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The Conceptual Differenciation/Division of

T'ongsoksong and the Cultural Egalitarianism

Lee, Ha-na

This article examines the historical transition process of the concept of
't'ongsok'(popularity), one of the concepts that has been constantly mentioned and
redefined in the field of culture, arts and entertainment during the period from colonial
period to the 1990s through liberation. It aims to reveal that the division of the North
and the South is not only the division of the country, the division of the system, but
also the division of the concept, and further the division of affect. The concept of
't'ongsok’ during the colonial period initially began with the concept of life such as
'normal' and 'connected to everyone', but since the mid-1930s, ongsok’ as an art concept
remarkably understood the meaning of 'low grade' and 'low taste'. t'ongsok’ as a concept
of life and 't'ongsok’ as an artistic concept were developed into North Korea and South
Korea respectively after liberation. In North Korea, the positive meaning of ‘t'ongsok’
was expanded to the culture and arts, but in South Korea, the positive meaning of
't'ongsok’ was thought and used only as a negative meaning, so t'ongsok’ was regarded
as something to be avoided. In North Korea, t'ongsok’ was regarded as an important
content of 'inminsong', whereas in South Korea, the issue of tongsok’ was discussed
along with ‘'faejungsong’ and understood as being included in ‘'taejungsong’ and
understood as subordinate to faejungsong’. It also became, either way, t'ongsok’ has been
used negatively as a term referring to the poor taste of the public. As the notion of
equality entered Korean society in the early 20th century, cultural egalitarianism emerged,
saying that anyone in the public could enjoy a high level culture through enlightenment
and awakening, and the activation of 'tongsok gyoyuk' at that time came from this
atmosphere. From the point of view of equality, at first, equality of outcomes was
emphasized, but the emphasis gradually shifted toward equality of process. While
"tongsok' as a concept of life is based on an egalitarian sentiment that emphasizes equality

of outcomes on the premise of the growth of the public, tongsok’ as a concept of culture
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and art is based on a process of equal opportunity on the premise of a hierarchy between
intellectuals and the public. It was based on an egalitarian sensibility that values equality.
By choosing the latter for South and the former for North Korea, the South and North

have two concepts of 'tongsok’, or two kinds of egalitarianism.

Key Words : conceptual history, history of conceptual division, history of affectual
division, affect, division, popularity, t'ongsok, t'ongsoksong, t'ongsokhwa,
taejung, taejungsong, inmin, inminsong, popular culture, mass culture,

equality, equalitarianism, cultural equalitarianism, cultural hierarchy
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