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Abstract

This qualitative study investigates how the multicultural family is represented 
and how multiculturalism is practiced in the Korean media. In order to identify the 
government’s assumptions regarding multiculturalism, this study investigates two cases 
of government-sponsored Public Service Advertisements (PSAs) about multiculturalism. 
Since PSAs are mainly designed to deliver and educate a certain message to the 
general public for the purpose of changing public opinion and raising awareness of 
social issues, they are a form of informal curricular texts. Because PSAs are composed 
of meaningful themes, symbols, images, narrations, and subtitles in a highly concise 
manner, analyzing PSAs with qualitative text analysis is ideal for verifying and 
demonstrating the rigor of qualitative study. Critical multiculturalist lenses are used 
in the analytical process, with careful attention paid to every detailed element of the 
two advertisements throughout the processes. Analysis of each case is divided into 
two parts: description of the advertisement and text analysis. Precise descriptions of 
the advertisement are provided explicitly so that readers may check the validity of 
the critical analysis. In doing so, this study transparently provides the processes and 
results of analysis with detailed critiques of PSAs. The study concludes with implications 
for current practices and discusses future directions for improving PSA practice.
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Introduction

With a rapid growth in foreign-born population since 1990s, Korean society has 
been transformed from an ethnically homogeneous society to a multi-ethnic or 
multicultural society, in which members from diverse ethnic and national backgrounds 
live together. In particular, international marriages between Korean men and foreign- 
born women have drastically increased, Accounting for 69% of all international 
marriages in 2013 (Korea National Statistical Office [KNSO], 2015). The influx of 
foreign wives not only changed patterns of international marriages in Korea, which 
had been predominantly composed of Korean women and foreign men, but also laid 
groundwork for Korean society beginning to rethink its pervasive conception of 
ethnic nationalism. Moreover, those international marriages created a new term 
called “multicultural family,”1) which is a symbolic rhetoric used by the Korean 
government as a part of its strategies to deal with social integration of foreign wives 
and their families.

Due to the demographic changes, public uneasiness has been escalating that 
Korean society rapidly transforms into an ethnically diverse society undermining 
ethnic unity. In response to these issues, the Korean government launched various 
migration policies regulating the flow of migrants. Also, academic disciplines began 
public discussion in earnest on multiculturalism discourse in Korea. Since the early 
2000s, the Korean government has been promoting multicultural paradigm by 
replacing deep-rooted ethnic nationalism. However, Korean multiculturalism departs 
from multicultural ideology that highlights the ‘official recognition of ethnic and 
cultural diversity’ (Kymlicka & Norman, 2000) and often mixed with the assimilation 
model in public (J. S. Kim, 2011; Yoon, 2008). In particular, the Korean government 
has been launching nationwide campaigns using diverse types of mass media to 
promote social integration of multicultural families and to increase awareness of 
Koreans on multiculturalism.

This qualitative study aims to investigate how the Korean government conceptualizes 
multiculturalism and the multicultural family and how multiculturalism is practiced 
in the Korean media. In order to identify the government’s assumptions regarding 
multiculturalism, this study analyzes two cases of government-sponsored Public Service 
Advertisements (PSAs) about multiculturalism. Since PSAs are mainly designed to 
deliver a specific educational message to the general public for the purpose of changing 
public opinion and raising awareness of social issues, they are a form of informal 
curricular texts. Because PSAs are composed of meaningful themes, symbols, images, 
narrations, and subtitles in a highly concise manner, analyzing PSA with qualitative 
text analysis is ideal for verifying and demonstrating the rigor of qualitative study. 
In doing so, this study highlights current PSA practices and suggests future, practical 
directions to improve PSAs.
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Literature review

Theoretical framework

A brief overview of five paradigms of multiculturalism will facilitate understanding 
of its varied and contested definitions. Classification of five types of multiculturalism 
is derived from Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997). Using their framework, I integrate other 
scholars’ arguments into these five paradigms (Banks, 1993, 1995; Castagno, 2009; 
Gibson, 1976; Gorski, 2009; Jenks, Lee, & Kanpol, 2001; King, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 
2003; McLaren, 1994; Nieto, 1994; Sleeter & Grant, 1987, 2003).

Conservative multiculturalism (monoculturalism, assimilation)

The underlying assumption of conservative multiculturalism is that the objective 
is “to assimilate culturally different minority groups into the mainstream culture” 
(Jenks et al., 2001, p. 91). Conservative multiculturalism assumes that minority students 
are culturally deficient due to their family culture and background (Castagno, 2009). 
Another conservative multicultural argument is that being equipped with the skills, 
culture, language, norms, and values of the mainstream society is in minority 
students’ best interests (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997). Thus, in this view, assimilating 
all of the ‘other’ students into mainstream culture is preferred and desired, while 
differences are viewed as a threat to social order and cohesion (Sleeter & Grant, 
2003). This approach marginalizes the lived experiences of minority groups without 
conceding the privilege that the mainstreams possess; furthermore, it offers no 
analysis of power or institutionalized racism (Ladson-Billings, 2003).

Liberal multiculturalism

Liberal multiculturalism emphasizes the “intellectual sameness among the races
... or the rationality imminent in all races that permits them to compete equally in 
a capitalist society” (McLaren, 1994, p. 51). From this perspective, differences are not 
deficiencies but rather objects to be tolerated and accepted. This approach aims to 
improve equal opportunities and intergroup relations by reducing stereotyping and 
by promoting cooperative learning (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997). In designing curricula 
using this approach, subjugate knowledge and stories of minority groups are 
included in certain textbooks without disturbing the main idea of the curricular texts 
(Ladson-Billings, 2003). Critics of this approach argue that it tends to oversimplify 
cultural diversity and individual uniqueness while giving insufficient consideration 
to power relations, control issues, and official knowledge, which are the roots of 
discriminatory and unjust societal practices (Sleeter & Grant, 2003).
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Pluralist multiculturalism

Pluralist multiculturalism and liberal multiculturalism share many features in 
common (Jenks et al., 2001; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997). Although the distinction 
between these two approaches is often very small, pluralist multiculturalism 
maintains a focus on difference, as opposed to liberal multiculturalism’s focus on 
sameness (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997). Because differences are valuable, from this 
perspective, this approach encourages the respect and persistence of subcultures. In 
addition, schools taking this approach will display an increased representation of 
diversity. For example, multicultural content would be represented in almost all 
school curricular texts, tracking, and ability grouping would be reduced or 
eliminated, and schools would be provided with a diverse teaching workforce 
(Sleeter & Grant, 2003). Like liberal multiculturalism, pluralist multiculturalism often 
fails to problematize whiteness, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, or race. Critics of 
this approach argue that paying insufficient attention to power relations and 
structural inequalities only encourages diversity for the sake of diversity itself, 
leaving the status quo unchallenged (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997; McLaren, 1994).

Left-liberal (essentialist) multiculturalism

Left-liberal, or essentialist, multiculturalism views groups’ identities as comprising 
‘in essence’ unique and unchanging core elements that are free from historical 
conditions, social structures, or power dynamics. McLaren (1994) argues that this 
approach “tends to eroticize ‘otherness’ in a nativistic position that locates difference 
in a primeval past of cultural authenticity” (p. 51). From this perspective, identities 
are shaped around a specific set of characteristics; races, ethnic groups, genders, and 
sexual orientations are thought to have essential properties that distinguish one 
group from another. Although such essential properties play a significant role in 
forming identities, focusing on these as determinative fails to acknowledge the 
dynamic, complex, and fluid nature of identity formation process (Kincheloe & 
Steinberg, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2003). In the essentialist approach, curricular 
transformation involves replacing traditional stereotypes with truth claims established 
from the location of a particular group (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997).

Critical multiculturalism

Critical multiculturalism transcends all of the above approaches, arguing that the 
other approaches bring only superficial change. Critical multiculturalists are concerned 
with “naming and actively challenging racism and other forms of injustice” (Berlak & 
Moyenda, 2001, p. 92). This approach denies that celebrating difference reduces prejudice; 
it acknowledges that identities are complex and diverse while recognizing ethnicity 
and culture as important sources of identity formation. It recognizes the intersectionality 
of ethnicity, race, gender, class, sexuality, disability, and other forms of oppression 
established by totalizing discourses (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2003; 
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McLaren, 1994; Sleeter & Grant, 2003). Critical multiculturalism seeks to increase 
awareness of power, privilege, and oppression; it facilitates questioning of the status 
quo and social structures; and it encourages students to make decisions about social 
issues and take actions to address them (Castagno, 2009).

The above typology comprises five paradigms of multiculturalism, ranging from 
conservative to critical multiculturalism. However, some theorists group liberal and 
pluralist multiculturalists together because of their overlapping features (Na, 2010).

Multiculturalism and policy approaches in Korea

In 2006, when the Korean government announced ‘Policy Plan to Support Social 
Integration of Marriage Migrants Families,’ the government first used a word so 
called ‘multi-cultural family’ as an official term to define families consisting of 
Korean and foreign-born spouses and their children (J. S. Kim, 2011). Although The 
Korean government proclaimed the new era of multiculturalism by providing an array 
of national campaigns and services for multicultural families, actual multicultural 
policies in Korea are more aligned with the assimilation of foreign wives into Korean 
culture, and maintain Korean ethnic superiority and patriarchy (Cha, Lee, & Park, 
2016; Yoon, 2008). A group of Korean scholars criticize Korean multiculturalism as 
a political rhetoric rather than a constructive concept for transforming society 
because it does not represent the meaning of ‘recognizing and promoting mutual 
understanding of cultural difference’ which is often (Han, 2007; H. M. Kim, 2007; 
Yoon, 2008).

Another feature of Korean multicultural policies is that the Korean society 
promoted international marriages between Korean men and foreign wives through 
an open-door policy, while it restricted immigration and permanent settlement of 
low-skilled migrant workers through a close-door policy (H. K. Lee, 2008; Lim, 2010). 
In other words, such multicultural policy mainly focuses on foreign spouses and 
their families as a key target of national services and programs for social integration 
while it excludes other migrant population. In particular, migrant workers had 
migrated into Korea before those foreign spouses and account the largest percentage 
of the total foreign population in Korea (Ahn, 2012; Cha et al., 2016). Regarding this 
matter, H. M. Kim (2007) contends that the Korean government sought to facilitate 
foreign wives’ social integration because these women would be mobilized as resource 
to solve the various family crises and care-work burdens and most importantly, to 
maintain the family bloodlines (Lim, 2010).

In order to propagate multiculturalism and promote social integration in Korea, 
the government used mass media which has been playing a key role in articulating 
Korean multiculturalism and shaping ideal images of migrant groups in Korea. 
Previous research has focused on examining how various mass media, such as news, 
TV advertising and TV programs, construct the meaning of multiculturalism and 
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stereotypical images of foreign wives and multicultural families in Korea (Ahn, 2012; 
Cha et al., 2016; Jung & Choi, 2015; H. E. Lee, You, & Ahn, 2007). However, little 
research has paid attention to identify how government-sponsored PSA generates 
multicultural discourse and construct images of multicultural families in Korea. 
Moreover, there has been lack of research analyzing theoretical framework of 
multiculturalism and identifying how such frameworks are practiced in Korean mass 
media. Therefore, this study is significant in that it utilizes five paradigms of 
multiculturalism as a theoretical framework to identify contents of Korean government- 
led multiculturalism and to examine how it is practiced in government-sponsored PSA.

Sampling

In an internet search, this study found eleven public service advertisements 
(PSA) on multiculturalism dating from between 2008 and 2013: five of them were 
sponsored by Korean governmental institutions and six by private enterprises. Of the 
five governmental PSAs, three were sponsored jointly by the Ministry of Gender 
Equity and Family (MGEF) and either the Korean Lottery Commission, under the 
Ministry of Strategy and Finance, or the Presidential Council on National Branding. 
The Kyounggi Province Council and the Korea Broadcast Advertising Corporation 
each sponsored one of the other two.

As the primary government office for matters of multiculturalism in Korea, the 
MGEF is the most active in the production of PSAs on multiculturalism, which 
account for up to 27 percent of all PSAs. PSAs are omnipresent in Korea: they are 
not only broadcast on TV but also played at movie theaters before features and even 
through huge outdoor, digital billboards. This is why the MGEF advertisements were 
selected for analysis in this study. Because of space limitations, this study examines 
only two PSAs in order “to deepen understanding and inform decision making” 
(Patton, 2015, p. 18).2)

The process of text analysis

Each of the PSA video clips was watched multiple times. The process of text 
analysis may be summarized into six steps:

1. Develop a description of the advertisement (similar to the description of 
observation data in qualitative research).

2. Document interesting points, particular aspects, and things to consider, and 
combine with the description from Step 1. The transcribed document is a 
collection of filed notes, observation data, analytical notes, and memos in 
qualitative study.
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3. Apply a “typology of multiculturalism” to identify meanings, themes, main 
messages, and categories for analysis. At the same time, repeatedly reread the 
transcribed document while revisiting the PSA clips (so that the transcribed 
document is continuously revised).

4. Go back and forth between the video clips and the transcribed document to 
identify new categories for analysis and check the validity of already-identified 
categories.

5. Organize categories for analysis in the time order of scenes in the advertisement, 
ensuring comprehensive analysis.

6. Reorganize the results of text analysis around several major themes, merging 
related categories into bigger themes and effectively summarizing the results.

This process involved repeated switching between induction and deduction (Elo 
& Kyngas, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). For example, analyzing the text of the 
advertisements using a typology of multiculturalism is deductive, while identifying 
meanings, themes, main messages, patterns, and categories for analysis from the text 
is inductive. Then, applying a typology of multiculturalism to examine the validity 
of those identified meanings, themes, main messages, patterns, and categories for 
analysis is deductive. Throughout the process, critical multiculturalist lenses are used 
in the analytical process, with careful attention paid to every detailed element of the 
two advertisements.3)

Organization of results and validity of study

The analysis of each PSA is divided into two parts: (a) a description of the 
advertisement, and (b) text analysis. Detailed descriptions of both PSAs are provided 
with the intention of enabling readers to check their validity, which has been 
occasionally criticized as a problem of qualitative research. That is to say, this study 
transparently bridges the gap between the PSA texts and results of text analysis. In 
endnotes, I also provide Internet links to these ads for that purpose.

According to Patton (2015), “interpretation means attaching significance to what 
was found” (p. 570). Testing the viability of an interpretation can thus involve 
offering explanations, drawing conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making inferences, 
building linkages, attaching meanings, imposing order, and dealing with rival 
explanations, disconfirming cases, and data irregularities. The Korean language PSAs 
were transcribed, translated into English, and coded for emerging themes. Three 
bilingual individuals checked the translations of both the narration and the subtitles 
and back-translated them into Korean to further examine their validity.
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Description and text analysis of the advertisements

Rainbow Chorus4)

Description of the advertisement

(Brief summary: Two children from multicultural families talk about what they 
want to be when they grow up: world-famous sports stars. The rainbow chorus, 
comprising children from multicultural families, practices for its performance. They 
are lined up on the stage, wearing traditional costumes of various nations. They sing 
a traditional Korean song. Some of their immigrant parents, with teary eyes after 
watching the performance, are seen in close-up. The narration, “We are projecting 
a more successful Korea” follows.)

• Scene #1: A boy player celebrates after scoring a goal. Cheering spectators are 
animated by cartoon characters. A smiling boy, half Korean and half Middle 
Eastern, holds a sketchbook in his hands, which has sketches of the same 
cartoon characters as the cheering spectators.
Narration: “I am going to be a soccer player who can enhance the national 
prestige of Korea.” (A boy, looks like half Korean and half Middle Eastern, 
says clearly in Korean)

• Scene #2: A girl skater jumps at an ice-rink. Cheering spectators are animated 
by cartoon characters. A smiling girl, half Korean and half Southeast Asian, 
holds a sketchbook in her hands, which has sketches of the same cartoon 
characters as the cheering spectators.
Narration: “I am going to be the best figure skater in the world.” (A girl, 
looks like half Korean and half Southeast Asian, says clearly in Korean)

• Scene #3 & Scene #4: Two girls with light brown skin gently cover their 
mouths with their hands and give somewhat shy smiles. A boy with a darker 
brown skin and curly hair looks somewhere (might be looking at his friends’ 
practice) and smiles wide.
Narration: “Although we have different dreams...” (narrates a female announcer)

• Scene #5 & Scene #6: A girl with light brown skin is singing using sign 
language in the middle of the chorus. A number of children are practicing 
songs together, shaking their heads slightly to the rhythm.
Narration: “...We have one thing in common in our minds.” (narrates a female 
announcer)

• Scene #7: The girl dreaming of being a figure skater hugs her father (an 
immigrant). Her mother (Korean-born) is sitting next to her. They all look like 
a happy family.
Narration: “Just like a harmony, when more people join, it gets better.” (narrates 
a female announcer)

• Scene #8: The Korean national flag — Taegeuki — appears at the center of the 
screen. White-colored subtitles (meaning “singing together for a better and greater 
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Korea”) in the Hangul — the Korean alphabet-appear on a black background.
Narration: “We are united into one.” (narrates a female announcer)
Narration＋ Subtitle: “Singing together for a better Korea.” (narrates a female 
announcer)

• Scene #9: The prelude part of the Arirang — a traditional Korean folk song — 

is played. All these children are on the stage. When the spotlight turns on, 
there is a close-up of a smiling girl’s face. All the chorus members hold each 
other’s hands. Thirty-five children are lined up in three rows, and they sing 
Arirang while slightly waving their hands to the rhythm. They wear the 
traditional costumes of various nations.
Subtitle: “The Rainbow Chorus is the first multicultural children’s chorus in 
Korea, representing nine different nations.”
Narration: “A society goes together with multicultural families.” (narrates a 
female announcer)

• Scene #10: The camera zooms in on the upper bodies of several chorus members, 
and then zooms out to capture the whole chorus. Their song resounds 
through the auditorium.
Narration: “Here in Korea...” (narrates a female announcer)

• Scene #11: An immigrant father and mother, who are clapping and smiling with 
teary eyes after watching their child’s performance, are shown in close-up. A 
close-up is shown of an immigrant mother, clapping, who then wipes her 
tears away with her hand.
Narration: “We are projecting a more successful Korea.” (narrates a female 
announcer)

• Scene #12: “G20 SEOUL SUMMIT 2010” appears, in English, at the top left 
of the screen. The letters indicating “Ministry of Gender Equality and Family 
and the Presidential Council on National Branding” and their “logos” appear 
centered at the bottom of the screen. The Rainbow Chorus members are 
captured within a rectangular frame (though five out of 35 are not shown in 
this shot).
Narration: “This campaign is sponsored by the Presidential Council on 
National Branding and the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family.” (narrates 
a female announcer)

Text analysis

This advertisement adopts a mixture of liberal and conservative multiculturalism. 
The meaning of “harmony” in this ad is distorted; it assumes a Korean-centered 
harmony. In relation to liberal multiculturalism, this PSA emphasizes the sameness 
of children from multicultural families and from mainstream Korean families. 
Describing them uniformly with no attention to their cultural diversity, the PSA also 
assumes that an equal opportunity is given to all children from all multicultural 
families in Korean society. Regarding conservative multiculturalism, though the PSA 
does not directly mention the assimilation of children from multicultural families 
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into the Korean mainstream, a racially diverse society is located within the centrality 
of Korean culture. The PSA presents no recognition of cultural diversity, except the 
wearing of traditional costumes, while embracing only those already assimilated into 
Korean culture. With the intention of disclosing or clarifying its hidden meanings, 
the text analysis is organized around the following four themes: (a) the meaning of 
the suggested career options for children of multicultural families; (b) the meaning 
of oneness in harmony; (c) the meaning of categorization of multicultural families; 
and (d) the meaning of society in conjunction with the multicultural family.

First, the meaning of the suggested career options for children of multicultural 
families needs clarification. In Scene #1 and Scene #2, a boy and a girl, respectively, 
want to be world-class athletes. Ironically, their dreams automatically remind us of 
certain outstanding sports figures from Korea: Jisung Park and Yuna Kim. Why do 
these children want to be world-class sports stars rather than choosing their dreams 
from other occupational clusters? Of course, it is possible that these youth are 
exceptionally talented athletes who really dream of becoming a famous soccer player 
or a figure skater. Regardless, it is true that not many households are able to support 
the relatively high costs of figure-skating lessons. Nor are any other occupations 
even mentioned in this advertisement. Consequently, it is arguable that placing the 
dreams of multicultural children within the boundary of sports alone, rather than 
introducing children interested in various occupational clusters. In addition, according 
to this advertisement, the criteria which multicultural children should use in 
selecting their occupations happen to concern how much they might contribute to 
the improvement of national prestige, how much they might be recognized by 
Koreans and the world. However, regardless of their ethnic or cultural backgrounds, 
all children in Korea should be encouraged to choose their occupations based on 
their interests and talents. Such positive messages are not represented at all in this 
PSA. Rather, this advertisement delivers the message that children from multicultural 
families will be accepted as true members of Korean society when they become 
world-class sports stars or accomplish outstanding performances that enhance 
Korean national prestige. In addition, Scene #1 and Scene #2, which show these 
children’s dreams as realized, are likely to be interpreted as a message that present 
Korean society provides an equal opportunity for all children from multicultural 
families, or at least that one should withhold judgment until one faces the reality 
that that is not the case.

Second, regarding the meaning of being one in harmony, we notice the self- 
centered nature of Korean culture and values that denies the impact of acculturation. 
We see smiling faces of children from multicultural families at chorus practice (Scene 
#3, Scene #4, and Scene #5). Then, we hear a female narrator say, “Although we 
have different dreams,” “We have one thing in common in our minds.” At this 
point, we need to clarify: what does the word “we” mean? In this context, “we” 
directly means the children of chorus members and even, in a broad sense, all the 
other children from multicultural families. However, because mainstream Korean 
children have not been mentioned at all up to this point, it is illogical to suppose 
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that the word “we” might embrace them. Although it runs for less than a minute, 
one can confidently deduce that these children are likely able to communicate with 
each other in Korean. Most of them might have been born in Korea, and most of 
them seem already adjusted to Korean society. Nevertheless, each of these children 
is culturally diverse, considering their parents’ various nations of origin. Furthermore, 
it seems likely that they could have influenced each other culturally while in the 
chorus together. Because this advertisement does not include any single aspect of 
these children’s separate experiences or share their different cultures, it neglects or 
denies the possibility of acculturation processes and in-between identities that might 
be a natural consequence of this type of setting. With this in mind, the narration 
saying, “We have one thing in common in our minds” can be interpreted as, “We 
have Korean culture in common, and we have never influenced each other culturally.” 
In the same vein, the narration in Scene #8, “We are united into one,” suggests that 
they have been successfully assimilated into monolithic Korean culture without 
adopting cultural ingredients from other multicultural families. Taegeuki (Scene #7)
― the Korean national flag, and Arirang (Scene #8) ― the traditional Korean folk 
song, cannot but symbolize the centrality of Korean culture and Korean nationalism.

Third, generally, a family with at least one parent who is an immigrant is called 
a “multicultural family” in Korea. However, one notices a slightly different categorization 
in this advertisement, which grants a privileged position to Whiteness by removing 
half-White from the multicultural categorization. According to the subtitle at Scene #9, 
“The Rainbow Chorus is the first multicultural children’s chorus in Korea, representing 
nine different nations.” However, among the whole 35-member chorus, there is not one 
who is half-Korean and half-White. In this advertisement, the category of multicultural 
families in Korean society consequently includes those mixed between Koreans and 
non-Whites. By excluding the half White, the PSA suggests that this particular race 
group does not belong to the multicultural category or that, even so, the half White 
have certain privileges that distinguish them from other minority groups.

Fourth, the meaning of the narration at Scene #9, “A society goes together with 
multicultural families,” needs clarification. This seems just to focus on delivering the 
positive national image that Korean society takes cultural minority groups into 
account. There is no attempt to point out contradictions or irrationalities in Korean 
society or to appeal to self-reflective thoughts on that issue. The advertisement 
describes children from multicultural families as beings who merely share Korean 
culture and values, and it also suggests that Koreans should better cooperate with 
one another to build a better nation (Scene #8 : “Singing together for a better Korea”). 
In other words, “A society goes together with multicultural families” actually means 
that society embraces only those who have successfully assimilated into Korean 
culture and values, and plans to promote the national competitiveness with them. In 
addition, letters indicating “G20 Seoul Summit 2010,” “Ministry of Gender Equality 
and the Family and Presidential Council on National Branding,” the sponsors of this 
PSA (in Scene #11), demonstrate that multiculturalism is a national-level concern. 
However, at the same time, they suggest that the Korean government is interested 
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in using multiculturalism as a kind of mechanism to project a positive and advanced 
national image both internally and externally. Notably, not a single element of 
critical multiculturalism is represented in this advertisement.

Lastly, the scene of an immigrant father and mother with teary eyes after watching 
the performance can be interpreted multiple ways (Scene #11). Although it could be 
a very meaningful scene, this advertisement provides hardly any clues for interpretation. 
There are a range of possible factors that might move them to tears: because they 
were touched by the chorus performance, because they suddenly recalled all of the 
memories and times of hardship that they went through as immigrants, because they 
felt joy at watching their children, because of the emotional catharsis inherent in 
artistic performance, or because they felt a mixture of some of these.

Just Like Children5)

Description of the advertisement

(Brief summary: an immigrant mother from the Philippines and her little girl looks 
like half Korean and half Filipino, are on the subway. They look a bit embarrassed, 
as they notice strange looks from other passengers because their color of skin is a 
little different. After a while, a little Korean girl, and her mother get on the subway. 
The Korean girl goes straight to the girl with an immigrant mother. The children sit 
together, cheerfully chuckling. All the other passengers, who had been indifferent, 
look delighted by the scene. Some of their smiling faces are shown in close up.)

• Scene #1: In a fairly uncrowded subway car, there are people of various ages. 
Most passengers are using their smart phones: listening to music, reading, 
checking email, sending text messages, surfing the internet, or playing a game.

• Scene #2: There is a mother, an immigrant from Southeast Asia, and her little 
girl, looks like half Korean, and half South East Asian. The little girl glances 
around, fiddling nervously with her doggy doll.

• Scene #3: A professionally dressed young man with glasses turns his head 
slightly, glancing over at the mother, and daughter with an indifferent expression.

• Scene #4: Three people, likely sitting across from the mom, and daughter, are 
shown on screen: (a) a middle-aged woman wearing earphones; (b) a gray-haired 
old man wearing modernized Hanbok (traditional Korean dress); and (c) a 
middle-aged office worker. The woman quickly glances at the mother and 
daughter with judgmental eyes, while the old man fixes his eyes on them, 
wearing a poker face. The middle-aged man just stares at his smart phone.

• Scene #5: The immigrant mother gets a bit anxious. 
Narration: “Today, as usual, I feel alienated from everyone around me.” 
(stammers a little, with a foreign accent, and timid voice)
Subtitle: “Anarose Park, a multicultural family, from the Philippines” (at 
bottom left of the screen in small characters)
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• Scene #6: A female student quickly glances at them and turns back.
• Scene #7: The immigrant mother slightly lowers her eyes and head to avoid 

their eyes. 
Narration: “Because I am slightly different...” (stammers a little, with a foreign 
accent, and timid voice)

• Scene #8: The little girl keeps looking around, fiddling with her doggy doll.
• Scene #9: When the sliding doors open at the next station, a Korean mother, 

and her little girl enter the subway car. The girl is holding the same doggy 
doll as that of the daughter of the immigrant mother.

• Scene #10: As the little girl sitting with her immigrant mother notices the new 
passengers, she smiles, and her eyes get bigger.

• Scene #11: The Korean girl also notices and goes straight toward her.
• Scene #12: The Korean girl’s mother looks somewhat perplexed by her 

daughter’s sudden movement, as she is almost dragged by her daughter.
• Scene #13: The Korean girl says “hi,” and the girl with the immigrant mother 

responds with a big laugh.
• Scene #14: The immigrant mother smiles too.
• Scene #15: Four passengers, who have seen what just happened, are shown 

smiling on the screen.
• Scene #16: The two little girls’ smiling faces are displayed on the screen, one 

after the other in close-up shots. 
Narration: “The wall of prejudice is higher than any other wall.” (in the gentle 
and warm voice of Sunggi Ahn, one of the nation’s top actors)

• Scene #17: The middle-aged female (Scene #4), who had glanced over at the 
multicultural family with cold eyes, warms up, and smiles too. The gray-haired 
old man (Scene #4), who once wore a poker face, also smiles. The female 
student’s (Scene #6) and the young man’s (Scene #3) smiling faces are 
displayed on the screen in close-up shots.
Narration: “But it can easily be broken down.” (in the gentle and warm voice 
of Sunggi Ahn, one of the nation’s top actors)

• Scene #18: The two mothers and two daughters, sitting next to each other, 
show their happy smiling faces on the screen.

• Scene #19: At the center of the screen, there are subtitles in the Korean 
Alphabet on a yellow-and-white background.
Subtitle＋Narration: “Break down the walls of prejudice;” “Let’s get along 
with one another, just like children.” (in the gentle and warm voice of Sunggi 
Ahn, one of the nation’s top actors)

• Scene #20: Everyone in the subway car looks at the two mothers and two 
daughters and smiles.
Subtitle: “Change that makes Korean people happy is about to begin.”

• Scene #21: The two mothers smile happily (there is a handbag, which was not 
there before, next to the Korean mother).

• Scene #22: The letters meaning, “Let’s all go together,” appear at the center 
of the screen. An orange-colored circle, a green-colored triangle, a purple- 
colored rectangle, and a royal-blue-colored star are placed on top of the 
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subtitles. The letters meaning, “the MGEF and KLC,” along with their logos, 
are placed centered at the bottom of the screen.

Text analysis

In relation to paradigms of multiculturalism, this advertisement is somewhat 
better than the first one because this advertisement shows no elements of conservative 
multiculturalism. As a whole, this advertisement adequately acknowledges that 
Koreans tend to feel awkward and glance over at racially different people when they 
encounter them. Although this advertisement doesn’t seem to have a critical eye (i.e., 
critical multiculturalism), it nevertheless touches on the issue of prejudice that many 
Koreans might have toward racially different people. At least, this advertisement 
does not represent conservative multiculturalism. The text analysis is organized 
around four themes: (a) the difference in skin color between Koreans and the depicted 
minority is larger than in reality; (b) people of the depicted minority are portrayed 
as having a weak and submissive self-image; (c) the typical description of the depicted 
minority as less modernized and less wealthy continues; and (d) the advertisement 
shows overly dramatic change with unconvincing motives.

First, if Koreans do pay attention to the skin colors of racial minorities, it would 
be wise to make Koreans realize that skin color is not always a reliable criterion for 
distinguishing Koreans from others. In fact, some native Koreans have skins as dark 
as Southeast Asians. If such a Korean woman were to wear Ao Dai (the traditional 
Vietnamese costume), it would be really hard to separate her from among the Vietnamese. 
If a relatively dark-skinned Korean man were to wear Barong Tagalog (the 
traditional Filipino costume) and happened to have a double eyelid with big eyes, 
it would be hard to distinguish him from Filipinos. By contrast, most people in this 
advertisement are shown with relatively light skins. Among the five Koreans in 
close-up shots, four of them, except the gray-haired old man, have very light skins: 
the Korean mom, her daughter, a female student (Scene #6, Scene #17), and a young 
man (Scene #3, Scene #17). This was chosen instead of showing some Koreans with 
relatively dark skins or displaying native Koreans with various skin tones. In addition, 
as you can see (Scene #9, Scene #10, Scene #13, Scene #16, and Scene #18), the little 
Korean girl looks more like a half-Korean and half-White child than a typical Korean 
girl. If she spoke English fluently, no Korean would disagree if told that she is a 
half-White child from America. Considering that she is actually a model for 
children’s clothing and we often see fairly light-skinned models and actors in TV 
advertising, the question arises whether Koreans have a certain preference for 
Whiteness, which needs further study in relation to multiculturalism. On the other 
hand, the other girl’s appearance seems not much different, though her mother is 
from the Philippines. If she were with not her immigrant mom but her Korean 
friends, no one could confidently tell that she is half-Korean, unless labeled as such. 
For these reasons, the difference in skin color between Koreans and racial-minority groups, 
especially those half-Korean and half-Filipino, is smaller in reality than in this PSA.

Second, the advertisement portrays multicultural people as having a weak and 



Qualitative analysis of PSA on multiculturalism in Korea

173

submissive self-image. The immigrant mother’s voiceover narration sounds timid 
and even wary, indicating that she is unable to speak fluent Korean without a 
foreign accent. There must be a better way to portray the immigrant mother. What 
if she narrated with a more confident voice, regardless of her fluency and accent? 
Even a minute change in tone of voice could greatly help create a more positive 
image of minorities. In addition, this advertisement also implies that lowering her 
head and eyes is simply the only option for her when she sees cold looks from 
others. Rather than taking such a submissive attitude or feeling anxious, she needs 
to be freed from others’ eyes. She needs to be more self-confident in such a situation, 
because she is also legally Korean. Other alternatives should be provided for her, 
and the advertisement could be more sensitive in the wording of some of the narration, 
especially that of the immigrant woman. For example, after saying “because I am 
slightly different,” she might have continued, “but I don’t care about it much,” or 
“but that won’t be necessary,” “when you happen to be in another country, you will 
be different than others,” which could have projected a more active and positive 
image of minority groups to the general public.

Third, the typical description of the depicted minority as less modernized and 
less wealthy continues in this advertisement, although this might be true for many 
multicultural families in Korea. The advertisement does seem to make an effort to 
portray the two mothers equally. They wear similar cardigan sweaters in different colors. 
As for personal accessories, it seems that their cellular phones, handbags, watches, 
rings, bracelets, necklaces, and earrings may have been removed (a tiny mark is 
noticed in both moms’ ears), although the Korean mother’s handbag suddenly appears 
in Scene #21. Such treatment does seem to describe the two mothers equally. However, 
because almost every other passenger shown in the advertisement has cutting-edge 
smart phones, the two mothers become the only people without a smart phone or 
even a cellular phone. Because every other adult woman has a handbag, the two 
mothers become the only ones with no handbag. Admitting that the handbag (Scene 
#21) belongs to the Korean mother, the immigrant mother becomes the only one 
without both items. The immigrant mother’s image looks stagnant and less modernized 
compared to the passengers assiduously using their smart phones. Considering that 
most adult women in metropolitan Seoul usually take their handbags whenever they 
go out (generally very expensive handbags), that the immigrant mother has no such 
personal accessories leads to the conclusion that she may not be able to afford them. 
Such a portrayal of the immigrant mother perpetuates these negative stereotypes of 
multicultural families as less modernized and less wealthy.

Fourth, the motive for such a dramatic change in attitude seems less than 
compelling in this PSA. What is the crucial motive for change in this advertisement? 
As you may notice, it is the ability of seeing through the eyes of little children (based 
on Scene #17, Scene #20). As this advertisement emphasizes, seeing through the eyes 
of children provides an opportunity for some extent of self-reflection. However, there 
is a critical difference between seeing the world through the eyes of children and seeing 
the world through the eyes of others (Andreotti & Souza, 2008; Mitchell, Weber, & 
Kathleen, 2009). The former means seeing the world through a pure, somewhat naïve 
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mind that has been less affected by socially constructed knowledge and beliefs. In 
contrast, the latter means seeing the world from various perspectives, including the 
perspectives of minorities and the mainstream, and thereby being critical of socially 
constructed knowledge and beliefs, the root of discrimination and injustice in human 
relationships. Unfortunately, this advertisement only incorporates the eyes of a child 
as a driving force for change. Instead, it should be followed by critical self- examination 
of the conflicts and contradictions inherent in Korean society. Otherwise, the PSA 
encourages only a superficial level of change that makes the majority feel good about 
themselves and that hardly moves beyond the tolerance of liberal multiculturalism. 
As a final point, some questions arise regarding the absence of the eyes of others 
in this advertisement. Is this an intended result, based on considering the potential 
resistance of the general public toward multiculturalism? Is this an unintended result 
of an erroneous conceptualization of multiculturalism? In either case, this represents 
the Korean government’s current understanding of multiculturalism.

Discussion

For the purpose of identifying the Korean government’s assumptions regarding 
multiculturalism, this study investigated two cases of government-sponsored Public 
Service Advertisements (PSAs) about multiculturalism. Through a rigorous analysis 
of the two advertisements, this study identified the Korean government’s current 
understanding of multiculturalism. Themes for discussion derived from this study 
are as follow;

First, the Korean government’s paradigms for multiculturalism are based mainly 
on liberal multiculturalism, with some degree of conservative multiculturalism. In 
other words, according to Nieto’s (1994) typology, their understanding falls between 
the level of tolerance and acceptance; no reflections on the mainstream’s privileges 
or its contradictions were noticed in these two PSAs.

Second, the Korean government’s conception of multiculturalism is focused merely 
on skin color, rather than on cultural differences. This finding is in line with what 
Ahn (2012) claimed in her research that multiculturalism in Korea mainly refers to 
‘multi-race.’ Korean society has been experiencing collective anxiety that those incoming 
foreigners will possibly endanger Korea’s racial purity and Korean national identity 
as a mono-ethnic nation. The Korean government acknowledges such Korea’s ethnic 
homogeneity as a major obstacle to transform the country into a multicultural society, 
and endeavors to integrate foreign-born population into Korean society without 
undermining the Korean national identity (Ahn, 2012). However, what needs to be 
critically discussed is that the government simply promotes multiculturalism as an 
ideology of racial harmony and ethnic coexistence without challenging the root of 
discriminatory and unfair practices in Korean society. Han (2007) contends that since 
Korean nationalism is rooted in ‘cultural distinctiveness and superiority’ rather than 



Qualitative analysis of PSA on multiculturalism in Korea

175

ethnic homogeneity, eliminating the notion of ethnic homogeneity will not resolve 
prejudice and discrimination against immigrant groups in Korea and make Korean 
society tolerant of different cultures. Therefore, in order to provide more profound and 
significant multicultural education, there should be more thorough reexamination of 
multiculturalism in the perspective of Korean nationalism, intermingled with cultural 
superiority, and diversity. There should be also more educational discourse on how 
to protect human rights and abolish discrimination against minority groups.

Third, the Korean government attempts to connect multiculturalism to national power 
and competitiveness in the global market economy, using multiculturalism to enhance 
the national image. In other words, multiculturalism is employed as a tool for projecting 
a more positive and advanced national image both internally and externally. Therefore, 
more studies like this present study that analyzes the government’s conceptualization 
of multiculturalism are needed to be carried out. This claim is supported by the fact 
that Koreans’ perception and images of immigrants are still largely developed through 
mass media, rather than their direct contact experiences (Mha, 2010). This implies 
that further research and discussion should be invigorated to scrutinize goals, 
assumptions, and meaning of PSA as an informal curriculum text of multicultural 
education, thereby provide future directions in multicultural education in Korea.

Fourth, regarding the selection of narrators, almost all of PSAs on multiculturalism 
employ female announcers, assuming a female announcer’s soft voice and typical 
tone might be helpful in dealing with the potential resistance from the general public 
on that issue. However, questioning what kinds of characteristics are the most 
suitable in delivering narrations is much more important than questioning whether 
female or male narrator is better, in relation to the narrator’s public image, reputation, 
voice acting, and even possible influence on people. For example, although female 
announcers have clear pronunciation and soft voice, their narrations sound a bit 
formal (like a spokesperson in institution) compared to the narrations done by 
“Songgi Ahn” in “Just like children.” Because Sunggi Ahn is one of the nation’s top 
celebrities with a good reputation and no scandal at all over 50 years ever since he 
was a child actor, his narration seems quite familiar to the public and effectively 
touches their feelings.6)

Fifth, the Korean government tends to continue the typical description of 
multicultural families as needing to be assimilated or as less modern and wealthy. 
Such portrayals of multicultural families only serve to reinforce their image as weak, 
even lesser beings by perpetuating negative stereotypes. In line with this matter, it 
seems desirable to minimize professional narrators' involvement (third-person 
narrative) as in the case of “Just like children” ad, while expending the multicultural 
family’s direct involvement (first-person narrative) in narrations. This point also 
leads us to consider the importance of self-confidence of the immigrant narrator and 
proper wording in order to project more positive image of the minority groups.

Last, an ambiguous categorization of multicultural families has been identified. 
By removing the half-White from the categorization of the multicultural family, the 
government implies that this particular race group does not belong to Korean 
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multicultural families or, if they are included, that they have certain privileges that 
distinguish them from the other minority groups. This raises the question of whether 
there are certain privileges of Whiteness in Korean society.

Conclusion

In sum, Koreans might greatly resist multiculturalism because it has long been 
a homogenous society. However, the goals of multiculturalism should go beyond 
tolerance, recognition, or acceptance to include the creation of a more just, fair, and 
democratic society. Regarding this agenda, how and what should PSAs do? One 
simple principle is to seek ways to deliver more positive images and vitalities of the 
multicultural family. Designers of PSAs should consider how to include as wide and 
diverse a group of multicultural families as possible, how to describe their true images, 
and how to deliver precisely their inner selves. This is an essential learning process 
to bring wholeness and completeness to PSAs. In addition, as a way of providing 
an opportunity for self-reflection, PSAs should take a critical look at discriminating 
practices and contradictions inherent in Korean society. Lastly, the founding 
principles of Korea, such as “ruling the world with reason,” and “humanitarianism” 
should be reconceptualized to represent and incorporate its changing demographics.

1) A family with at least one parent who is an immigrant is officially called a “multicultural family” 
in Korea.

2) When it comes to paradigms for multiculturalism, nine out of eleven ads are based on liberal 
multiculturalism with some degree of conservative multiculturalism. In fact, there are only two 
ads mainly based on pluralist multiculturalism with no elements of conservative multiculturalism 
(e.g., a PSA sponsored by Samsung in 2010, a PSA sponsored by MGEF in 2013). The two ads 
selected for this study are ‘Rainbow Chorus’ (MGEF, 2010a) and ‘Just Like Children’ (MGEF, 2013); 
The former is based on liberal multiculturalism with some degree of conservative multiculturalism, 
and the latter is based on pluralist multiculturalism with some degree of liberal multiculturalism. 
Thus, the two ads selected for this study are representative of general trends in advertising 
practice for multiculturalism in Korea.

3) Gorski (2009) found five “defining principles” of multicultural education by analyzing concept of 
multiculturalism from several leading scholars (e.g., Banks, Grant, Nieto, & Sleeter). The five defining 
principles are grounded on critical multiculturalism because he includes political movement, 
elimination of educational inequities, comprehensive school reform, critical analysis of power, 
and good education for all as key principles of multicultural education. Thus, Gorski’s defining 
principles of multiculturalism specify critical multiculturalist lenses used for this study.

4) Released in 2010, sponsored by the Presidential Council on National Branding and Ministry of 
Gender Equality and Family (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DDB-rDuEb_I
http://blog.naver.com/paranzui?Redirect=Log&logNo=50103398448)

5) Released in 2013, sponsored by the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and the Korean 
Lottery commission (http://blog.daum.net/hfaaa/96, http://www.mogef.go.kr/korea/view/news/ 
news 05_01.jsp?func=view&currentPage=1&key_type=&key=&search_start_date=&search_end_date= 
&class_id=0&idx=692814)

6) To have him narrate the ad, the minister of MGEF contacted him directly.
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