The survey (Appendix 1) consists of five parts and finally a demography section, 

which was added to the end of the survey to ensure students would finish answering all 

five sections. The total number of questions excluding the demography section is 34, 

distributed somewhat evenly between the five parts: South Korean politics and society, 

Family and marriage, Gender, People and cultures, and Religion. In the beginning of the 

survey, respondents were explained that the survey was being conducted for a Master’s 

thesis; however, respondents were told that the purpose was to compare the responses to 

social issues in media to see how attitudes regarding these issues have changed over time, 

not focusing specifically on any one category. While the method of intentionally lying to 

the respondents is ethically questionable, it felt necessary in order to ensure that students 

would not feel pressured to provide likeable, unreliable responses in the Gender section.  

In order to further ensure reliable responses, the order of the sections was crucial. 

The final order as stated above felt the best, as it seemed hostile to place the Gender 

section first. The section on South Korean politics was important in order to find out 

whether political ideologies contributed to more open-minded attitudes toward Family 

and Gender issues. The section on cultures was the least important, while the last one, 
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Religion, was in fact constructed keeping in mind theories of values and religion, which 

both work in predicting behaviour (Helkama 2009, 45). 

The survey was first constructed in English and tested on five English-speaking 

Korean-American exchange students to ensure the survey form was functional and that 

the questions and answers made sense to the respondents. After the initial tests, the survey 

was translated into Korean with the help of a Korean student. During the translation 

process, several words were changed due to the nuances and meanings in Korean to 

ensure that the meanings would carry over to the Korean respondents. 

However, trouble with the translation was not discovered until the distribution of 

the survey link had started and over twenty students had responded. These issues arise in 

the Korean understanding of words like “acceptable” and “to be all right”. For example, 

in the English version of the survey, some statements took the form “It is all right for a 

person to…” However, in Korean, some of the statements carried over a positive nuance 

in the form of something being acceptable, nice, or the speaker not finding the target’s 

behaviour offensive (괜찮다, gwaenchanda). Some statements were translated differently 

with the descriptive verb 상관없다 (sanggwaneobda), literally meaning the target’s 

behaviour is of no meaning to the speaker, or they feel “indifferent” regarding certain 

behaviour. Agreeing or disagreeing to such statements turned out troublesome and 

unreliable. From the English speaking perspective, both statements were supposed to 

mean it was “all right” for something to happen, but in both cases, Korean respondents 

seemed to take the very opposite stance, agreeing they felt indifferent about something 

but disagreeing something was “all right” to do. This naturally causes confusion when 

analysing the responses. 

Several respondents chose to answer they neither agreed or disagreed to multiple 

statements. To avoid as much of this as possible, students were encouraged to answer 
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honestly but also keep in mind there was no correct answer to any of the questions. It 

might be the respondents honestly had not considered the issues before, or they were 

unaware of such issues existing. However, especially in the case of gender-related 

questions it would seem likely that the answer type was used to avoid giving the 

researcher a negative image of oneself. This is a general issue with surveys, and a problem 

that is difficult to tackle. 

Due to the small sample, the survey lacks reliability. It may also be difficult to 

replicate, which makes its validity uncertain. Thus, in order to further examine the 

attitudes of Koreans toward LGBT issues a large, reliable survey conducted over several 

years targeting various age groups conducted by the Asan Institute will be examined in 

this chapter as well. Assuming the results of the Asan Institute poll are similar to the 

survey constructed for this thesis, it is possible to assume that at least some of the students’ 

responses can be said to give a rather reliable image of the youth’s attitudes. 

Out of the total responses, two were ignored when examining responses regarding 

sexuality as in the demography section the respondents indicated they considered 

themselves as belonging into a sexual minority. 

 
3.	1	Analysis	of	responses	

 
Religious association appears to be the main dividing factor between responses to the 

statements in the survey. In the demography section students could indicate their religion 

by choosing from Christianity 2 , Catholicism, Buddhism, “atheist or no religious 

																																																													

2	 Korean Christians are mainly Protestant. 
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association” or “other”. These representative groups were chosen to be included as they 

are the largest religious groups in Korea (Pew). None of the respondents chose “other”. 

 

In the case of answers to question on political atmosphere, the students’ responses 

were rather similar across the aforementioned borders, indicating that the majority of the 

respondents hold politically progressive views. Altogether 57. 8% of all respondents 

disagree that the Korean government should be more conservative. Korean unification 

has been described as a factor supported mainly by progressives (Chae & Kim 2008, 78). 

In the case of unification, 64,4% of all respondents agreed the Korean government should 

focus on related issues (Q3). In the case of political views, the only other statement 

dividing opinions across religious associations was Q4, “Current South Korean domestic 

politics and the church should be separated further”. In the case of Q4, the disagreeing 

responses (the minority at 6,7%) came from the Christian and Catholic groups. 

 Responses that indicate students may still hold somewhat strong conformity 

values, further discussed in 4.2, deal with the family. While a large number of students 

indicated they agree it is all right to not marry at all, the majority also agrees they would 

ask and listen to their parents’ opinion when looking for a partner (Q9). A modest majority 
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agrees that the youth of the contemporary Korea should respect their parents as well as 

grandparents more than they currently do (Q11). These responses, largely equal across 

religious groups, suggest the students’ still hold conformity values because the value type 

deals with obedience, humility, and respect toward elders. As discussed later in 4. 2, these 

are deep-rooted features of a hierarchical, group-oriented society. However, changes in 

held values can be affected by industrialism and economic growth, which usually changes 

the held values from conformity and tradition values toward individualism and 

universality. Such change is somewhat visible in the students’ responses: 42,2%, a 

considerably large group of respondents said they do not feel like arranged marriage fits 

the modern times very well (Q12). Only 11,1% disagreed, while 46,7% responded they 

neither agreed or disagreed. While the majority of respondents stated it is not all right for 

either heterosexual or male couples to kiss in public areas, a noticeable number of 

respondents also agreed it was all right, making it seem likely that the value world of 

young Koreans is changing (Q20-Q21). Both male and female respondents, mainly ages 

24 to 27 or over agreed to both statements favourably. Moreover, the individuals who 

disagreed with statement Q21 also disagreed with Q20, suggesting they find such open 

displays of affection as kissing in public more or less unacceptable regardless of whether 

the couple in question is heterosexual or homosexual. Similarly, most of those who 

disagreed with statement Q21 responded they did not know or had not considered whether 

it was all right for a heterosexual couple to kiss in public (Q20), rather than agreeing this 

was all right and condemning such behaviour from a male couple. The only two 

respondents who agreed with statement Q20 but disagreed with Q21 were Christian and 

Buddhist respectively. 
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The number of ambivalent responses neither agreeing or disagreeing are also 

important. Responding one “does not know” is an answer in itself. The non-religious 

group of respondents chose this answer less frequently compared to other religious 

groups. This suggests they are more vocal about their opinions, and that there is perhaps 

more knowledge regarding sexual orientation among them. They may also be more driven 

by universality values, which refer to the equal welfare of everyone. 

However, in the case of questions on politics, the non-religious group left such 

ambivalent responses more frequently. This suggests they may be politically less certain 

of their stand. The varying degrees of disagreement and agreement among the non-

religious group also suggests less uniformity among them. Other groups provided far 

more unified responses in terms of the degrees to which they agreed or disagreed with a 

statement. Similarity between responses from Christian and Catholic groups is noticeable. 

For example, responses to Q8, Q14, and Q31 make these two groups look extremely 

similar with matching degrees of either disagreement or agreement. In the case of these 

questions, religiously non-associated respondents’ answers varied within the group as 

well as with the other groups. Lastly Buddhist and Catholic respondents were less likely 

to leave ambivalent responses than the other two groups.  
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Responses to Q19, stating that homosexuality is the choice of the individual were 

mainly in agreement with the statement. This indicates that the students consider 

homosexuality a choice or a lifestyle, and homosexual behaviour is thus evaluated as any 

other behaviour that the person can change upon will. This goes with the general Korean 

view of homosexuality as a choice (Kim & Hahn 2006, 63). However, majority of the 

students disagree with AIDS existing to “punish” homosexuals (Q18). Naturally, this only 

suggests they know some details about the disease, and requires little knowledge of its 

origins or symptoms per se. However, it is tempting to conclude the students are aware of 

the origins of the Korean strand of the disease, linked with prostitution rather than 

homosexuality. Interestingly, two respondents, both religiously non-associated, 

responded they agreed that AIDS came to exist to punish homosexuality. Both the 

respondents are male, but other than their biological sex and religious non-association, 

they do not have common features, such as age. Both also agreed it was okay for couples 

regardless of their gender to kiss in public (statements Q20 and Q21, see above). 

When asked whether children should be taught about homosexuality at school, 

12,5% of non-religious groups disagreed. On the other hand, 28,5% of Christians and 

25% Buddhists disagreed. However, 70,8% of non-religious groups agreed children 

should be educated on the issue, while 16,6% neither agreed or disagreed. 42,9% of 

Christians, 50% of Buddhists, and 87,5% Catholics agreed. The response leads to the 

conclusion that the students wish more knowledge was offered. However, the question 

was not specified which is another disadvantage of the survey: the students may have 

understood the statement differently, or imagined different things included in education 

on the subject. Some of them may have understood the style of education as less scientific 

and leaning further toward spreading stereotypes. However, considering their 

disagreement with stereotypical statements (Q14, 17) and the majority disagreeing that 
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heterosexuals would be morally superior (Q15) suggests the respondents do feel that 

proper education is due. 

Responses to Q17, homosexuals behave flamboyantly as a response to the 

prejudices held against them, were mainly disagreeing from all groups. However, a larger 

portion of Christians agreed. Out of religiously non-associated respondents only 8,33% 

agreed with the statement, while 28,6% Christians agreed. Other groups only chose to 

either disagree to various degrees or neither agreed or disagreed. 

A similar trend continues in terms of the Christians’ responses and questions on 

sexuality. In most cases, the respondents avoided saying they strongly agreed or 

disagreed, rather choosing either the milder alternatives or neither. This allows the 

assumption that many of them tried to avoid giving an overtly negative or positive image, 

regardless of their personal opinion. Compared to the Christian responses to gay issues in 

media, their responses still appear more open-minded and accepting, but this may be 

simply an illusion due to the many “neither agree or disagree” responses. For example, in 

Q15, heterosexual people are morally better than homosexual people, 75% chose to 

neither agree or disagree, while 25% agreed; this is the same as with Q14. In the case of 

statement Q14, all agreeing responses came from the non-religious respondents, but 

formed only 8,33% of the total responses within the group.  

While in most other categories both Christian and Catholic respondents shared 

similar trends and directions in their responses, in the case of questions about sexuality 

even the Catholic group appears to have a firmer opposing stand to questions that 

downgrade or promote stereotypical images of homosexuals. For example, in the case of 

Q14 and Q15 the Catholic, Buddhist, and non-religious groups’ responses were very 

similar instead. It would seem likely that these three groups either have a firmer stand on 

the issue, are more vocal about their personal opinions, or they hold more universal and 
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less conformity-based values. It is also not entirely surprising that the Catholics and 

Buddhists would share some opinions, as the two groups have been mainly cooperative 

in Korea (Suh 2004). 

 

While it appears age and level of education had little to do with the students’ 

attitudes, out of those who had spent at least 12 months abroad, 26. 6% agreed it was all 

right for a male couple to kiss in public, and 33. 3% disagreed (Q21). Out of those who 

disagreed, one had chosen to neither agree or disagree to the question about heterosexual 

couples, and one had responded it was okay for a heterosexual couple to kiss in public 

but not for a year or no time at all abroad were much more opposed to Q21. Out of these 

respondents, 50% disagreed with Q21 and only 21. 4% agreed, while the remaining 28. 

6% neither agreed or disagreed. This pattern appeared to be unrelated to the students’ 

religious affiliations, with each of the groups equally represented among both those who 

had spent a year abroad and those who had not. 

Out of the students who had lived abroad for at least 12 months, over half agreed 

that arranged marriage was not fit for a contemporary society, while none opposed (Q12). 

23,5% disagreed they would necessarily listen to their parents when looking for a 
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romantic partner (Q9). A little over half agreed it did not matter to them whether one 

married or not, while 29,4% thought it acceptable to have a child out of wedlock (Q7-8). 

Out of those who disagreed with Q7, two in turn agreed with Q8; however, this may be 

due to the aforementioned confusion between the terms used for “all right” in the 

statements. 

On the other hand, in the case of students who had spent less or no time living 

abroad, only 35,7% agreed with Q7, while only 21,4% found the conditions in Q8 

acceptable. Considerably lower than in the previous group, 17,9% responded they would 

not necessarily listen to their parents when looking for a partner while half agreed they 

would (Q9). In the case of arranged marriage, 35,7% agreed, 17,8% disagreed, and the 

majority neither agreed or disagreed (Q12). 

This naturally leads to the conclusion that those who had lived abroad for at least 

12 months have engaged in situations involving learning about different groups of people, 

or had access to information and educational media contents. Furthermore, these students 

may come from families which are more open toward experiences abroad, and perhaps 

more accepting toward foreign cultures and practices. Of course, this is merely 

speculation. 

The survey results suggest students may hold somewhat traditional values and 

would choose to respect their parents’ wishes. At the same time, they are mostly aware of 

stereotypes linked with homosexuality, disagreeing with statements that promote such 

views. This leads to the conclusion that the students might also be more likely to support 

same-sex marriage and other aspects of LGBT rights, perhaps assuming doing so would 

not mean they would have to experience conflict with their parents. 

Naturally, a limited survey like this has little reliability. A much larger sample 

would be necessary for valid and widely applicable results. Moreover, the sample for the 
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survey consisted mainly of students from high-ranking universities in the capital area. 

While many students move to Seoul to attend these schools, it does not say much about 

the national consensus among the Korean youth. Hence section 3.2 will focus on a much 

larger, annual survey carried out by Asan Institute, and compare the responses to the thesis 

survey with the institute’s findings.  

 
3.	2	Asan	Institute	survey	on	Korean’s	attitudes	toward	LGBT	issues	

 
According to the Asan Institute for Policy Studies’ Annual Surveys, conducted between 

2010 and 2014, Koreans are becoming increasingly open to homosexuality with the 

majority of positive views coming from younger generations. The sample size for the 

annual surveys ranged from 2000 respondents for the 2010 and 2011 surveys to 1500 

respondents over the age of 19 from 2012 to 2014. The surveys were conducted as 

telephone and online surveys. The institute also carried out daily polls in 2014 with 1000 

respondents each. 

However, the Asan Institute’s report has a slightly different focus: the questions 

explore opinions on LGBT issues as a whole, especially LGBT rights as a human rights 

issue, as well as the legal position and presence of LGBT in Korea. On the other hand, 

the thesis survey focuses on the values and attitudes related to homosexuality, especially 

gay men. Thus, the responses to the surveys are not entirely compatible, but this allows a 

broader view into the issue, as the results can be compared for possible similarities. The 

thesis survey only focused on students, the majority of whom were 21 to 26 years of age. 

This means their responses should add to those of the 20-year-olds’ group in Asan’s 

report. The Asan Institute found that 20-to-30-year-olds were quite open-minded and 

supported many aspects of the sexual minority experiences and LGBT movements. 
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Asan Institute reported that in 2010, 26,7% of respondents in their 20s were open-

minded toward homosexuality, and in 2014, the figure reached 47,4%. This shows that 

open-mindedness among the younger generation has nearly doubled in a very short period 

of time. Simultaneously, respondents in their 50s or above did not greatly change their 

views. A similar trend can be observed in the case of support for same-sex marriage. 

Again, the support rate among 20-to-30-year-olds doubled, while the support rate of those 

over 50 years of age did not change. (Asan Report 2015, 4.) 

Asan Institute’s report indicates that awareness of LGBT as a human rights issue is 

low. Nearly 30% of respondents either chose to answer they did not know or refused to 

answer questions about whether the human rights of LGBTs were being respected. The 

report goes on to conclude that the Korean public may be open-minded and sympathetic 

toward the LGBT community, but does not consider LGBT rights an urgent issue as 

compared to women or children’s rights. The only issue with a similar rate of null answers 

in the annual surveys were the rights of North Korean defectors. (Asan Report 2015, 6.) 

A similar trend of unawareness is visible in the responses regarding anti-

discrimination policies and a proposed Anti-Discrimination Law. 42,8% of respondents 

answered they did not know the law at all. Only 2,2% knew it very well. Out of these 

2,2%, 46,9% approved of the law, 33,1% disapproved, and 20% responded they either 

did not know or refused to answer. According to the report, this means only 9,1% of 

respondents who were in any way knowledgeable of the law also approved of its adoption. 

(Asan Report 2015, 6-7.) 

According to the findings, younger generations have a better understanding of 

LGBT, and over half of the 20-to-30-year-olds considered LGBT issues a question of 

human rights. Simultaneously only 38% of Koreans older than 50 considered LGBT a 
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human rights issue, and older generations were generally opposed to or more reserved in 

their answers about the matter. (Asan Report 2015, 8.) 

These responses further support the conclusion that the students participating in the 

thesis survey indeed do support educating children further on homosexuality and the 

LGBT. They appear open-minded about the issue, treat LGBT issues as a question of 

human rights, and agree that public education should teach children about homosexuality. 

Perhaps the students wish younger generations would gain an even better understanding 

of the topic, even if they did not think about it from the perspective of healthy identity 

development. 

According to Asan’s report, 51,4% of Catholics viewed LGBT issues as a question 

of human rights, followed by 49,9% of those with no religion and 49,3% of Buddhists. 

Only 39,9% of Christians3 agreed. Christians also formed a majority in disagreeing with 

the statement: at 29,6%, Christians were the most opposed to LGBT issues being a 

question of human rights. (Asan Report 2015, 8.) 

This does appear to match the thesis survey findings. Analysis of the responses 

suggest a rather clear trend dividing respondents into groups based on their religious 

association over other affiliations. In the case of statements regarding sexuality, the 

Christian group was the least outspoken or direct when responding to stereotypically 

loaded questions about homosexuality. Similarly, the Catholics, Buddhists, and the non-

religious students formed the most outspoken groups, disagreeing with stereotypical 

presentations. (See Q14, Q17.) They were also the most accepting when asked about 

																																																													

3	 The report specifies the respondents were Protestant, which is the form of Christianity 
prevalent in Korea. 
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homosexual behaviour in public, and those who disagreed with public displays of 

affection did so regardless of the couple’s gender. (Q20-21) 

Asan reports that 62,5% of progressives4 agreed that LGBT was a human rights 

issue. 47,1% of moderates and only 41,9% of conservatives agreed. Amongst these two 

groups, a large number also refused to answer: 31% of moderates and 26,6% of 

conservatives indicated they either did not know or refused to respond. (Asan Report 

2015, 8-9.) This means that out of political and ideological groups, the conservatives were 

most likely to disagree with LGBT issues being a question of human rights. The report 

goes on to argue that this may suggest the progressives have a firmer stand on 

discrimination against LGBT. (Asan Report 2015, 8-9.) 

Thus, the relationship between political ideologies and attitudes toward 

homosexuality in the Asan report is relatively similar with the students’ responses. Out of 

the total 46 respondents, 75,6% agree that the current South Korean politics should focus 

more on gender equality (Q2). Although the question is not framed to discuss LGBT 

directly, it seems the student respondents also find gender issues and equality important. 

When asked if the South Korean government should be more conservative (Q1), the 

majority disagreed, indicating the respondents hold rather progressive or moderate views. 

Also in line with this are the responses to Q3. When asked if the politics should focus on 

pushing Korean unification, 64,4% agreed. This suggests typically progressive views 

(Chae & Kim 2008, 78). 

Continuing with ideological groups, Asan’s Daily Poll in December 2014 showed 

further disagreement between progressive and conservative respondents. Out of 

																																																													

4	 Progressives form the generally liberal coalition. 
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progressive respondents, 50,8% were open-minded toward homosexuality, but only 

21,8% of conservative respondents showed similar open-mindedness. When asked about 

their reactions were they to find out a family member identified as belonging to a sexual 

minority, 83,6% of progressives answered they would either accept or at least make an 

effort to accept these family members. Only some 14% responded they would distance 

themselves. On the other hand, 60,9% of conservatives indicated they would accept the 

family members, but a staggering 34,7% responded they would distance themselves. 

(Asan Report 2015, 10.) 

Examining the Asan Institute’s report alongside with the students’ responses to the 

thesis survey suggests that the younger generations are much more aware of sexual 

minorities and their experiences, but in some cases conform to the values or teachings of 

their ideological or religious group as well as their parents. It seems that the Korean 

general population is currently undergoing a change that is affecting their values and 

therefore their attitudes as well. Chapter 4 will focus on the concept of attitudes and values 

as well as prejudice in order to explain this change. 
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4.	The	psychology	of	attitudes	and	values	

 
This chapter looks into the concepts of attitudes and values. The definitions and research 

will be used to explain further the significance of survey responses examined in the 

previous chapter. The background of the prevailing attitudes, especially prejudiced 

attitudes toward homosexuality, and the reasons to generational differences in held 

attitudes will be studied. Finally, the last section focuses on Korean values and the 

significance of values in terms of attitudes and attitude change. 

Attitudes have been defined in several ways in the past, but the most inclusive and 

simultaneously broad enough definition is that of Gordon Allport. This is also the 

definition employed in this thesis. 

[An attitude is] a learned predisposition to think, feel, and behave 
toward a person (or object) in a particular way. (Allport 1954 qtd. 
in Erwin 2003, 5.) 
 

Attitudes are learned, and thus they are socially constructed. The majority of them 

result in experiences, but some, such as phobias, may be biologically inherited. Yet 

experience is the key component to acquiring attitudes, able to both make or break them. 

On top of this, attitudes pre-exist the target object or person, leading to biased responses. 

Thus, attitudes are a kind of a framework that may, at its simplest, mean a tendency to 

respond positively or negatively to something, and at a more complicated level mean an 

entire world view or perspective. Furthermore, Allport’s definition includes the triadic 

model of attitudes consisting of affect, behaviour, and cognition. Affect or liking 

something leads to thinking of it positively, which is a positive cognitive response. This 

may lead to more positive behaviour toward or in the presence of that object or person. 

(Erwin 2003, 5-6.) Affect signifies a positive or negative emotional response of some 

degree. Cognition refers to the connections between psychological objects of 
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significance, such as the relationship between education and employment. Behaviour 

means acting according to the held attitudes. The three aspects may not appear so simply 

or closely related. Out of the three, behavioural responses most often appear unrelated to 

attitudes, which has led to many questioning the triadic model. Attempts to find a 

connection have varied in results, but it is likely that when behavioural responses do 

emerge, it is due to the strength with which an attitude is held and the significance of 

group norms. Recently, attitudes are viewed more as combinations of affect and cognition. 

(Ibid. 6-7, 14, 17.) However, it seems strange to imagine that behaviour would have 

nothing to do with one’s attitudes. 

Attitudes have different functions to the individual. Multiple functions may appear 

simultaneously, and they may also change over time, for example with age or group 

associations. Attitudes with instrumental function exist to maximise rewards to the 

individual: they may be useful in terms of being accepted to a group. (Erwin 2003, 8.) For 

example, a Korean person may hold negative attitudes toward homosexuals and express 

these attitudes openly, which aids in him or her being accepted within his or her group, 

be it family or a religious group.  

Group membership is important during childhood. Children may display certain 

kinds of attitudes, for example negativity toward a group of people that they might have 

learned from their parents; this leads to further parental validation. Attitudes that have 

been intermittently rewarded are often held the strongest. (Erwin 2003, 8.) For instance, 

an elderly Korean’s negative attitudes toward gays may become confirmed and validated 

through news of HIV being connected to gay men whether or not the news are actually 

true.  

Similarly, attitudes with an ego-defence function work to protect the individual 

from unpleasant external realities despite the amount of bias the attitudes create. Through 



	

	 36	

the self-serving bias, one’s perception of people or objects may be distorted to extremes. 

Minority groups often become scapegoats for misfortunes in order to protect the 

individual’s own self-esteem. (Erwin 2003, 9.) Looking at the previous example, 

believing that HIV is connected to gay men may make the holder of the negative attitudes 

feel protected or better about themselves as heathy individuals, while simultaneously 

branding every gay man a carrier. Elderly Koreans’ attitudes may have such functions, 

while younger Koreans have come to question the values of the previous generation, faced 

with new information and having the chance to meet more people. Such experiences can 

help change attitudes. 

Other functions that may play a role in the distinctively different values held by 

elderly Koreans and the younger generation are value-expressive functions and the 

knowledge function. Expressing one’s attitudes leads to satisfaction or value of some kind 

to the holder, and the attitudes are further affirmed. Such attitudes may be useful in 

belonging to one group over the other. Teenagers may express such attitudes in order to 

display their membership in their peer group, while the parents may not agree. (Erwin 

2003, 10.) The knowledge function refers to attitudes that make things easier to 

understand, aiding in creating categories and simplifying things. This cognitive economy 

often takes shape in stereotypes, which may simultaneously ease processing information 

but also result in some loss of accuracy. (Ibid. 11.) The stereotypical view of gay men as 

flamboyant and feminine, for example, may make it easier to quickly recall and access 

information such as remembering a character from a TV show or explaining another 

person’s behaviour. Simultaneously it is a faulty generalisation as it assumes all gay men 

behave the same. However, as discussed earlier, this stereotype may also make life easier 

for gay men in Korea as many expect the stereotype to hold, allowing individuals to hide 

their identity by not behaving accordingly. 
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Where do attitudes come from? They may be acquired from several sources, 

including one’s parents or caretakers. Due to the cognitive element of attitudes, they are 

related to the thinking process, information, and beliefs. Thus, affecting a person’s beliefs 

is also likely to have an effect on the held attitudes. While direct experience is possibly 

the most important in acquiring attitudes, communication, including the media, is another 

means of gathering information which affects attitudes. Communication includes verbal 

and indirect communication from speaking to body language. Personal communication, 

such as talking with an informed person, may make it easier to form an opinion on a 

certain topic. (Erwin 2003, 23-24.) It is possible to assume that many Koreans have 

formed negative attitudes toward gay men and LGBT rights through the influence of 

religious leaders. For example, Korean Christianity as it is today has been greatly 

influenced by the American Christian church, and many are said to view gay rights as a 

betrayal of the values learned from American churches (Voice of America 2015B). The 

opponents of gay rights who are also Christian may base their negative attitude on the 

teachings of the church, and due to the importance of their religious association and like-

minded group, their attitudes may hold ego-defence functions that help the individuals 

protect their world view from possibly painful changes. 

Another attitude-shaping source is the media. Mass media is often blamed greatly 

for prejudice and aggression. However, research has been inconclusive in proving the 

link. It is more likely that some individuals are more prone to acquiring attitudes through 

mass media, while on others the effect is small or non-existent. However, television 

advertisements focusing on physical appearances have been shown to increase body 

dissatisfaction. Repeated messages, such as gender roles portrayed in advertisements, can 

also make certain topics salient, which in turn affects the likeliness of people discussing 

and thinking about that topic. (Erwin 2003, 24-25.) Based on this, the stereotypical gay 
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characters portrayed in Korean media may further strengthen both positive and negative 

attitudes toward gay people. It may also affect the self-image and identity development 

of young men who recognise their feelings as different from their heterosexual peers. 

Most attitudes are acquired through direct experience. Several processes may be 

involved in whether the experience results in an attitude. Just like communication 

processes, direct experiences offer an opportunity to gather information. Even mere 

exposure to an object may be enough. This works even with advertisements and objects 

individuals pay very little attention to. In the case of a negative experience, continued 

exposure may only strengthen the attitude. Similarly, too much exposure to a familiar 

object may lead to boredom and decreased liking. (Erwin 27-28.) According to this theory, 

it would appear that the continuous discussion about LGBT rights may only work to 

strengthen the negative attitudes of opponents, or drive those with more ambivalent or 

neutral attitudes into thinking of the issues negatively due to having grown bored of the 

topic. 

Similarly, forcing individuals to work with each other on a task may not reduce 

negative attitudes if the task at hand does not encourage the participants to get to know 

each other and thus share information about each other’s groups. In fact, such tasks may 

increase intergroup hostilities if the participants perceive each other as competitors. In 

such situations it is likely the participants only focus on information that reinforces their 

own beliefs about the other groups. On the other hand, co-operative tasks and a shared 

goal may work to reduce intergroup hostilities. (Erwin 2003, 29.) It is possible to argue 

that opponents and proponents of gay or LGBT rights in Korea both view each other with 

some selective bias, perhaps seeing each other as rivals. The opponents of the issue are 

likely to only pay attention to information that displays the proponents in a negative light; 

for example, they might firmly believe in notions of gay men as carriers of HIV or mental 
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illness, and supporters as threatening social order. Both of these stands are visible in 

Korean media. Viewing homosexuality as an individual’s choice further reinforces the 

idea that the individual is doing something wrong or rebellious out of spite, perhaps 

refusing to stop his behaviour to purposefully burden others. While both groups may find 

human rights important, they do not see each other as co-operative groups; this is most 

visible when examining the Christian responses to the surveys. Perhaps the opponents see 

the LGBT rights activists as using resources that could be allocated to issues important to 

them instead. Furthermore, lack of knowledge about sexual minorities, stereotypical 

images in the media, and opinion leaders such as religious figures may contribute to 

ignorance and hostilities. Negative experiences dealing with a single individual are more 

likely generalised to apply to the whole group, just like positive experiences (Erwin 2003, 

29). 

Other than cognition, the link between attitudes and behaviour is interesting. It is 

difficult to believe there is no connection between these two, especially when examining 

cases such as the opposition to the Pride Parades (see 5.2.1). One of the reasons behind 

the inconsistent results of studies on this connection is the different level of specificity 

used in measuring them (Ajzen & Fishbein 1980 qtd. in Erwin 2003, 69). Behaviour is 

always specific, be it toward an individual or a group. However, attitudes are often 

measured generally. Personal and situational factors may play a role in the said 

inconsistencies. The social norms and dominant attitude may govern that despite one’s 

personal attitudes towards a group of people, one should behave a certain way in a social 

situation. (Erwin 2003, 70.) Koreans may be less open about their negative attitudes 

toward gay men in public as typically Korean values still promote conformity and 

respecting others. 
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4.	1	Prejudice	

 
Just like attitudes, prejudice has been defined in a myriad of ways. Brown outlines 

prejudice from the perspective of a group process that can be analysed on the individual 

level. (Brown 2010, 1.) His definition and perspective is adapted here for its broad and 

thus multifaceted stand on the matter.  

As a working definition — prejudice will be regarded as any 
attitude, emotion, or behaviour towards members of a group, which 
directly or indirectly implies some negativity or antipathy towards 
that group. (Brown 2010, 7.) 
 

Brown goes on to add several comments to further supply his definition. First, 

compared directly negative acts of prejudice, indirect forms are difficult to identify. The 

surrounding circumstances as well as the target’s response must be examined to construct 

a thorough image even in the case of seemingly positive attitudes. Second, from the social 

psychological perspective, ideologies or practices such as racism, sexism, and 

homophobia can be included in the definition, as opposed to treating them as separate 

phenomena. Such perspective allows the inclusion of intergroup processes such as class 

prejudice and other forms of negative attitudes or behaviour that are not directly related 

to biology or certain features. Third, similar to the definition and functions of attitudes, 

prejudice is not simply a cognitive phenomenon, but can include emotional reactions and 

behavioural expressions. (Brown 2010, 7.) Attitudes are composed from affect, 

behaviour, and cognitive processes. (Erwin 2003, 5-6.) However, Brown points out that 

attitudes, feelings and actions may not operate as facets of general prejudiced orientation 

all at once (Brown 2010, 7). Hereon, “open-mindedness” will be used as the opposite to 

prejudice rather than “tolerance”, as the latter can be seen as a loaded term that suggests 

the majority’s superiority rather than direct equality. 
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As a group process, prejudice is an orientation towards whole categories of people 

rather than individuals. Thus, the individual may be the target of an act of prejudice, but 

their individual features are less meaningful than the features that link him or her to a 

certain group, that is, a certain category. Furthermore, prejudice is socially shared, and is 

directed at particular groups by other groups. (Brown 2010, 8.) Thus, gay men in Korea 

may be discriminated against not based on their individual behaviour, but based on 

prejudice against the entire group of Korean gays. 

Intergroup relations are thus an important aspect of the phenomenon. Therefore, it 

is important to study the relationship between Korean LGBT organisations and the anti-

gay movements. Details such as the size of the group, its access to resources, power 

domination, and general social status all affect the attitudes held by the group members 

and its relationship to other groups. Brown considers prejudice from the perspective of 

individuals acting as group members, taking on their social categories as defining labels. 

(Brown 2010, 8.) “Christian”, “LGBT”, and “Korean” are such categories. 

Other than intergroup relationships, prejudice may also originate in the socialisation 

process during childhood, the social situation, and influence from peers. Social and 

cultural norms, values, behavioural expectations from parents, teachers, and the society, 

and the shared goals of the members of one’s group may all influence the individual’s 

actions and beliefs. (Brown 2010, 8-9.) 

First, it is in order to discuss the aforementioned social categories. Prejudice has a 

categorical basis. Categories are features and attributes about the individual that make 

him or her appear to be a part of at least one social group. The process of categorisation 

is cognitive, and often necessary in order to simplify the surrounding world. 

Categorisation makes it possible to efficiently process things. Imposing category 

distinctions on stimuli may enhance the pre-existing differences, and differences within 
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that category will be weakened. This leads to the members of different groups being seen 

as exaggeratedly different from each other. Simultaneously the members of the same 

group appear more homogenous: a typical example would be seeing an ethnical group as 

sharing the same physical features. Stereotyping groups can result from this effect. 

However, research has found the reduction of differences within a group unreliable and 

difficult to replicate. (Brown 2010, 36-38.) According to this theory, viewing heterosexual 

and homosexual people as exaggeratedly different from each other despite shared 

similarities such as religious affiliation seems to happen naturally. 

The mere idea of belonging into one category, even if one has not been given any 

chance to interact with the other members of the group, can lead to favouring one’s own 

group or in-group. The minimal group paradigm, or the mere knowledge of having been 

placed into one group over the other has been proven sufficient grounds for intergroup 

discrimination. (Brown 2010, 38-39.) For example, a Korean who identifies as Christian 

may hold prejudiced attitudes against homosexuals simply because he or she perceives 

them as being a group of their own and not members of the Christian. According to the 

minimal group paradigm theory, the groups do not need to be meaningful at all: Rabbie 

and Horwitz’s experiment on the topic used simple colour labels (Brown 2010, 38-39). In 

experiments where members of such minimal groups had to allocate rewards and 

punishments, in-group favouritism has consecutively been perceived when allocating 

rewards; however, when distributing sanctions, in-group favouritism is usually 

eliminated. This does not apply in the case of groups like low-status minorities. In these 

cases, in-group favouritism remains the norm. (Ibid. 40-41.) Although a growing number 

of Koreans perceive LGBT rights as part of human rights, were they asked to compare 

acts of violence toward members of the LGBT or the members of their own group, such 
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as women in the case of female respondents, it is likely they would rather call out 

domestic violence against the in-group than acts of violence toward the LGBT out-group. 

Naturally, the question about multi-group membership and overlapping group 

categories arises. In cases of crossing categories, the processes of enhancement and 

assimilation tend to cancel each other out, leading to lessened bias. This effect can be 

observed in societies that encourage cross-cutting kinship and tribal systems. While in-

group favouritism is present in experiments on single category groups, in the crossed 

categorisation condition bias toward one category often disappears entirely. In 

experiments, participants favour their own group category, such as gender or religion, 

according to local circumstances. Members who share this categorical trait are always 

evaluated positively regardless of their other features. (Brown 2010, 44-47.) According 

to this pattern, when evaluating a sexual minority group, it is possible to assume that 

Korean respondents would evaluate Korean gay men more positively than foreign gays, 

assuming the shared category is important to the respondent. If one does not strongly 

identify with this category, it is less likely to dominate the evaluation process (Brown 

2010, 47-48). Thus, a Korean-American respondent’s evaluation might not be as 

favourable for the Korean homosexual target. The assumption made here about the 

Koreans’ national identity is based on the view that Koreans share the same ancestral 

roots and the legend of Korea as a homogenous nation. 

While the out-group is often said to appear more homogenous than the in-group, 

in-group homogeneity has been identified in minority groups, while non-minority groups 

perceive the out-groups as more homogenous. A study on heterosexual and homosexual 

men by Simon and colleagues in 1991 showed that gay men were more likely to view the 

other gays as more similar to each other. This is most likely because the group 

membership is more important to the minority group than it is to the majority. Members 
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of the minority group thus try to match themselves with the perceived group image and 

the internalised concept of what a “good group member” is like. (Brown 2010, 51-52.) 

This refers back to the survey questions regarding the stereotypical behaviour of gays. 

While gay Korean men may personally try to match the expected behaviour, the students 

generally disagreed with the statement. This is because they view gay men as the out-

group, which is naturally seen as very different from one’s in-group. 

Members of the group can also become especially vigilant about who else belongs 

into the in-group. The in-group is more likely to misclassify a member of their own group 

as an out-group member, which suggests protecting the in-group from out-group 

infiltration. (Brown 2010, 61.) Therefore, a Korean Christian, for example, would be 

likely to suspect an in-group member of being gay based on very little evidence and 

possibly even exclude members from the Christian group based on their perceived or 

assumed sexuality. The Asan Institute report’s results that a majority of Christian 

respondents would rather distance themselves from family members than try to accept 

their sexuality supports this hypothesis. This also leads back to the earlier suggestion that 

Koreans might evaluate Korean gay men more favourably than foreign gays. Opposing 

that hypothesis, this inclination to protect the in-group rather than risk out-group members 

being allowed membership might make Koreans likely to exclude even fellow Korean 

nationals based on their possible non-heterosexual orientation if they find “Koreanness” 

important. An experiment or further research on this topic would be necessary in order to 

confirm these speculations. In any case, it is certain that more prejudiced members of the 

in-group are likely to willingly classify targets as out-group members. If a person is highly 

prejudiced, it is likely that a certain category, for example “ethnicity”, is more available 

to them, and they are also likely to apply this category more readily and with greater 

precision (Brown 2010, 62). 
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How does a person become highly prejudiced? While some believe in the existence 

of a prejudiced personality, the link between personality types and prejudice has been 

discredited by several different studies.5 According to childhood social psychologists, 

children as young as 3 years of age show in-group preference on the expense of the out-

group (Brown 2010, 114-115, 130). By 6 years of age they have already been affected by 

their parents, peers, the media, and cultural norms (Ibid. 117-118, 127-128, 132). Infants 

as young as only three months of age show the ability to categorise by gender and 

ethnicity, favouring caretakers of the same sex and ethnic background as their main 

caretaker (Ibid. 111-112). 

However, rather than the parents’ explicit, direct displays of prejudiced attitudes, 

children pick up the implicit expressions of the main caretaker, which in most cultures is 

the mother. Surprisingly, these implicit expressions may also mould the child’s attitudes 

to become highly different and distinct from the parents’. Shockingly, this also applies to 

open-minded parents, whose children have displayed extreme prejudice in experimental 

study conditions. Two key features are at play. First, as noted above, it is the parents’ 

implicit attitudes that mean more over the explicit actions, such as behaving politely in 

the presence of the target of one’s prejudiced attitudes. Second, the child’s identification 

with their parent is crucial. If the child identifies strongly with the parent, wanting to 

spend time together and wanting to “grow up like mum and dad”, it is likely the child will 

acquire the parents’ set of attitudes, whether prejudiced or open-minded. However, if the 

child identifies less with the parent, they are likely to adopt a view opposite to or 

distinctively different from the parents’. (Brown 2010, 134-135.) In the case of the Korean 

																																																													

5	 For more on these studies, see Brown 2010, chapter 6. 
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youth, they might find it difficult to identify with their parents due to different 

generational experiences, such as their parents’ generation having grown up during a 

period of political dictatorship. 

The content of media is also important. Educational television has been proven to 

provide children with less prejudiced attitudes (Brown 2010, 133). Travel programs and 

documentaries about other countries used in experiments have resulted in less prejudiced, 

but in some cases more stereotypical views. The stereotype effect is due to the often 

simple presentations utilised in such shows. However, it does not make it any less 

remarkable that children studied in such experiments did indeed show much more open-

mindedness and less prejudice when being exposed to shows like this. (Ibid. 135.) 

On top of the effect of the media, the development of discriminatory attitudes 

among children with actual contact with the out-group is different from children without 

such experiences. Greater opportunities for intergroup contact help lessen prejudice in 

children as they are encouraged to form relationships across group borders. (Brown 2010, 

127.) This may have been the case among students who spent at least a year abroad: 

further contact with different groups may have helped them develop less prejudiced 

attitudes if they lived abroad as children. The norms and values of the in-group, or what 

the in-group thinks is appropriate and desirable behaviour, also affects the levels of 

prejudice in children: if the in-group thinks it is appropriate to like the out-group and 

work together with them, the children are less likely to develop prejudiced attitudes 

toward that out-group. (Ibid. 131.) 

It is thus possible to assume that the Korean youth has, to an extent, identified less 

with their parents or caretakers, and have begun to develop attitudes that are not as 

opposed to homosexuality. It is possible that socialisation processes, such as the example 

of peers or teachers, have also affected these attitudes. Finally, it is likely that they have 
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been exposed to much more factual and educational media on other groups of people, 

including sexual minorities, which has resulted in more open-mindedness compared to 

the older generations. However, it would take a much more detailed study and several 

psychological experiments to find out whether this assumption is correct. 

 
4.	2	Korean	values	

 
Many writers use “Korean values” and “Confucian values” as factors when explaining 

features of the Korean culture and society. However, there does not appear to be any 

consecutive research to explain what these “Korean” or “Confucian values” are in a social 

psychological sense. By examining various research on Korean historical developments, 

Korean Buddhism, and the essence of Confucianism it is possible to highlight recurring 

themes that are considered important by Koreans throughout various dynasties and eras. 

After defining values and discussing the various value types, the values typically present 

in societies with different hierarchy and social norms will be examined. Finally, based on 

this discussion, the latter section determines what kind of values are present in South 

Korea, how these values may be seen in the survey responses, and how these values might 

affect changing attitudes. 

First, it is of essence to explain and define the concept of values. Shalom H. 

Schwartz’s theory on basic human values is rather universally recognised in the field of 

social psychology. Schwartz identifies ten motivationally distinct value orientations that 

people in all cultures recognise (Schwartz 2006, 1). Values are defined as follows. 

[Values are] beliefs tied to emotion rather than being objective ideas. 
They are motivational constructs that refer to goals that people strive 
to achieve. Values serve as standards or criteria. The relative 
importance of values characterises people as individuals. (Schwartz 
2006, 1.) 
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While values and attitudes are seen as two distinct concepts, attitudes reflect the 

ways values are expressed. Schwartz names ten values, all of which express broad goals, 

have universal requirements and refer to related concepts. (Schwartz 2006, 5.) The values 

are illustrated in figure 2. The sphere model shows the continuum and similarities between 

values that are located close to each other. 

 

Figure 2. Schwarts 2006, 5-7. 
 

Some of the values may sound similar. For example, the achievement and power 

values are relatively close to each other. However, achievement values emphasise 

demonstrating competence in terms of prevailing cultural standards, thus being related to 

social approval. The power value on the other hand is used by groups to justify a 

hierarchical dimension. Thus, power values are related to achieving and preserving a 

dominant position, whereas achievement values emphasise successful performance. 

Similarly, benevolence and universalism are located next to each other on the model and 

are closely related. Benevolence values refer to preserving the welfare of only the in-

group members. Universalism, on the other hand, refers to the well-being of both the in-

group and the out-group as well as individuals and groups, combining types of concern 

for the welfare of those in the larger society, as well as nature. (Schwartz 2006, 5-7.) 
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According to Helkama, values motivate and direct the way individuals make 

evaluations and behave. Research shows that people who hold certain values are likely to 

seek out experiences or positions that are in accordance with the said values. For example, 

Bardi and Schwartz's research points out that individuals who hold tradition values can 

be predicted to view traditional customs as important, behave according to such customs, 

and behave humbly about or downplay their own achievements. (Helkama 2009, 46.) 

When determining whether values can reliably predict a person’s behaviour one 

must also account for that person’s identification with the group. For example, research 

on Finnish kindergarten teachers who held values related to openness to change, which 

consists of self-direction, stimulation, and hedonism values, were more likely to submit 

proposals regarding change and development in their workplace, but only if they also 

found the job important or identified strongly with the position. (Helkama 2009, 47.) 

Following this, it is possible to assume Korean Christians who strongly identify with their 

religious in-group are more likely to organise anti-gay rallies. Some values correlate more 

with behaviour than others. Tradition values have a strong predictive link to behaviour, 

while security and benevolence values only show weak correlations. Helkama offers a 

few explanations to these findings. Sometimes concepts contained in a value may be too 

abstract to translate into behaviour: for example, national security may be too abstract. 

Acts of benevolence, on the other hand, are often motivated by conformity and 

universalism values instead of the benevolence value itself, as acts of benevolence may 

in fact reflect behaving according to social norms and expectations and caring for the 

welfare of others. (Idib. 48.) 

Such norm-oriented behaviour is most often related to tradition and conformity, as 

the behaviour in question is part of the prevailing social norms. (Helkama 2009, 48-49.) 

Research shows that in cultures where conformity and norm-oriented behaviour is 
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important, individual values have little meaning and predict behaviour poorly. Even so, 

conformity values have consecutively been ranked highly in universal surveys. This is 

most likely because conformity, loyalty, and compassion are important factors to the 

survival of a group or society. (Ibid. 55, 63.) 

It is possible to rate countries and cultures based on their level of individualism and 

hierarchy. In group-oriented cultures, the individual is always seen first as a part of the 

society and a group such as the family. In such cultures, the family often affects personal 

decisions, as opposed to individualistic cultures where the individual can make decisions 

free of the family’s input. Group-oriented cultures hold tradition, conformity, and safety 

values, which are all conservation values. On the other hand, individualistic societies hold 

independence, stimulation, and hedonism values, or the openness to change values. 

(Helkama 2009, 65-66.) 

Hierarchical cultures see hierarchy and lack of equality as natural and acceptable. 

Value types such as power, wealth, and status are important, as is the opposing value type, 

humility. Such societies expect that there are dominant groups and submissive groups in 

any society. In such societies and cultures, it is possible to observe power values and their 

opposite, humility, side by side. (Helkama 2009, 66.) 

What are the “Korean values”? It is possible to identify a recurring pattern where 

education equals success, and success equals prestige to one’s family and betterment of 

one’s parent’s life. Education has for a long time meant social movement, especially since 

the establishment of the civil service examination system (과거, gwageo) in 958 CE. 

Social movement, especially for those who could successfully pass the civil service 

examination meant access to relative wealth, status among one’s community, the 

opportunity to join the yangban literati class, et cetera. Naturally, this meant one could 

repay his parents for their sacrifices during his studies as well as the moral education he 
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received from his parents. (Dong-A Ilbo 2005; Lankov 2007, 175-179, 300-302; Lee, 

Kwang Kyu 1998, 259.) 

Much of the Korean social system is based on the family combined with kinship 

(Kim, Shin Young 2010, 15). This makes family the most important core element of the 

society as a whole. The stability of the society relies largely on the stability and harmony 

of the family. Moreover, the family has influence over the individual’s decisions and 

choices. (Ibid. 15.) Scholars agree that a part of the concept of “Asian values” is the 

family, family ties, and social harmony. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 63, 65; Kong et al 2002 

qtd. in Kim, Shin Young 2010, 63.) Korea is a patrilineal and patriarchal society. This 

development peaked during the latter half of the Joseon dynasty under Korean Neo-

Confucianism, and means that the father is the head of family, thus expected to devote his 

efforts to upholding the harmony of the family. (Lee 2003, De Mente 1998 qtd. in Kim 

Shin Young 2010, 16.) Marriage is a means to support the balance between families and 

thus the society. The importance of marriage in terms of social security is demonstrated 

in the fact that men who choose not to marry or remain single for a long time may be 

subject to suspicion of physical or mental illness. (Kim, Shin Young 2010, 15.) 

As mentioned earlier, hierarchical, group-oriented societies often mean the family 

has the power to affect an individual’s choices. (Helkama 2009, 65-66.) This would 

suggest that the importance of the family and society over the individual means Korean 

values include tradition, conformity, and safety values, or the so-called conservation 

values.  

Koreans think highly of education, and the concept “educational zeal” (교육열, 

gyeoyukyeol) has been used to describe the sacrifices made for and importance placed on 

education. (Seth 2012; Lee, Kwang Kyu 1998, 259.) In the history of Korea, the civil 

service examinations became a means to social mobility and the betterment of one’s status 



	

	 52	

through displaying competence in the field of Confucian morals and script. This could 

lead to wealth and stability for one’s family. (Lee, Kwang Kyu 1998, 262.) This makes it 

possible to assume that status could also allow better chances at marriage. 

These developments lift education into the spotlight. Considering the historical 

meaning of education as a means to family harmony and social movement, as well as the 

contemporary meaning of education, one could classify it as both an achievement value 

and a conservation value. As noted earlier, achievement means personal success through 

demonstrating one’s competence according to social standards (Schwartz 2006, 5-7). In 

the contemporary Korean society, education remains a means to success and wealth. 

Parents continue to make enormous sacrifices to put their children through school, 

including putting aside their personal future welfare and assets (Lee, Kwang Kyu 1998, 

250, 259, 262). It is seen as the key to upward social mobility and maintenance of status, 

and a means to ensure the family prosperity of the future generations. (Ibid. 262.) Thus it 

is possible to claim that education belongs, at least partly, to conservation values. Despite 

appearing as an achievement value, it is rather achievement for the family rather than the 

individual, suggesting it is linked with the conservation values and not self-enhancement 

like achievement and power. 

How can these values explain the way sexual minorities are perceived or the 

changing perceptions between generations? The survey results show that the younger 

generations, mainly those in their 20s and 30s, hold much more open-minded views of 

homosexuality and the LGBT than the older generations; however, the young students 

still value their parents’ opinion as well. Korean gays prefer to lead a double life or give 

up their gay identity entirely in order to keep it a secret from their families. As the 

Koreans’ view of sexuality remains quite conservative, men who do recognise their 

attraction to individuals of the same sex worry their identity might make their family lose 



	

	 53	

face (Kim Shin Young 2010, 16; Lee Min-A 2007A, 2007B). It is not unheard of that the 

father would dismiss the member disturbing the family harmony from home (Kim Shin 

Young 2010, 16). 

Values can undergo change by several means. Considering the changes that the 

Korean society underwent during the Japanese occupation (1910-1945), the Korean War 

(1950-1953), and the modern period, it is likely the economic growth and industrialisation 

have affected the Korean values by re-organising them. The re-organising of values can 

be observed during periods of industrial development and economic growth, which lead 

to increasing individualism, the growing equality and weakening hierarchy (Helkama 

2009, 74, 67-68). A study in eight East Asian and Pacific nations from 1982 to 2002 

showed that hierarchy was weakening in nearly all countries, but the perceived change 

was smaller in countries with slow economic growth compared to those where economic 

growth was fast-paced. (Ibid. 68-69.) 

According to a study by Schwartz and Sagie, economic development and growth 

are directly related to self-direction, stimulation, and hedonism values. In societies 

undergoing such change, a larger portion of the population works in positions other than 

agriculture, and a larger number of youth is enrolled in higher education. Socioeconomic 

development contributes to independent thought and equality, and innovation and change 

become more important on the level of values. Such growth lessens competition over 

scarce resources, allowing people more time to invest in acts of benevolence. Individuals 

enjoy further possibilities to treat themselves, which is reflected in growing importance 

of hedonistic values. The growing number of opportunities and resources contribute to 

the weakening importance of conformity, tradition, and security values. (Helkama 2009, 

69-79). Additionally, this change can be observed across generations and social class. 

(Ibid. 72.) 
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Considering the Korean society and the period of modernisation, such change can 

indeed be observed. Korea’s period of economic growth is a remarkable example. The 

establishment of universal education offered more families across social class the chance 

to educate their children (Seth 2012). According to the Asan Institute, Korea is moving 

toward strengthening its democratic and liberal values, and increasing the attention paid 

to the rights of the individual. (Asan Report 2015.) With industrialisation and the 

economic growth Korea experienced, especially the fast-paced change after the 

declaration of independence, education stressed American, democratic, and rather liberal 

ideals despite being very focused on anti-Communism. The generation older than 50 years 

of age now was brought up and educated in a period during which the homogenous 

Korean identity was threatened by the aftermath of Japanese colonialism and torn apart 

by the Korean War. Furthermore, the values and world view of their parents’ generation 

represented a more traditional set of values, while their own generation was involved both 

in military demonstrations as well as student uprisings. (Seth 2012.) It is likely that the 

changing atmosphere and the effect of their upbringing has contributed to their values as 

well as their attitudes: the kinship system, marriage as a duty, and repaying their parents’ 

sacrifices to provide them with education most likely has shaped a traditional set of values 

with a tendency to lean toward conformity, tradition, and security values. National 

security, especially, is a concept which the Asan report names as an important ideological 

issue, further suggesting the older generation pays much more mind to related discussion 

(Asan Report 2015). 

On the other hand, the younger generation has been shaped by globalisation, the 

results of economic growth such as access to goods, communication, and foreign cultures. 

While traditions such as a form of ancestor worship is still visible and practiced in the 

contemporary Korea, the younger generations have been brought up by families with at 
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least one highly educated, working parent; they have access to higher education, and the 

option to proceed to complete a graduate degree on top of an undergraduate degree (Kim, 

Dawnhee 1998; Lee Kwang Kyu 1998). The importance of family is still stressed and 

parents of this generation are just as likely to make enormous sacrifices to support their 

children and offer them as many options in the future as possible, including putting them 

through various educational academies both at home and abroad (Dong-A Ilbo 2005; Lee 

Kwang Kyu 262; Shin & Nam 2004, 233, 240). However, such experiences are likely to 

have contributed to the liberal, open-minded and tolerant attitudes: their values have 

shifted from being security, tradition, and conformity oriented toward universalism and 

self-direction. As discussed earlier, the younger generation’s progressive ideology and 

inclination toward viewing LGBT issues through the frame of human rights suggests that 

the aforementioned, growth-related reorganisation of values has indeed taken place. 
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5.	Making	and	breaking	anti-gay	attitudes:	examples	

 
This chapter further examines features that have arisen from the survey results as well as 

research on attitude formation and values. Chapter 5. 1 examines laws and politics in 

Korea that deal with LGBT issues. Chapter 5. 2 focuses on general media coverage of 

LGBT issues, and will look into some recent cases of LGBT issues and homosexuality in 

media discourse. The section focuses on three examples. The first is the 2014 and 2015 

Pride Parades in Seoul. Then, the section looks into the Seo Ji Soo scandal, where a female 

singer was accused of sexually abusing and exploiting female homosexuals. Finally, the 

case of the Seoul National University’s student body president coming out as a lesbian 

during her campaign in 2015 will be examined. 

Attitudes and institutions such as heterosexism and homophobia are apparent 

through law and policies, media discourse, and prevailing beliefs as well as religious 

associations. Here, heterosexism is defined as the ideological system that denies, 

denigrates, and stigmatises any non-heterosexual form of behaviour, identity, 

relationships, or community. Homophobia, on the other hand, means any belief system 

which supports negative stereotypes about homosexual people, including justification of 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, the use of offensive language, and any 

system which does not value homosexual lifestyles equally with other lifestyles. The 

negative impact of the two influences the wellbeing of sexual minorities, causing 

psychological distress, social isolation, low self-esteem, guilt, and suicides. (Kim, Shin 

Young 2010, 19-20) The society’s attitudes and institutions may become internalised by 

individuals who associate themselves as members of a sexual minority, which may also 

cause them to develop feelings of self-hatred. (McDougall 1993 qtd. in Kim Shin Young 

2010, 21.)  
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5.	1	Law	and	policies	on	discrimination	

 
Currently, sexual minorities have no legal presence in Korea. This is partly due to the lack 

of laws and policies that would either denounce homosexuality or discrimination based 

on sexual orientation. One of the few legal policies currently in effect is the workplace 

anti-bias policy, aimed at reducing discrimination based on gender and sexuality, ethnic 

background or religion (Lee Min-A 2007B; Patterson & Walcutt 2013). However, several 

reasons for the inefficiency of this policy have been presented. Firstly, it is difficult for 

companies to tackle anti-gay discrimination when the majority of such prejudice and 

hostility stems from the society (Lee Min-A 2007B). Secondly, institutional 

discrimination and unwillingness of businesses to comply with the policy make it difficult 

to lessen and erase discrimination at workplace, not to mention the society. (Patterson & 

Walcutt 2013.) Individuals have experienced being let go multiple times when their sexual 

orientation has been revealed at the workplace (Lee Min-A 2007B). The few 

advancements in sexual minority rights include the court ruling in 2006 to allow a 

transgender person to legally change his or her gender. (Asan Report 2015.) 

In the case of gender regulations issued by the Korean government, many 

businesses have reportedly failed to comply with them. The theory of the typology of 

regulatory noncompliance has been used to explain the case of Korean firms. Firms may 

believe that by not complying with the issued policies and regulations, they will be able 

to increase their profits or gain some advantage over other businesses (Chosun Ilbo 2010; 

Patterson & Walcutt 2013, 3). Others may be less enthusiastic to comply with regulations 

that go against their principles and beliefs. Such businesses may support cultural 

justifications, such as the Confucian moral code or religious associations, to explain why 

sexual minorities for instance are not accepted at the workplace. Naturally another issue 

with noncompliance is the lack of efficient regulatory measures and reinforcement. The 
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Korean government lacks a strict confrontational deterrence, and invests more in 

encouraging voluntary participation in upholding policies. The downside of this approach 

is that firms are often allowed to take advantage of the relaxed monitoring. (Patterson & 

Walcutt 2013, 4.) 

The Korean government has attempted to establish policies in the past, but even 

bills aimed at reinforcing commitment to basic human rights have been met with 

opposition, claiming the policies promoted homosexuality. For example, the anti-

discrimination bill of 2007 was turned down as it originally specified sexual minorities 

as one of its target groups. After being proposed again several times, the bill was finally 

turned down for the last time in 2013 without a vote in the National Assembly. (Asan 

Report 2015, 1-3.) 

The Seoul City Charter of Human Rights came under fire as Seoul mayor Park Won 

Soon expressed in an interview that he supports LGBT rights. A human rights lawyer, 

Park stated he agreed with the rights of homosexuals and hoped Korea would become the 

first Asian nation to legalise same-sex marriage. However, he recognised politicians were 

likely to not make a move on the matter until persuaded by the people. The move was 

risky as Park was also considered a likely candidate for the 2016 presidential elections, 

and Korean politicians are still under pressure by religious groups. His interview led to 

conservative groups accusing Park of supporting homosexuality, and the charter, one of 

Park’s election pledges in 2014 was abandoned. (Asan Report 2015, 1-3; Wall Street 

Journal 2015.) 

Asan Institute argues that growing globalisation may lead to further access to 

information about LGBT, and this in turn may help build a favourable political climate 

for the LGBT movement. The report indicates that LGBT rights may become a major 

issue that divides Koreans ideologically, similar to Korean unification and national 
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security. However, they suggest that politicians will play a major role in whether this will 

be the case. The report shows that many Koreans are disinterested in the topic, and issues 

such as North Korean defectors outranks LGBT rights. This means that politicians are 

more likely to ignore the issue altogether because it fails to grasp the interest of voters. In 

order to become politically relevant, the LGBT community has to find a way to gain 

public interest and empathy, and frame the issue in a universal context of anti-

discrimination. (Asan Report 2015, 10-12.) The Korean youth is becoming more open-

minded toward homosexuality, and Korean values have changed from conformity and 

tradition toward individualism. However, as far as media discourse and presence go, it 

appears the LGBT community may face a hard time gaining the necessary public support. 

 
5.	2	Media	discourse	and	example	cases	

 
As stated previously, media content and educational television can have an effect on 

attitudes. As part of industrial development and economic growth, Koreans today enjoy 

one of the world’s fastest internet connections, allowing access to both domestic and 

foreign content. (PCMag.) While homosexuality is being discussed more in schools and 

the media, so far it has done little to make people’s understanding of homosexuality more 

correct or scientific than before. (Seo Dong Jin 2001, 65.) In fact, it has been argued that 

discussion regarding homosexuality remained in yellow press until some ten years ago 

when actor Hong Seok Cheon came out to the public as gay. (Park, Ji Hoon 2011 qtd. in 

Park & Lee 2013, 6.) 

In the following sections, three media cases will be examined. While the survey 

results offer a rosy future prospect in terms of steadily growing positive attitudes toward 

gays and LGBT issues in Korea, media contents still carry a somewhat different message. 

As the thesis focuses on attitudes toward gay men, the cases provided here may seem 
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irrelevant due to their focus on the LGBT and lesbians. However, they are presented in 

an attempt to draw attention to how the community is represented and portrayed through 

media, the hardships sexual minorities in Korea may face, as well as attitudes presented 

through media discourse. It is important to keep in mind that the same problems as with 

media representation of sexual minorities in other countries apply to Korean media, such 

as but not limited to: underrepresentation, misrepresentation, stereotyping, and 

heteronormativity in media (Park & Lee 2013, 7-8). The following discussion does not 

by any means attempt to resolve these issues or point them out through the examples, but 

their existence and effect on the experiences of and attitudes toward gay Koreans must be 

recognised. 

The publications used for this section were selected based on the existence of both 

a Korean and English language version for the sake of comparison. However, Korean 

language articles were in many cases insufficient and few in numbers. The media cases 

were selected due to being recent events. They were also publicised in both Korean and 

English language web magazines in Korea. 

 
5.	2.	1	Pride	Parade	in	Seoul	&	the	Queer	Culture	Festival	

 
In May 2015, the Korean police barred the local LGBT community from holding the Pride 

Parade in Seoul. The English Korea Herald reported that the Korean Queer Festival 

Organisation Committee member Woo Ji Young was “saddened”, but that the move had 

not come as a surprise. According to Woo, Korean political leaders supported by 

conservative Christian voters do not care about sexual minority rights. The local police 

cited traffic disruptions and possible clashes with opponents as the reason to rejecting the 

application for the permit to hold the event in May. (Korea Herald 2015A.) In late May, 

the organisers reported on their Facebook page that the local police had informed the 
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public about sudden changes to applying for permission for rallies and demonstrations in 

areas planned to be included in the parade on the police department’s homepage. 

According to the organisers, an extreme Christian group had already moved to camp 

outside several stations to file applications, and that local police was accepting 

applications from these groups. However, the anti-gay groups as well as the police 

blocked the event organisers from applying for the necessary permit for the parade. 

(Korea Herald 2015B; BeyondHallyu.) 

However, in June, the Seoul Administrative Court ruled in favour of the LGBT 

activists. The decision was met by protests from anti-gay groups. The court ruling stated 

that banning assemblies should be used “as a last resort” only when they posed a direct 

and clear threat to public order. Looking at the local police’s reason for turning the 

application down in May reveals a rather obvious bias against the LGBT community. The 

activists called the police’s decision politically motivated. According to the constitution, 

a right to peaceful demonstration must be protected. (Korea Herald 2015A.) 

In an attempt to stop the parade from taking place, Christian groups continued to 

book out likely venues for the festival. They also staged another camp-out in front of a 

local police station to block organisers from filing the necessary permit applications. 

Furthermore, anti-gay groups staged protests during the festival. (Korea Herald 2015A, 

2015B.) 

In 2014, Christian activists physically blocked the parade from moving on by lying 

down in the streets. The anti-gay activists cited the Bible and unnecessary social costs 

that would result from fighting AIDs if homosexuality was allowed. (Korea Herald 

2015A.) The Seoul district office revoked the permission for the festival after judging it 
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inappropriate in the aftermath of the Sewol ferry tragedy6. While the reason is more 

understandable considering the scale of the incident and the effects that can still be felt in 

Korea today, the event organisers felt the ban was similarly motivated by pressure from 

Christian groups. Responses to the ruling on the district office website were generally 

negative, suggesting the citizens were looking forward to the event. Local businesses in 

the event area, populated by university students, supported the organisers’ decision to 

hold the event despite the opposition. (Korea Real Time.) 

Interestingly, close to no reports on the incidents in Korean seem to have been 

written. The ones to be found via social networking services are translated from English, 

one of them a photograph collection filed under a column named “Us [as] seen from the 

outside” (밖에서 본 우리, bakkeseo bon uri). The translated summary of the events that 

took place from May to June 2015 is titled “Christians’ arranged marriage to rage: the 

Korean Queer Culture Festival” (기독교인들의 분노에 맞선 ‘한국퀴어문화축제’, 

gidokkyodeureui bunnoe masseon ‘hangug kwieo munhwa chukjae’). It is translated from 

the original title by Forbes, “Gay Pride in Korea Faces Christian Wrath as seen at Rally 

in Seoul”. (KBS; Forbes.) 

The fact that news on these events are mainly in English suggests that foreign 

audiences are more concerned about the issue, and perhaps signals that Korean English 

language press has more freedom to discuss related matters. Considering sources for the 

other examples discussed below are mainly originally foreign also suggests that foreign 

audiences may be quicker to react to sexual minority rights due to personal experience 

																																																													

6	 MV Sewol, en route from Incheon to Jeju Island, capsized and sank on April 16th, 2014. The 

majority of the passengers were secondary school students.	
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from their own cultures, and have less to fear in terms of their identity being revealed to 

others than Korean sexual minorities. 

The pieces related to this example seem to construct an image of the sexual minority 

community as one that opposes the city legal jurisdiction and the power of authority such 

as the police. No media case takes the opposite stand describing the stand-outs staged by 

Christian groups. Rather, the media chooses to represent the LGBT as troublesome to deal 

with to the point where the event is feared to cause traffic and safety problems. The Seoul 

district office referred to the Sewol ferry tragedy and relied on the sympathy of Korean 

citizens, further making the LGBT seem insensitive to such social issues. 

 
5.	2.	2	The	Seo	Ji	Soo	scandal	

 
In early 2015, a female netizen7 wrote on a social media platform that a female singer-

entertainer, 21-year-old Seo Ji Soo, had previously been in a lesbian relationship with the 

author and sexually harassed her and other girls. English websites focusing on Korean 

entertainment news reported in November 2014 that an anonymous netizen claimed Seo 

had spread nude photos of her online. Seo’s agency refuted the claims as rumours, but 

said it would take legal action. The claims resurfaced in September 2015. A Korean 

website, The FACT, arranged to meet one of Seo’s alleged victims. They were given a 

recording from a previous meeting between an agency representative and several victims, 

including online user known by her nickname JisooLuv, who claimed she had been in a 

relationship with Seo. The recording revealed that Seo had told the agency about the 

incidents. Several websites including the FACT revealed messages allegedly written by 

																																																													

7	 “Internet citizen”, or an online user. 
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Seo, telling victims to keep the events a secret, going as far as sexual harassment and 

explicit content. Seo was also blamed of revealing her victims’ sexual identity to others, 

which caused them hardship and suffering at school and work. However, in a later meeting 

with a lawyer, the victims were told to stay silent about the incident, and in the end the 

ex-girlfriend JisooLuv, who had been rather vocal during the events, agreed with the 

agency to not discuss the matter further. Even The FACT was unable to gain more insight 

from her. (The FACT 2015A, 2015B; Allkpop 2015.) 

The entertainment agency told JisooLuv the prosecutor had ruled the claims as 

false, and blamed the victims for spreading rumours. In a final meeting with the lawyer, 

JisooLuv was told she must either agree to stay silent, or pay a 100 million KRW fine8. 

While JisooLuv’s guardian attempted to reason with the agency, she was turned down and 

the agency told her party that JisooLuv had to deal with the damages by herself. (Allkpop 

2015.) Furthermore, The FACT reveals that in a telephone call to Seo’s agency in 

September 2015, they were told the agency had never been in contact with JisooLuv. (The 

FACT 2015A, 2015B.) 

Most Korean news outlets and entertainment websites posted articles regarding the 

issue, however the content of the articles was rather different from English ones. The 

articles continuously call the issue simply malicious rumours and refer to the police 

investigation into the author and other netizens targeting Seo. They end the discussion 

with a notion that Seo would take time off to recover from the mental trauma caused by 

the allegations. (DongA 2015; Newsen 2015.) 

																																																													

8	 Equivalent to approximately 740,000 euros in February 2015. 
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Whether the evidence was indeed fake and the case should be dismissed as rumours 

is irrelevant to this paper. Instead, two things are of interest. First, the Korean news outlets 

appear reluctant to discuss the matter at all. While The FACT made a lengthy series about 

the issue and went as far as interviewing victims for information, in the end the writers 

make it seem like trying to understand the case was meaningless and the events should 

be forgotten. (The FACT 2015C.) Second, if the victims were indeed silenced by the 

agency or by the prosecution, it becomes rather obvious how weak the position of sexual 

minorities is against the law. Writing about the issue online and trying to find some 

closure, JisooLuv explained that she had been forced to reveal her sexual identity to others 

in order to receive help. Furthermore, authorities did not take the issue seriously due to 

multiple fake articles and users posting false testimonials. (Allkpop 2015.) It also sheds 

light to the power of media. By reporting the false testimonials, media outlets could 

effectively make the true stories seem unreliable. On top of this, the lack of objective 

journalism on the entire matter and considering all sides to the story instead of vague 

news articles easily makes the case appear meaningless. The victims’ voices were unheard 

in Korean entertainment news other than The FACT. 

Here, the community is blamed for spreading false rumours of a public figure. The 

FACT’s description of the discussions between the entertainment agency and the online 

user JisooLuv makes it appear like the victim was blamed for possible trauma. Other 

Korean articles, vague in both content and wording, paint the incident as nothing but 

rumours, only bringing up the entertainment agency’s official reports stating they would 

take legal action. 
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5.	2.	3	Korea’s	first	lesbian	student	body	president	

 
On the 5th of November 2015, 23-year-old Kim Bo Mi came out as lesbian during her 

campaign for Seoul National University (SNU) student body president. Kim stated she 

hoped to stand for tolerance and equality on campus, and in her speech expressed her 

wish that on campus, students could freely be who they are. (Newsis 2015.) Her coming 

out, which was later revealed to be a tactical, planned move resulted in the SNU website 

crashing due to high traffic, and multiple comments in support of her actions were left 

both on the university online community as well as on notice boards around campus. 

According to the university’s LGBT community Queer in SNU’s (QIS) notice, the 

announcement was unrelated to their actions or policy, and while the community 

supported Kim, they wished the event be considered nothing out of the ordinary and that 

they would not campaign for her election as a community. (Star News 2015A.) Some 53% 

of the student body participated in voting. Kim’s party, Detail received the support of 

nearly 87%. (Star News 2015B.) Kim thus became the first elected student body president 

who has publicly come out as lesbian. (UPI 2015.) The elections were the first in 18 years 

to have a successful voter turnout. (Useoul 2015.) 

While multiple Korean news outlets followed the story, it seems only foreign-

language outlets such as UPI reported her post-election interview. UPI quotes Kim as 

describing her family is now “coming around” after hearing the news. The publication 

also refers to the Asan Institute poll results, describing the differences between attitudes 

of young and elderly Koreans toward LGBT issues. (UPI 2015.) 

Unlike the cases examined previously, the news about Kim’s campaign and election 

support the hypothesis that Korean youth has a more positive attitude toward 

homosexuality. News about the events were largely neutral, not giving a radical or one-
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sided image of the LGBT community. Furthermore, only 11% voted against Kim. One 

might have expected a firmer stand against her election, especially considering the large 

number of students who participated in the voting. On top of this, her campaign was not 

stopped by the university. Rather, she received not only the support of her peers, but the 

university staff as well as other universities. (Curve 2015.) 

In this case Korean and English language news appear to give a rather similar, 

neutral image of Kim and other sexual minorities. Most quote her campaign speech 

directly, stressing her will to make the campus equal and tolerant toward all students 

regardless of their orientation. Curve Magazine quoted a student from a university other 

than SNU, who stated Kim’s personal life did not matter as long as she handled her 

responsibilities well (Curve 2015). Unfortunately, the SNU community board requires a 

valid student ID to view comments, and thus it was not possible to see what kind of 

messages were left on the board during the campaign. 

Only one English article reports that Kim’s actions lead to a minor controversy. 

Detail’s party pledges were under minute scrutiny, namely the promise to eliminate 

unwarranted solicitors, in this case missionaries and evangelists from campus. Following 

this, Christian groups reportedly spread messages against Kim’s sexual identity and the 

aforementioned reform through social media. Surprisingly, this protest may have 

contributed positively to the voter turnout, as it was said non-religious and non-affiliated 

students began to campaign for Kim’s party as a response. The article speculated it may 

have been out of fear that the opposing party might win the election over the Christian 

students’ rejection of the proposition in question. (Useoul 2015.) The article suggests 

Kim’s sexuality had little to do with the outcome of the vote. However, it it may have 

been the original cause for the Christian students’ protests, rather than the proposition 

against evangelists on campus. 
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It is possible to draw several conclusions regarding the public attitudes toward 

LGBT in Korea and the use of media in representing the community through these three 

examples. First, it is apparent that Korean media is somewhat averse to reporting about 

cases involving the LGBT community in length. This can be seen when comparing the 

more detailed articles by foreign language publications. For example, the English version 

of Korea Herald reported the events revolving around the Queer Culture Festival and 

Pride Parade both in 2014 and 2015, even going as far as quoting the event holder’s social 

media status updates. Similarly, the English JoongAng Daily has published a few of 

articles by Lee Min A on lesbian Koreans’ experiences, but no Korean language 

equivalents are available. There may be several reasons behind this. For example, the 

Korean language publications may feel that discussing the issue might lead to too many 

protests from readers. The papers may also have political and religious affiliations that 

prevent them from freely discussing the matter. 

Second, Korean media often gives LGBT a bad image. This is especially apparent 

through the first two examples. In the case of the Queer Culture Festival, the community 

was made to appear insensitive to social issues such as the Sewol tragedy; as opposing 

the authority by raising questions about the local police work and the motivations behind 

the sudden changes in the bureaucratic measures; and troublesome to public order. 

Similarly, in the case of the singer-entertainer Seo Ji Soo, the possible victims were 

blamed for spreading malicious rumours and made to take the blame with little to no 

investigation into whether their claims were true. 

On the other hand, in the case of the SNU student body president, language used by 

the Korean media was neutral. However, rather than reporting the controversy 

surrounding her party’s pledge and the Christian students’ protests, they chose to 

scandalise her coming out, even ignoring the successful voter turnout. 
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It is also possible to argue that the way Korean media writes about LGBT issues 

does not make any notable difference in terms of changing attitudes. There is little 

educational or scientific content in terms of discussing what homosexuality is or the 

experiences of sexual minorities in Korea. Academic articles and columns are scarce, and 

would seem unlikely to reach the majority of Koreans. Furthermore, in terms of acquiring 

prejudices it is likely that readers of articles related to the aforementioned examples will 

seek to view their own in-group, such as Christians or families suffering in the aftermath 

of the Sewol tragedy, in a more positive light and thus develop a prejudiced view of the 

LGBT out-group. This is in accordance with Seo Dong Jin’s claim that the present 

discussion regarding homosexuality in Korea has done little to change the Koreans’ views 

on homosexuality in general (Seo Dong Jin 2001, 65). 
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6.	Conclusions	

 
Considering the state of South Korean human rights issues in general, such as women’s 

rights, and the inter-Korean tensions, it is not difficult at all to see why little effort has 

been paid to the welfare of sexual minorities. The Confucian ideology still affects the 

family structure. Generally insufficient knowledge, lack of universal terminology, and the 

lack of legal presence of LGBT in Korea have made it difficult for gay men and other 

sexual minorities to gain the understanding of the general population. Their voices are 

muffled by anti-gay protests by groups with institutional ties to political bodies. 

Politicians, both liberal and conservative, naturally wish to appeal to the majority of 

voters, and thus even those willing to support the LGBT often find little to no chance to 

pay attention to sexual minority rights. Furthermore, sexual minorities experience the 

prejudice and discrimination face-to-face in workplace due to the ineffectiveness of the 

few existing policies. 

However, the Korean youth is showing changing attitudes compared to the older 

generations. These changes are taking place amid the shift in values after the economic 

growth, contributing to individualism and universalism over conservation. Their religious 

affiliation still has an effect on their attitudes and the way they discuss the matter at hand. 

This is likely due to group norms and expectations, and the effect of opinion leaders such 

as powerful religious figures. However, it seems likely that the generational gap makes it 

difficult for the youth to identify strongly with their parents’ experiences, which has 

pushed them to acquire attitudes different from those held by older Koreans. 

It is still too early to make finite conclusions on whether the youth will eventually 

bring forth a new era in the lives of Korean sexual minorities. At the moment they still 

seem ready to conform to their parents’ and peers’ wishes, especially in matters related to 
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family and marriage. However, unlike one might expect, the respondents’ age and level 

of education have little to do with their open-mindedness. Whether or not the students 

had experience living abroad for at least a year made possibly the most interesting 

difference, if not the most notable in size. Regardless of religious affiliation or age, those 

who had spent at least 12 months living abroad displayed more open-minded attitudes 

compared to those who had no such experience. This leads to the conclusion that such 

students may have been put to situations where they have voluntarily learned more about 

the out-groups. Media discourse in Korea, on the other hand, remains either neutral or 

negative toward homosexuality, perhaps representing the views of older Koreans as well 

as political affiliations. 

In sum it is possible to say it is likely new generations will display even more open 

attitudes toward homosexuality, as new generations might be even less affected by the 

views of older Koreans and has more access to information sources. It seems to depend a 

lot on how the current youth will express their opinions, and whether the Korean LGBT 

community can gain a more visible presence. 

It would be extremely interesting to focus further on the effect of experiences 

abroad, and whether there is a correlation between the attitudes and the age where a 

respondent has lived abroad, where in the world, and whether they attended school or 

worked in a foreign country. Furthermore, this study is limited to examining the attitudes 

of heterosexual university students. A study on different social groups and environments, 

such as business employees, could be carried out to expand on the findings of this thesis. 

Finally, it would be interesting to study the psychological effects of these attitudes and 

values on sexual minority groups. 

It seems appropriate to end this conclusion with a story from my exchange year. 

After a screening of the documentary-movie Miracle in Jongno Street (종로의 기적, 
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Jongroeui gijeok, 2010), professor Park Ji Hoon had arranged a Q and A session with the 

director, Lee Hyuk Sang, for his class and the Korea University LGBT organisation. From 

the back of the theatre, one of the students put up their hand, and shakily began asking a 

question about whether companies that do reinforce their anti-discrimination policies 

exist in Korea. However, they could not go on, took a pause, and while clutching their 

friend’s hand holding back tears said, “You see, I’m homosexual.” 

To my surprise, the entire class, not only the organisation, simply glanced their way, 

then continued to look toward the director for an answer to the question. None of the 

students treated their classmate any different during the remaining semester. On the 

contrary, it appeared they drew inspiration from the confession, incorporating this 

particular student’s experiences in their end-of-the-semester presentations. 

I feel as if this quiet acceptance is a loud expression of the changing values and 

attitudes of the Korean youth of today. One can only hope such open-mindedness extends 

to the future generations, and goes on to change the situation not only on campus, but 

much of the society as well. 
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Appendix	1.	Thesis	survey	questions	

 

설문조사에 응하기에 앞서 아래의 설명을 찬찬히 읽어주시기 바랍니다. 

본 조사는 대학원 논문을 위해 진행되는 것으로 한국의 대학생, 대학원생, 석/박사 

후 과정을 수료 중인 학생 분들이 남한의 여러 사회관련 문제들에 대해 각각 어떤 

태도를 취하는지에 관해 연구하는 설문조사입니다. 답변해 주신 사항들은 전적으로 

해당 논문만을 위해 이용되며 답변자의 신분은 철저히 익명으로 보장됩니다.  

완성된 논문은 각종 뉴스와 보도 자료에 응답한 시민들의 태도와 비교하여 현 남한 

사회가 어떤 변화를 거치고 있는지 결론을 도출하는데 사용됩니다.  

본 설문은 각기 다른 문항과 질문들로 이루어져 있습니다. 지시사항을 부디 찬찬히 

읽어 주시고, 질문에 최대한 솔직히 답변해 주시기 바랍니다. 모든 문제는 정답이 

정해진 것이 아니니 답변을 작성하는데 있어 너무 부담가지지 않으셔도 됩니다! 

답변자분의 의견을 최대한 정확히 반영하는 것이 본 조사의 목적입니다.  

설문에 응해주신 분들께는 1 만원 상당의 문화상품권에 당첨될 수 있는 추첨에 

참여할 기회가 제공됩니다. 

설문지를 작성하는데 총 소요되는 시간은 약 10 분입니다. 

 

Please read carefully before moving on to the survey. 

This is a graduate thesis survey regarding South Korean undergraduate, graduate, and 

postgraduate students' attitudes toward several different society-related topics. Your answers will 

be used only for this particular thesis research. The survey is completely anonymous. 

The finished thesis will compare the participants' attitudes with news and media articles to 

illustrate the current social changes taking place in South Korea. 

During the survey you will be presented instructions for sets of questions and statements. Please 

read the instructions carefully, and answer the questions honestly. There are no right or wrong 

answers, so don't feel pressured! This survey aims to record your opinions and attitudes. 

Completing the survey takes approximately 10 minutes. 
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Part 1. South Korean politics 

 

[Q1-4:] 다음의 4 가지 질문을 1(매우 그렇다)부터 5(매우 그렇지 않다) 중 자신의 

견해에 가장 근접한 숫자를 체크해주세요. For the following 4 questions, choose the most 

applicable answer 1(agree strongly) to 5(disagree strongly). 

 

Q1. 현 남한 정부는 지금보다 보수적일 필요가 있다. 

Current South Korean domestic politics should be more conservative. 

 

Q2. 현 남한의 국내 정치는 지금보다 양성평등을 도모하는 정책을 마련하는데 더 

노력해야 한다.  

Current South Korean domestic politics needs to focus more on improving equality of women 

and men. 

 

Q3. 현 남한 정부는 남북통일에 지금보다 주력해야 한다. 

Current South Korean domestic politics needs to focus more on Korean unification. 

 

Q4. 현 남한 정부는 정치적 입장을 취함에 있어 교회와 지금보다 거리를 둘 필요가 

있다. Current South Korean domestic politics and the church should be separated further. 

 

[Q5-7:] 다음 2 가지 질문들의 문항(A-D)를 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(무척 드물다)부터 

4(매우 흔하다), 혹은 5(이 문제는 남한에서 일어나거나 존재하지 않는다) 중 자신의 

견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요.  

 

Q5. 아래의 각 문항들이 남한에서 얼마나 흔히 일어난다고 생각하십니까? 

How common do you think the following are in South Korea? 
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a. 인종차별 (선입견, 편견, 차별, 혹은 자신이 속한 인종이 상대방의 인종보다 

우월하다고 믿는데서 근원하는 적개심 등. prejudice, discrimination, or antagonism 

directed against someone of a different race based on the belief that one's own race is superior.) 

 

b. 성차별 sexism (선입견, 편견, 고정관념, 차별적인 언행이나 단지 생물학적으로 

여성이라는 이유만으로 불리하게 적용되는 법안 등 prejudice, stereotyping, or 

discriminative actions or laws typically against women, on the basis of biological sex.) 

 

c. 호모포비아 (동성애혐오증) homophobia (동성애자에 대한 반감, 선입견, 편견, 

차별적인 언행이나 법안 등 dislike of, prejudice, or discriminative actions or laws against 

homosexuals.) 

 

d. 반유대주의 anti-Semitism ("무슬림(이슬람)혐오증“, 반감, 선입견, 편견, 특히 

정치적으로 이슬람이나 무슬림을 차별하는 언행이나 법안들 ”islamophobia", dislike of, 

prejudice, or discriminative actions or laws against Islam or Muslims, especially as a political 

force.) 

 

Q6. 다음 문항들이 남한에서 얼마나 심각한 문제라고 생각하십니까? 

How serious(strong) do you think the following are in South Korea? 

 

a. 인종차별 racism 

b. 성차별 sexism  

c. 호모포비아 (동성애혐오증) homophobia  

d. 반유대주의 anti-Semitism 
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Part 2. Family and marriage 

 

[Q7-9:] 아래 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(동의한다)부터 3(반대한다) 중 자신의 

견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 3 questions, choose the most 

applicable answer 1(agree) to 3 (disagree). 

 

Q.7 남한에서는 결혼하지 않아도 상관없다. 

It is okay to not get married at all. 

 

Q.8 남한에서는 결혼하지 않은 상태에서 아이를 가져도 괜찮다. 

It is okay to have a child out of wedlock. 

 

Q.9 나는 배우자를 찾는데 있어 부모님의 의사를 존중하겠다. 

I would respect my parents' decision were they to find me a wife/husband.  

 

[Q10-12:] 아래 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(매우 반대한다)부터 5(매우 동의한다) 

중 자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 4 questions, 

choose the most applicable answer 1(disagree strongly) to 5(agree strongly). 

 

Q.10 미혼모/미혼부의 가족들은 정부의 지원을 지금보다 더 받을 필요가 있다. 

Single parent families need more governmental support. 

 

Q.11 한국의 젊은이들은 지금보다 부모님/조부모님을 더 존중할 필요가 있다. 

Young Koreans should respect their parents/grandparents more. 

 

Q.12 내 생각에 맞선(중매결혼)은 현대 사회에 맞지 않는 것 같다. 

I think arranged marriage is too conservative in a (liberal) modern society. 
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Part 3. Gender 

 

[Q13-17:] 아래 8 가지 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(매우 동의한다)부터 5(매우 

반대한다) 중 자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 8 

questions, choose the most applicable answer 1(agree strongly) to 5(disagree strongly). 

 

Q13. 남성이 여성보다 지적으로 우월하다. 

Men are more intellectually competent than women. 

 

Q14. 동성애자들은 의도적으로 자신에게 이목을 집중시키려는 경향이 있다. 

Homosexuals purposefully try to attract more attention to themselves. 

 

Q15. 이성애자들이 동성애자보다 더 도덕적이다. 

Heterosexual people are morally better than homosexual people. 

 

Q16. 한국의 공립학교는 동성애가 무엇인지에 관해 아이들에게 교육해야 한다. 

Korean public schools should teach children what is homosexuality. 

 

Q17. 동성애자들은 자신들에 대한 선입견에 스스로를 끼워 맞추기 위해 (일부러) 

과시적으로 행동한다. 

Homosexuals behave flamboyantly as a response to the prejudices held against them. 

 

[Q18-21:] 아래 4 가지 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(동의한다)부터 3(반대한다) 중 

자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 4 questions, choose 

the most applicable answer 1(agree) to 3 (disagree). 

 

Q18. 에이즈는 동성애를 벌하기 위해 생겨났다. 

AIDS came into being to punish the homosexual lifestyle. 
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Q19. 동성애는 개인의 선택이다. 

Homosexuality is a choice. 

 

Q20. 남녀가 공공장소에서 키스하는 것은 괜찮다. 

It is okay for a woman and a man to kiss in public. 

 

Q21. 남자끼리 공공장소에서 키스하는 것은 괜찮다. 

It is okay for two men to kiss in public. 

 

Part 4. People and cultures 

 

[Q22-25:] 아래 4 가지 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(매우 반대한다)부터 5(매우 

동의한다) 중 자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 4 

questions, choose the most applicable answer 1(disagree strongly) to 5(agree strongly). 

 

Q22. 취업을 하는 경우 제출한 모든 서류의 스펙이 동일하다면, 소수 민족 집단이 

한국인보다 우선적으로 선발되어야 한다. 

Ethnic minorities should have advantages over native Koreans when applying for jobs when all 

other qualifications are equal. 

 

Q23. 외국인은 한국인보다 더 많이 범죄를 저지른다. 

Foreigners commit crimes more often than Koreans. 

 

Q24. 남한의 대학교들은 다른 민족의 국가에 거주하는 소수 민족 집단에 대해 배울 

수 있는 충분한 기회를 제공한다. 

South Korean universities offer sufficient opportunities to learn about ethnic minorities. 

 

Q25. 남한의 대학교들은 외국인을 만날 수 있는 기회를 충분히 제공한다. South 

Korean universities offer sufficient opportunities to meet foreigners. 
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[Q26-27:] 아래 2 가지 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(동의한다)부터 3(반대한다) 중 

자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 2 questions, choose 

the most applicable answer 1(agree) to 3 (disagree). 

 

Q26. 나는 나와 다른 인종(민족) 출신/국적을 보유한 사람과 진지하게 결혼을 

고려해 볼 생각이 있다. 

I would seriously consider marrying someone of a different ethnic background/nationality than 

myself. 

 

Q27. 나는 다른 나라에서 일하기 위해 해외에서 거주하는 것을 진지하게 고려해 볼 

의향이 있다. 

I would seriously consider moving to a different country for work. 

 

[Q28:] 다음 질문의 경우 문항 (A, B, C, D) 중 한 문항만 체크해 주시기 바랍니다. 

For the next question, please choose only one (A, B, C, D) in each group. 

 

Q28. 다음 1-4 집단에 속하는 사람들 중 내가 가장 함께 일하고 싶은 사람은 

누구입니까? In each of the following groups 1-4, which person would you most want to work 

with? 

 

1.A. 아프리카계 미국인 (흑인) African American (black) 

B. 히스패닉 (스페인이나 라틴계) Hispanic (person of Spanish or Latin descent) 

C. 아시아계 미국인 Asian American 

D. 백인 Caucasian (white) 

 

2.A. 기독교인 Christian 

B. 무슬림(이슬람교도) Islam 

C. 무신론자 Atheist 
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D. 불교도 Buddhist 

 

3.A. 여성 Female 

B. 남성 Male 

 

Part 5. Religion 

 

[Q29-31:] 아래 3 가지 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(매우 반대한다)부터 5(매우 

동의한다) 중 자신의 견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following 3 

questions, choose the most applicable answer 1(disagree strongly) to 5(agree strongly). 

 

Q29. 무신론자들은 매우 자기중심적이다. Atheists are very self-centered. 

 

Q30. 기독교신자들은 타 종교에 매우 관용적이지 못하다. 

Christians are very intolerant toward other religious groups. 

 

Q31. 조선말기에 일어난 천주교 박해는 당시 시대 정황을 감안했을 때 정당화 될 

수 있다. 

The persecution of Christians during the late Joseon period was justified considering the 

circumstances of the time. 

 

[Q32-34:] 아래 질문들을 숫자로 매겼을 때 1(동의한다)부터 3(반대한다) 중 자신의 

견해에 가장 근접한 하나를 체크해 주세요. For the following questions, choose the most 

applicable answer 1(agree) to 3 (disagree). 

 

Q32. 나는 나와 다른 종교를 믿는 사람과 진지하게 결혼을 고려해 볼 생각이 있다. 

I would seriously consider marrying someone of a different religion than myself. 
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Q33. 남한의 대학교들은 기독교 이외의 다른 종교에 대해 배울 수 있는 기회를 

충분히 제공한다. 

South Korean universities offer sufficient education on religions other than Christianity. 

 

Q34. 남한에 거주하는 외국인이 사회에 보다 더 잘 적응하기 위해서는 한인교회에 

다닐 필요가 있다. 

For foreigners to better integrate into the South Korean society, they should attend church with 

Koreans. 

 

Part 6. Demography 

 

마지막으로, 저희가 연구하는 쟁점들에 대해 서로 다른 집단에 속하는 사람들이 

얼마나 상이한 태도를 취하는지 조사하기 위해 설문자분에 대해 조금 

알고자합니다. 제공해 주신 정보는 연구목적 이외에는 일절 사용되지 않습니다. 

Finally, we would like to know just a little about you, so we can see how different types of people 

feel about the issues we have been examining. This information will not be used to identify you 

as an individual. 

 

1. 본인의 연령대를 적어 주세요. (한국나이) Please choose your age range. (Korean age) 

 

2. 본인의 현 학력사항을 체크해 주세요. (현재 재학 중인 학교) Please choose your 

current educational level. 

학부생 (대학생) undergraduate 

대학원생 (석사) graduate 

대학원생 (박사) postgraduate 

 

3. 현재 학년을 체크해 주세요. (예. 석사 1 년차의 경우 “1 년차” 선택) Please choose 

your current school year in your educational level (e.g. 1st year of graduate school) 

1 년차 1st year 
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2 년차 2nd year 

3 년차 3rd year 

4 년차 4th year 

5 년 혹은 그 이상 5th or more 

6. 갭이어/해당없음 gap year or does not apply 

 

4. 분인의 현 학과를 입력하세요. Please write down your current major. 

 

5. 본인이 속한 종교를 체크해 주세요. Please choose your religious association. 

1.기독교 Christian 

2.천주교(가톨릭) Catholic 

3.불교 Buddhist 

4.무신론자 혹은 종교 없음 Atheist or no formal religion 

5.기타 Other 

 

6. 남한이 아닌 다른 국가에서 4 개월 이상 거주한 경험이 있습니까? 

Have you ever resided in a country other than South Korea for more than 4 months? 

예/아니요 yes/no 

 

7. 남한이 아닌 다른 국가에서 12 개월(1 년) 이상 거주한 경험이 있습니까? 

Have you ever resided in a country other than South Korea for more than 12 months? 

예/아니요 yes/no 

 

8. 본인이 성소수자라고 생각하십니까? 

Do you associate yourself with a sexual minority group? 

예/아니요 yes/no 
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9. 본인이 소수민족 집단에 속하거나 혹은 다문화가정의 자녀입니까? 

Do you associate yourself with an ethnic minority group or are you a member of an international 

family(다문화가정)? 

예/아니요 yes/no 

 

10. 분인의 성별을 체크해 주세요. Please choose your biological sex. 

1.여성 Female 

2.남성 Male 

3.비밀이다 Secret 
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Appendix	2.	Figures	and	images	

 

 

Figure 1. Adapted from Kim, Shin Young 2010, 44. 

 

 

Figure 1. Original image from Kim, Shin Young 2010, 44. 
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Figure 2. Schwarts 2006, 5-7.  


