Ewha International Summer School 2026
Contemporary Issues in Korean Culture: The Inverted "K"  
Instructor: JungBong Choi 
Class Meeting: M~Th 12:30-3:00pm
Venue: TBA 
Office Hours: TH 3:10-4:30pm   
Email: jbchoi2@gmail.edu

Course Overview
This course invites students to look beneath the shimmering surface of the global “K” phenomenon to examine the complex—and often paradoxical—realities of contemporary South Korea. While many are drawn to this field through an appreciation for the aesthetic precision of K-pop, the emotional intensity of K-dramas, or the stylized appeal of K-beauty, the course argues that a meaningful understanding of Korean culture requires confronting its darker underside.
Moving beyond celebratory narratives of national branding, we investigate the structural pressures and social costs that sustain them: the grueling labor embedded in the idol system, the inequalities reflected in K-cinema, and the high-velocity “speed society” that drives both innovation and burnout. By engaging with issues such as demographic decline, gender antagonism, and value fragmentation amid material abundance, students will shift from passive consumers of cultural products to critical interpreters of a society.
The course ultimately aims to map the Korean cultural landscape in its full tension—where the brilliance of the “K” brand is understood alongside the lived anxieties and systemic crises it often obscures.
Methods & Class Structure
This course adopts an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on sociology, media studies, and anthropology to examine contemporary Korean culture beyond its visible cultural exports. Rather than focusing on K-pop or other popular media as objects of appreciation, the course treats them as entry points into deeper analysis of the social, economic, and institutional conditions that surround them.
Structured as an analytical workshop, the class centers on critical discussion, debate, and student-led presentations that interrogate the underlying dynamics of the “K” phenomenon—its labor regimes, developmental pressures, and internal contradictions. These formats are designed to move students away from surface-level consumption toward sustained, critical interpretation. The instructor facilitates this process by introducing conceptual frameworks, posing guiding questions, and challenging taken-for-granted assumptions.
By the end of the semester, students will be able to analyze Korean cultural production in relation to its broader structural context, developing a nuanced understanding of the tensions and crises that underpin its global visibility.
Evaluation
This course departs from traditional testing, focusing instead on the consistency and depth of intellectual engagement. Final grades are determined by the following components:
1) Active Participation (20%)
Evaluated by the quality, frequency, and analytical depth of contributions to class discussions. Students are expected to actively challenge both the material and their peers’ assumptions.
2) Research Preparedness (20%)
Assessed by the ability to ground discussion in specific data, case studies, and assigned readings. This component measures the transition from “fan-based opinion” to “evidence-based analysis.”
3) Collaborative Leadership (20%)
Evaluates how effectively students facilitate and advance small-group discussions, including initiative, synthesis of diverse viewpoints, and the quality of peer engagement.
4) Critical Presentations (40%)
Depending on enrollment, students will be responsible for two presentations (20% each), topics of which are listed below on page 4. Each presentation consists of: a) Slide-based oral presentation (10–15 min) and b) Follow-up AV segment (5–10 min curated documentary or media case study). The AV segment must be directly related to the presentation topic and serve as the primary catalyst for the subsequent class debate and analysis.
	1)
	2)
	3)
	4)
	Total

	20%
	20%
	20%
	40% 
	100%


Proposed Schedule
	
	Subject
	Key Question

	S 1 
6/29
	Intro
	Course Overview: 
Beyond and behind the Korean Wave

	S 2
6/30
	“The K” issue
	What does the “K” stand for?
Can culture be defined by nationality?

	S 3
7/1
	K-democracy
	How has the trajectory of K-democracy affected contemporary Korea culture?

	S 4
7/2
	K-Speed
	Consequences of 
‘Compressed Modernity’: loss and gain 

	S 5
7/6
	K-J-C-U Nexus
	K’s Love and Hate of 
Japan, China, and the U.S.

	S 6
7/7
	“Hell-Chosun”
	1) “K”ompetition hell: cram school, college entrance, and job market, 2) Bullying and suicide, 3) Housing & debt issues, 4) YOLO/Carpe Diem, 5) “Betting” life

	S7
7/8
	K-idols
	1) distinctive features and controversies 2) dominant values/ideologies, 3) celeb vs fandom power

	S 8
7/9
	K-Gender burning1
	1) Domestic and care labor 2) Gender pay gap 3) Feminism shunned 4) LGBTQ+ under attack

	S 9
7/13
	K-Beauty Unraveled 
	1)  How has Korea become a mecca of plastic surgery? 2) Capitalizing beauty or self-satisfaction? 3) Lookism, Body exhibitionism, and SNS 

	S10
7/14
	K-Gender burning2
	1) 4B movement, 2) Sexual Crime, 3) Incels and misogyny/misandry 

	S11
7/15
	Lonely K 
	1) Single life: a new normal? 2) Loneliness and entertainment 3) Godoksa? 4) Pets, AI, and non-human substitutes, 5) misanthropy

	S12
7/16
	Bipolar K 
	1) Seoul vs. the Rest, 2) The right vs. the left, 3) The old vs. the young, 4) Gangnam vs. Gangbuk, 

	S13
7/20
	Shrinking K
	1)Fertility rate and population crisis 2) local extinctions 3) no medical services 4) outsourcing brides and reluctant multiculturalism

	S14
7/21
	K-Racism 
	1) Western-centrism and privileged "white expats", 2) "Asiatic" racism, 3) Migrant workers, 4) Chinese diaspora, 5) Politico-cultural Sinophobia

	S15
7/22
	Review



Research Presentation Themes
S4: K-Speed: compressed modernity discourse, “빨리빨리” mode, trend change, burnout, stance toward past and tradition 
S5: K-J-C-U Nexus: Cultural ownership/borrowing, Hybridity, Soft power, Cultural rivalry over food, language, clothing, and history  
S6: “K”ompetition: Neoliberalism, Hell-Choson, Hagwon, Suicide rate, Misanthropy, SKY, Medical School syndromes
S7: Formulaic K: Herd mentality, 남 more than 나, 10million movies, mainstreaming effect  
S9: Hardware vs. Software: Relative poverty in value, morality and happiness 
S10: K-Apartment Life: History, Scale, Standard Family, Conformity, Efficiency, and Class consciousness
S11: K-Elderly: Godoksa (dying alone), Poverty, Cultural Clash, Spatial Divide 
S12: K-Rightwing: Ideology, Christians, Military connection 
S13: K-Demographics: Aging, Low fertility, Seoul vs. the rest, Local extinction, Pets  
S14: K-Racism: Migrant workers, Caucasian Premium, English, the US’s crony, Southeast Asian 
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