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ABSTRACT
THE EVOLUTION OF KOREAN PRESS WAR COVERAGE
DURING AUTHORITARIAN AND DEMOCRATIC REGIMES:
the Dong-a Ilbo and the Kyunghyang Shinmun
By

Hyo Joo Lee
Korea changed its political system from authoritarian to a democracy. Under
different political regimes, the media role is altered. In other words, ideology level affects
the content of media. Also, depending on the regime type, a leader of a country may
consider domestic audience costs differently when the leader makes a decision. This study
examines how the two Korean newspapers, the Dong-a Ilbo and the Kyunghyang
Shinmun, performed differently under authoritarian and democratic regimes especially
during the Vietnam War, the Afghanistan War and the Iraq War using qualitative thematic
content analysis. This study shows that the two newspaper changed coverage tendency.
Under the authoritarian regime during the Vietham War period in 1973, the two
newspapers hold a more favorable view of the government and its policy and did not pose
any negative opinions on government decisions although several articles revealed the
critical analysis of the Vietnam War. On the other hand, during the Afghanistan War and

the Iraqg War era in 2007, the two newspapers clearly presented what they approved or

opposed on government war policy with audiences reactions.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The media in a democracy give people opportunities to make their decisions
through information acquired from the media. In contrast, authoritarian governments want
to implant their regimes in people, so they use the media for the maintenance of the
regime (Gunther & Mughan, 2000). During political transition from dictatorship or
totalitarianism to democracy, the media experience new circumstances of media coverage
pertaining to government policies. Changes in media performance during periods of
political transitions cannot be understood “without reference to the broader socio-political
context in which they occur” (Vadié, 2004, p.32). Also, the media can be an important
method to reflect socio-political context.

The purpose of this study is to examine how South Korean' media war coverage
has evolved under different political regimes. Korea was under authoritarian rule during
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s and has had democratic regimes since 1987 (Marshall &
Jaggers, 2008). The study is a qualitative analysis of articles related to war policies and
participation from two Korean newspapers, the Dong-a Ilbo and the Kyunghyang
Shinmun, during the Vietnam War era of December 1972 - May 1973 and the Afghanistan
War and the Iraq War era of July - December 2007.2 For this study, the Vietham War will
represent a period when government-press relations were under a non-democratic form of
government, in other words, an authoritarian government. The Afghanistan War and the

Iraq War period will be used to study government-press relations during a period when

! Official name of South Korea is the Republic of Korea (ROK), but ‘South Korea’ and ‘Korea’ are also
officially used often in newspapers and books.

2 Shinmun and Ilbo both mean a newspaper in Korean.



Korea was a democracy.

The press freedom status of the Korean media is free, according to the recent
findings in 2010 by Freedom House, which is a New York-based nongovernmental
organization that has done annual surveys of press freedom since 1980. The results of the
Freedom House surveys during last 10 years say that the Korean media enjoy press
freedom.3 Also, the annual Press Freedom Index of Reporters Without Borders, which is a
Paris-based international nongovernmental organization for freedom of the press founded
in 1985, reported in 2009 that press freedom in Korea is satisfactory.

Contemporary Korean history reveals that the Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq Wars
were the biggest wars in which Korea participated. For example, the Vietnam War was the
first war in which Korea dispatched troops to other countries. As for the Afghanistan War
and the Iraq War periods, the Korean government mounted a major public diplomacy
campaign to inform the people of the reasons why troops needed to be deployed and
redeployed into the wars during 2007. Considering the extensive efforts of the Korean
government in promoting the deployment and redeployment of troops into these wars, this
suggests that the government may have had to overcome public opposition to the policy.
Therefore, it is important to see if the press reflected some of this opposition discourse in
its coverage of the wars during the selected period.

However, analyzing the entire period of the selected wars is impossible due to the

limitation of time for this study and the absence of a complete index of the newspapers.

3 According to Vultee and the data from Freedom House, economic, political, and legal dimensions of press
freedom are important to uphold successful transitions and maintain democracy.

4 “The Reporters Without Borders index measures the state of press freedom in the world. It reflects the
degree of freedom that journalists and news organisations enjoy in each country, and the efforts made by the

authorities to respect and ensure respect for this freedom.” http:/en.rsf.org/IMG/pdf/note_methodo_en.pdf



Thus, this study will analyze the six-month period leading to the withdrawal of troops
from the wars by the Korean government. When a government makes a decision to
withdraw its units from a war, the government seriously considers the exit strategies of its
army and how it evaluates achievements and failures. Thus, analyzing press coverage near
the end of the country’s participation in wars will provide a good picture of how media
covered governmental decisions of war and how the government responded to press
coverage.

The theoretical conceptual frameworks utilized for this study are the influence of
ideology on media content by Shoemaker & Reese and the theory of domestic audience
costs, which is mostly used in the field of international relations. According to Shoemaker
and Reese, “one of the key functions performed by media is to maintain boundaries in a
culture” (1996, p.225). In other words, media content can be affected by regime types and
cultural and social atmosphere. Another conceptual framework is domestic audience
costs. In the field of international relations, “domestic audience costs” theory is used to
make assumptions about interactions among countries (Slantchev, 2006). This theoretical
view examines how a government acts in international relations under different regime
types (Fearon, 1994).

Analyzing Korean newspaper coverage in the study will provide insight into how
media coverage changed under different regime types. By this, we are interested in
knowing whether press coverage differed under authoritarian regime types from
democratic regimes types. Furthermore, comparing media coverage during periods of

different political regimes may reveal how government systems affect the media and how



the media covered government policies and the reaction of audiences to government
policies. The result of the study may provide instructive knowledge on how media
coverage can be understood under different regime types.

The Dong-a Ilbo and the Kyunghyang Shinmun will be used to study the evolution
of Korean media war coverage during the two eras. The Chosun Ilbo, the JoongAng Ilbo,
and the Dong-a Ilbo are the top three newspapers in Korea with high popularity and
circulation. Many Koreans call the three newspapers together as “Cho-Joong-Dong”
because they are major newspapers in Korea and also are similarly conservative in
outlook toward the right. The Chosun Ilbo and the Dong-a Ilbo have been run on a
nepotistic system since their establishment in 1920. The JoongAng Ilbo was established in
1965 and has been owned by the Samsung Group. The Dong-a Ilbo is selected for the
study because the Naver digital Archive, which is an online newspaper search index,
carries the Dong-a Ilbo as the only one of the three newspapers.

The Hankyoreh Shinmun’ and the Kyunghyang Shinmun, which are also major
newspapers in Korea, have more progressive ideas toward the left than the other three
major newspapers, the Chosun Ilbo, the JoongAng Ilbo, and the Dong-a Ilbo. The
Hankyoreh Shinmun and the Kyunghyang Shinmun are owned by public citizens and their
own journalists who have company stock (Lee, 2007). The Hankyoreh Shinmun was
established in 1988, putting itself in editorial opposition to the “Cho-Joong-Dong” (Lee,
2007, p.333). However, since the Hankyoreh Shinmun was not published during the

Vietnam War period in the 1970s, the Kyunghyang Shinmun was chosen for the study.

5 The Hankyoreh Shinmun was the first newspaper in Korea to be printed horizontally with pure Korean
characters. For a long time, every newspaper in Korea was printed vertically and used mixed Korean and
Chinese characters.



The Kyunghyang Shinmun, founded in 1946 by the Archdiocese of Seoul, initially
posed a conservative outlook toward the right. The Kyunghyang Shinmun was critical of
the dictatorship of President Rhee Syng-man®; as a result, it was discontinued. After
President Rhee’s resignation, the newspaper was reissued in 1960. In 1962, the
Archdiocese of Seoul sold the Kyunghyang Shinmun to Lee Jun-goo and the newspaper
was continuously critical of the government during President Park Chung-hee’s
dictatorship. Finally, the government forcefully sold the Kyunghyang Shinmun to a
government-backed foundation, Kia motors, in 1966. The owner changed five times in
about 30 years, and since 1998 all employees have been shareholders in the company

(Kim, 2005).

6 Rhee is the family name. As a family name precedes a given name in Korea, this study follows the Korean
name style.



II. THE BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE OF KOREA
1. Modern History

On August 15, 1945, after Japan’s 35-year colonial occupation, Korea declared
independence. However, right after the end of colonial rule, the Soviet Union occupied
the north of Korea and the U.S. military occupied the south (Seth, 2010). Three years
later, the Republic of Korea was established in the south and the Democratic Peoples
Republic of Korea was founded in the north with the regime of Kim Il-sung.

As a result of ideological divisions, the Korean peninsula underwent severe
ideological strife that caused the Korean War which began on June 25, 1950. The war
ended on July 27, 1953, with a truce that resulted in the division of North and South
Korea. The Korean peninsula has been divided into two governments ever since. The war
left almost three million Koreans dead or wounded and devastated almost every
infrastructure in Korea (U.S. Department of State, 2010).

For about 40 years after the Korean War, South Korea experienced autocratic
leadership with three authoritarian regimes ruling between 1948 and 1987 (Seth, 2010).
The transition to civilian government was initiated in the late 1980s and consolidated by
the early 1990s (Marshall & Jaggers, 2008). In 1987 with continuous pro-democracy
protests by students and citizens, South Korea transformed its political system to a
democracy and the constitution was revised. The presidential term was fixed to a five-
year single term.

Not more than 40 years ago, South Korea suffered severely from poverty and

famine and depended on only the agricultural industry (Seth, 2010). In the 1960s and



1970s, the government directed economic development and took the lead in financial and
industrial reform. Manufacturing continued to grow rapidly in the 1980s and early 1990s.
In recent years, the economy has been more market-oriented rather than government-
directed. Although the Asian financial crisis in 1997 severely hit the Korean economy, the
government reformed its financial system and economy with International Monetary Fund
(IMF) assistance. The economy is now the 15th-largest economy in the world (U.S.

Department of State, 2010).

2. Korean Media

Korea transformed its political system to democracy after the 1987
democratization movement (Marshall & Jaggers, 2008). Korea achieved a successful
political transition to democracy and press freedom (Karatnycky & Ackerman, 2005, p.
41). Before the democratic era, the Korean media suffered from government restrictions
and censorship for about 40 years. Under the dictatorships, the media did not cover and
serve the interests of citizens (Kim, 2003).

President Park Chung-hee held office for 19 years from 1961 to 1979. The Park
administration achieved great economic development but President Park was also
notorious for human rights abuses. The military government prohibited media from
criticizing his government (Kim, 2003). Under Park’s regime, “a new Korean concept of
responsible press which is claimed to be best suited to the Korean situation was
introduced and advocated by the government” (Kang, 1991, p.160). Also, every piece of

news coverage was scrutinized and censored under strict guidelines (Kim, 2003). In



addition, one of the most oppressive press laws in modern Korean history was imposed by
President Chun Doo-hwan’s military government (Nam, 2008). Through the law, the
government censored politically oriented and democracy-inspired films and other related
content (Nam, 2008).

After the 1987 democratization movement, television and cable became important
in the diversity of media coverage (Nam, 2008). The media industry has seen multiple
expansion in numbers and the media have been diversifying their form and content as a
result of democratic reforms and deregulation policies (Kim, 2003). As public demand for
democracy grew, people started to realize the importance of media that is free of the
government (Kim, 2001). Korea now has vibrant and diverse media that are both public
and private. They include numerous cable, terrestrial, satellite television stations and more
than 100 daily newspapers in Korean and English (Freedom House). Recently, Internet
media have been thriving, and approximately 37.5 million people access the Internet,
according to Internet World Stats (2010). Freedom House states that a significant number
of young people get their news exclusively from online sources.

For the past 10 years, Korea has regularly been rated as a country with press
freedom, according to the annual report of Freedom House and Reporters Without
Borders. However, the recent report of Reporters Without Borders (2010) shows that the
press freedom ranking of Korea dropped sharply in 2009. The ranking of 2009 is 69 out
of 175 and of 2008 is 47 out of 173. It describes the current Korean media situation:

“The conservative government has stepped up pressure on some TV
channels that are seen as over critical and the authorities have also

tightened control of the Internet, going so far as to arrest Internet users for



their posts, even though the country is in the forefront of Internet access.
While the opposition has condemned it as a return to the authoritarianism
of the 1980s, it is more a case of government interventionism in media so

as to limit criticism of its actions.” Reporters Without Borders (2010)

3. Korea and three wars in two eras

The Vietnam War, which is known by the Vietnamese as the “American War,”
began in 1960 and lasted until North Vietnam occupied South Vietnam in 1975
(Lawrence, 2008). The Vietnam War occurred during the Park administration, a period of
bureaucratic authoritarianism (Yoon, 2001). The Kennedy administration decided to send
U.S troops to Vietnam in 1961 to help South Vietnam, beginning with the dispatch of
troops in 1962. The Korean government under President Park entered the war on the
American side and decided to send troops to Vietnam in 1964. President Park sent more
combat troops to South Vietnam than any other American ally (Olson, 1988, p.243). The
Park administration concentrated heavily on economic development projects (Yoon,
2001), and the Vietnam War represented one element of his economic development plans
(Korean Ministry of National Defense).

The Afghanistan War represented in this study refers to the war that began on
October 7, 2001, when the United States and an international coalition that included Great
Britain, Canada, Australia, Germany and France went to war in the aftermath of the
September 11 attacks on the United States by Al Qaeda (GlobalSecurity.org). It was called
Operation Enduring Freedlom (OEF). The Kim Dae-jung administration decided to

participate in OEF as an ally of the U.S. at the end of 2001. And President Roh Moo-hyun



continued to dispatch Korean troops into Afghanistan after he took over from President
Kim.

The Roh administration withdrew troops from Afghanistan at the end of 2007, but
in 2007 President Roh also faced intense debates over a decision to extend the
deployment of troops in the Iraq War because many Koreans opposed the government
decision. The U.S. and other allies attacked Iraq in 2003 purportedly to remove weapons
of mass destruction (WMD) and Saddam Hussein’s regime (DeFronzo, 2010, p.130).
Also, some U.S. officials suspected that Saddam helped Al Qaeda and was involved in the
September 11 attacks toward the U.S. (DeFronzo, 2010, p.130). By this, the U.S. justified
the invasion of Iraq (DeFronzo, 2010, p.130). Korea supported the U.S. and sent troops to
the Iraq War as one of the countries in the coalition for Operation Iraqi Freedom

(DeFronzo, 2010, p.153).
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III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
1. Ideological Influence on Media Content and Domestic Audiences Costs

The media can depict how a government performs its role in a country and in
international relations by covering stories. Even though there are limitations to covering
the whole world, the media have played an active role in sketching our daily versions of
reality. This is labeled agenda-setting (Weaver et al., 1981). Consequently, media
influence people and society through their day-by-day selection of news. People learn
factual information from mass media and realize which one is important among various
events and issues in a day.

The ideological level of influence on media content and the theory of domestic
audience costs are the overarching conceptual theoretical frameworks for this study.
According to the theory of influence on media content, Shoemaker and Reese (1996) say
that there are five hierarchical levels of influence on media content. The levels exist at the
individual, media routine, organizational, extra-media, and ideological levels with the
individual level being the lowest level. According to this model, a higher level usually
affects a lower level set of factors (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). Through the ideological
level we can perceive relationships between media and political structures. Shoemaker
and Reese (1996, p.221) define ideology as “a symbolic mechanism that serves as a
cohesive and integrating force in society.” They add that “ideology is not an individual
belief system and represents a societal-level phenomenon” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p.
222).

Another conceptual framework used for this study is the theory of domestic



audience costs. The domestic audience costs theory indicates that generally domestic
audiences in a democracy can be an important factor in making foreign policy and can
enhance a leader’s credibility to get a better reputation in international relations (Fearon,
1997). In the 1990s, the concept of economics regarding the costly signaling theory was
proposed by international political scientists. Scholars sought to explain international
conflicts, especially war and the relationship between the establishment of democracy and
peace (Jo, 2007). They used costly signaling theory and domestic audience costs theory to
explain the phenomena.

Fearon (1994) says that depending on the regime type, a leader may consider
audience costs differently. In a democracy, foreign policies are made by “an agent on
behalf of voters who have the power to sanction the agent electorally or through the
workings of public opinion” (Fearon, 1994, p.581). On the other hand, the leaders in
authoritarian regimes often conduct foreign policy themselves without any regard for
public opinion (Fearon, 1994). In short, domestic audience costs are higher in
democracies than in autocracies. Fearon (1994) says that “domestic political structure
may powerfully influence a state’s ability to signal its intentions and to make credible
commitments regarding foreign policy.” Clare (2007) argues that sometimes a leader’s
action in foreign policy is much like a bluff and does not generate domestic costs. In other
words, as the need arises, domestic audiences can agree with a leader’s bluff action in a
foreign policy. Thus, if domestic audiences in a democracy do not punish their leader for
failing to carry out their threats, policies, or promises every time, an adversary may think

that threats, policies, or promises do not have “informational value as signals of resolve
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because of the lack of credibility” (Clare, 2007). This concept can generate various
predictions about crisis behaviors. Thus, to increase accurate predictions about “the
conflict behavior of democratic states,” Clare (2007) insists that domestic audience costs
and strategic interests should be considered together. And Tomz (2007) states that in some
cases a president who issues an empty threat can be significantly less popular than a
president who never gets involved. Also, he says that the population, especially politically
active citizens, react against empty commitments. He argues that domestic audiences are
one of the important factors that “motivate leaders to protect their international
reputations, even at great cost to themselves and others” (Tomz, 2007).

Some studies of domestic audience costs show that the media are important
mediators that connect the government and citizens and that inform people of government
policies. According to Slantchev (2006), audiences need information to assess policies
and get information from two potential mechanisms: one is “politically motivated
strategic behavior of better-informed actors like the government and the opposition,” and
another is “a non-political but potentially biased and exogenously noisy signaling
mechanism like the media.” He finds that the later mechanism is more important to

audiences in disciplining a leader for unsuccessful bluff and dishonesty.

2. Qualitative Thematic Content Analysis
Any form of communication may be subjected to content analysis for research
(Babbie, 1998). It can be books, magazines, poems, newspapers, songs, paintings,

speeches, letters, laws or constitutions (Babbie, 1998). One of the definitions of



traditional content analysis is that “content analysis is a method of studying and analyzing
communication in a systematic objective, and quantitative manner for the purpose of
measuring variables” (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994, pp.163-164). However, for this study
qualitative thematic content analysis is utilized. Bauer states that “qualitative content
analysis is one of the classical procedures for analyzing textual materials no matter where
this material comes from” (Flick, 2006, p.312).

The nature of qualitative content analysis differs from traditional content analysis.
There are three main differences between qualitative research and quantitative research,
according to Wimmer and Dominick (1994, p.140). 1) A qualitative researcher tries to be
part of a study because data cannot be yielded without a researcher’s active interpretation
and gathers reality through the research process. But reality for a quantitative researcher
is objective and wants to be separated from the data. 2) For a qualitative researcher each
person has different characteristics and researching each person can generate different
results. But a quantitative researcher tries to find general categories which can explain
human behaviors, and this concept is derived from that all human beings have similar
characteristics and aspects. 3) A qualitative researcher generates unique explanations from
individuals and given situations. But the goal of a quantitative researcher is to create
general explanations to understand people and society (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994, p.
140).

In qualitative research, analysis depends on stated research questions and stated
methods for the purpose of a study (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004, p.411). According to

Hesse-Biber & Leavy, “coding” is “the central part of qualitative data analysis,” and “it



involves extracting meaning from collected textual materials and usually consists of
describing “themes” or “ideas” in “chunks” of segments of text in the data and labeling
them with a short name or sometimes even a number” (2004, p.411). “Coding is the
analytic strategy many qualitative researchers employ in order to locate key themes,
patterns, ideas, and concepts within their data” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004, p.411).

A qualitative thematic content analysis procedure was used for this study to
examine the government-press relations under an authoritarian regime and a democratic
political system in Korea with the Dong-a ilbo and the Kyunghyang Shinmun as media
whose content was observed. Using qualitative content analysis adopts some of the
procedure of traditional content analysis in making inferences about the nature of
communication content (Holsti, 1969). But the qualitative nature of the study puts
emphasis on the interpretive nature of media content focusing on how published media
told the story of Korea’s experience under both authoritarian and democratic
governments. This is the part of the procedure of discourse analysis. Discourse analysis is
the medium of finding interactions in text and talk to understand what people do and think
(Silverman, 2004, p.203). It focuses “not on language as an abstract entity such as a
lexicon and set of grammatical rules, a system of differences, or a set of rules for
transforming statements” (Silverman, 2004, p.203) but on details in text and talk to find

meaning and clear cognitive reduction (p.216).
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IV. RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN
1. Research Questions

In line with the theories of agenda setting, ideologic influences on media and the
domestic audience cost theory, media coverage will be prominent when a country
withdraws the army from the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq because government
and the people will assess their achievements, trials and errors.

This study poses a number of research questions that speak to press coverage of
the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq by two newspapers in Korea. By analyzing the
coverage of the policies and war participation in two newspapers that have different
political orientations, the study seeks to clarify how the theories of ideological influences
on press content and domestic audience cost theory shed light on press coverage and the
Korean government’s involvement in the wars.

RQ1. Policy coverage: What kind of inferences about Korean policies can be
found from observing the coverage of Korea’s participation in the wars of Vietnam,
Afghanistan, and Iraq?

RQ2. Public opinion about wars in the two newspapers: How prominent is the
public’s view in press coverage of Korea’s involvement in the wars of Vietnam,
Afghanistan, and Iraq?

Before moving to the next research questions, the concept of the public should be
defined. In the theory of domestic audiences, domestic audiences are defined as “all
people in a nation especially among politically active citizens who have the greatest

potential to shape government policy” (Fearon, 1994). In this study, the meaning of the
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pubic will be same as the meaning of domestic audiences with following traditional
definitions of the public.

In the traditions of democratic theory, the public refers in a broad
sense to the people. The public is the electorate and the bearer of public
opinion, the ultimate source of legitimate governing power (Mayhew,
1997, p.137).

(In true democratic sense) The public is never the government,
although the public does influence, approach, or even control the
government, or the makers of decisions. But however close the opinion of
the influencing groups many come to controlling the government, it is still
not the government. Opinion as a process operating within the public is by
definition to be distinguished form those who rule (Wilson, 1962, p.8).

Water Lippmann defined the public as those who are spectators to
the context of power and the public has been related to the fact of political
participation (Wilson, 1962, p.83).

Political parties or any other form of “self-created societies” come
under the heading of faction, and factions prevent the people from direct
sovereignty over their government and encourage the capture of that
government by groups that represent special rather than truly public
interests 