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Mobilizing Resources for Cultural Activities : Korea
Yi, Séng-mi
I. Culture as National Identity

In today’s world of open economic market systems, where the boundaries among nations
are becoming increasingly less meaningful, what distinguishes one nation and people from
another is its culture. The very diversity of culture is what makes this world so
interesting and exciting. Therefore, at the critical juncture of the twenty-first century, each
country should rethink its policy on culture.

Samuel Huntington’s famous hypothesis that the fundamental source of the next world
conflict will not be primarily ideological or economic, but instead based on differences
among civilizations!) has much truth in it. Our goal, then, is to avoid or at least minimize
such clashes by promoting mutual understanding of cultures among different civilizations.
Historically deep-rooted cultural patterns and characteristics of each people and each
civilization will not be easily accepted or understood by others unless the members of the
respective civilizations make extraordinary efforts toward this end.

It seems contradictory to say that, in order to avoid or minimize the clash of
civilizations at the fault lines between them, we need to strengthen and emphasize the
characteristics of each civilization. However, such a seemingly contradictory effort could
fundamentally turn the direction, that is, from conflict to peaceful coexistence. Promoting
mutual respect and understanding among different cultures and civilizations through proper
education of each other’s cultural heritage and by effective dissemination of creative minds

will be most instrumental in avoiding the forecasted clash.

In most Asian countries, particularly Korea, for realistic and pragmatic reasons, cultural

issues have not been given priority over other matters such as defense, economy,

1) Sarmuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?,” Foreign Affairs Vol. 72 No. 3, Summer, 1993, pp. 22-49.
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commerce and industry. Such low priority for culture in the minds of the policy makers of
a country will soon result in irrepairable damage to its cultural heritage and the creativity
of the people, both of which are the essence of the true image of a nation. Therefore, a
drastically new policy on culture, tantamount to an emergency measure for saving the very
existence of national identity, should be established and implemented.

Historically, in China and Japan, the imperial court and Buddhist temples supported by
the court respectively were the largest sponsors and supporters of the arts. In the second
half of the seventeenth century wealthy merchants of late Ming and early Ch'ing China as
well as of Edo Japan played increasingly important roles in patronizing the arts. In Korea,
although the development of commerce in the late Chosén period produced some wealthy
individual patrons, the development of the arts mostly depended on state sponsorship.
Today, this historical pattern still holds true to a large extent.

However, the general world trend, and especially those in many Asian nations, show a
marked decline in government financial support for the arts. The current economic crises
which have been sweeping through Southeast Asian nations and Korea since the latter
part of 1997 compounded the situation. In 1998, the Korean economy had negative growth
in its GDP for the first time in many decades. Moreover, the unemployment rate is also
soaring to unprecedented levels. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to raise the
question of support for the arts.

The cultural heritage of a nation, however, cannot be recreated once it is lost due to the
neglect of a generation. It needs continuous attention even in periods of dire economic
difficulties. If the state can no longer play the role of the principal guardian of culture,
other sectors of society should bear the major burden of responsibility. Private businesses,
arts organizations themselves, and individuals should all participate in safeguarding the

nation’s cultural heritage and in promoting creative activities.
II. National Budgets for Culture in France and Korea
Many will agree that France holds the leading position as a nation of culture in world
today. If one looks at France's national budget for culture, a lesson can be learned.

Beginning in 1959, under the strong leadership of Charles de Gaulle, the French
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government established an independent Ministry of Culture headed by André Malraux, and
began allocating an increasing proportion of its general budget to this Ministry. By 1987,
this proportion reached the amazingly high figure of 2.2 percent of the general budget.?)
Despite some criticism that the poor are subsidizing the tastes of the rich, French policy
makers seem to have a strong belief that, in the end, the image of France as a nation of
culture will benefit both the poor and the rich alike.

In today’s world of mass media and mass culture, only a few cultural products and
events are profitable, and self-sufficient, and these tend to be of types of popular arts. If a
society wants to maintain a healthy diversity of its arts, arts activities that are neither
profit-orientated nor popular should also be nurtured, protected, and provided. The task of
safeguarding cultural heritage, for example, will rarely be profitable, and yet requires a
large amount of funds. Furthermore, this protection demands a variety of Specialists and
trained personnel to protect the heritage and to promote it as national cultural resources. In
order to achieve this goal, the government should have a basic policy of support for those
arts that do not have widespread popularity.

Through the re-structuring of the established administrative system, the newly
inaugurated government (1997) in Korea devised the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.
Although there was a brief period of an independent Ministry of Culture between
1990-1993, throughout much of modern Korean history, “culture” had to be combined with
other affairs in a government ministry. At first it was the Ministry of Culture and
Education, then, Ministry of Culture and Information, and most recently, the Ministry of
Culture and Sports. The aspiration of many Koreans to have an independent Ministry of
Culture was not fulfilled once again. It is a reflection of the low esteem for culture and
the lack of understanding of the importance of culture in the minds of government leaders.

The 1998 budget for the cultural sector of the newly established Ministry of Culture and
Tourism was decided at 0.57 percent of the general budget, ten percent less than it was
expected to be for the fiscal year. Although former President Kim Young-sam promised to
raise the cultural budget to one percent of the general budget during his presidency, that

2) Augustin Girad, "The Ministry of Culture,” in Robert Stwart, The Arts, Politics, and the Purse, The
Report of an International Conference on The Structure of Arts Funding Held by the Arts Council of
Great Britain, London, 4-5 March 1987, p. 8.

121



did not occur during his five-year term. The current president, Kim Dae-jung, pledged
during his presidential campaign that he would increase the cultural budget to one percent
of the general budget by the year 2000. However, the current economic situation in Korea
will be the deciding factor in achieving that goal.

Under these circumstances, we need to sound an alarm to the whole country concerning
the danger of these current cultural policies. Through the education of both policy makers
and the general public, we must create an understanding that establishing an image of our
country as a nation of culture is not only for the promotion and protection of our culture
itself, but just as importantly, that we can help advance our commerce and industry
abroad through it, thus benefitting our economy as well. Of course, this would be a long
term goal and its results will not be immediately visible. Nonetheless, we should establish

this goal before it is too late.

[I. Mobilizing Resources by the Government

Increasing funds for the arts in Korea by gradually raising the proportion of the budget
for the arts within the general budget will not in itself be sufficient for remedying the
current situation. There are two other organizations under governmental auspices, namely
the Korea Foundation (#BBFEsciME) and the Korean Culture and the Arts Foundation
(BB ST L B3R B ) which help finance arts activities. In addition to direct government
contributions for building up their endowments for future financial independence, both have
other sources of income. The Korea Foundation also receives income from levies on
passports (30% of the fee), while the Korean Culture and the Arts Foundation is the
beneficiary of a tax on entrance fees to museums, performing arts events, and movie
theatres (2~10% of the fee). However, in the case of the Korea Foundation, arts related
activities constitute only five percent of its general budget.d

The Korea Foundation’s arts related aid is channeled fo projects abroad such as lecture
series, traditional dance and music performances. It also provides funds to museums in

foreign countries for establishing and maintaining a permanent Korean art gallery within

3) This is a roughly computed figure based on the Foundation's 1995 annual report.
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the museum. During the past few years, the Korea Foundation either paid or promised to
pay for the partial costs of establishing a permanent Korean Gallery at major museums in
the United States, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the Los
Angeles County Museum in Los Angeles, and the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco. In
Europe, the British Museum in London, and the Musée Guimet in Paris also have received
funds for future Korean Galleries. Numerous other smaller museums in the United States
and in Europe have been given financial support for similar purposes. Perhaps the most
successful and well publicized case was the Arts of Korea Gallery at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York.4)

When one considers the importance of Korean traditional art in relation to that of other
Asian countries such as China and Japan, its representation in the major museums of the
world is long overdue. Introducing our rich cultural heritage to the general public of the
world seems to be one of the best ways to promote Korea’'s image as a nation of culture.
The efforts of the Korea Foundation thus far should be applauded and moreover, greatly
expanded in the future. More importantly, the allocation of funds for this purpose should
be considered as a national priority. In order to increase the amount of such support, new
sources of funding on a national scale should be sought.

It is desirable to create in Korea an organization similar to the National Endowment for
the Arts (NEA) or the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) in the United
States (established in 1965) which will set the basic direction for the support of the arts.
Although the combined support of these two organizations accounts for only twelve
percent of the arts support in the United States as of 19785 their policy of advocating
cultural pluralism sets a healthy tone for the promotion of diversity in arts activities. The
low percentage of overall support by the NEA and NEH is unique to the United States
where the support for the arts by individuals accounted for the phenomenal level of 67

percent in 19780 and increased to 83 percent in 19927 Therefore, in a country such as

4) The Arts of Korea Gallery was formally opened on June 7, 1998 with a special inaugural exhibition,
"Arts of Korea,” which was on view until January 24, 1999. The museum also published a 512 page
book, Arts of Korea. The Korea Foundation granted three million dollars for the construction of the
gallery, and provided additional funds for the museum’s educational programs.

5) Munhwa Chaewon (Cultural Resources), Yi Yong-gwon ed., (Seoul: Korean Foundation for Culture and
the Arts, 1989), p. 280, chart 1.
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Korea, where support by individuals is not yet significant, it is desirable to aim at raising
the percentage of state-sponsored support for the arts.

Of the various methods to raise funds for cultural activities suggested by others, there
are two areas that the Korean government has not yet attempted. One is the establishment
of a cultural lottery, and the other, the initiation of a special tax for cultural purposes. The
pros and cons on the issue of lottery have been discussed by Michihiro Watanabe in his
"Background Document.” I agree with his point that the lottery is more often played by
low-income segments of the population, whereas the arts supported by such lotteries are
appreciated by a more affluent strata of society.8) Although there are many countries
which operate lotteries for general or special purposes, the idea of lottery itself is not a
healthy one, and therefore should not be encouraged.

The issue of imposing a cultural tax seems worthy of exploration. There will be stiff
opposition to such a tax on the grounds that other areas of government will soon claim a
similar right. However, when we realize how low our cultural image abroad is, it is
justifiable to try this method for at least a limited time period. In the minds of many
Americans, the image of Korea is still that of a country at war, as portrayed in the
television series, "MASH.” Korean industrial goods that have inundated their markets have
not fundamentally altered their image of Korea. In other parts of the world, Korea remains
still largely unknown.

There is precedence for such special purpose taxes in Korea as seen in such taxes as
those on income, telephone, imported goods, excise, inheritance, and so on that were
imposed from 1974 to 1990. The rates of these taxes were not uniform, and differed from
case to case ranging from 2.5 to 30 percent. The primary purpose of these taxes was to
modernize Korea's armed forces and to strengthen her defense capabilities. The special
defense tax was abolished when the intended objectives were accomplished, and national

revenue had grown considerably to meet defense needs. I believe this model merits another

6) Cultural Resources, op. cit., p. 280, chart 1.
7) Michihiro Watanabe, "Mobilizing Resources for Cultural Activities,” A paper submitted to the UNESCO
for the Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies for Development, Stockholm, Sweden, 30

March - 2 April 1998, p. 15.
8) Watanabe, Ibid., p. 23.
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try although, in the case of culture, the goal would be more difficult to define and its
results even more difficult to assess. Yi O-rydng, the former Minister of Culture (Jan.
1990-Dec. 1991), recently warned that we urgently need to kindle an emergency light for
culture in order to ensure the healthy growth of our tree of culture.?)

In this age of growing political and administrative autonomy of localities and regions,
the principle of sharing cultural expenses between the central and local governments is
worth mentioning. In this regard, the new government of President Kim Dae-jung recently
announced a policy transferring the responsibility of safeguarding local cultural monuments
to the respective local governments. Such a policy of local cultural autonomy seems to
work well in Japan where each province operates its own museums effectively. The
success in Japan appears to be attributable to the historical tradition of local centers of
power and wealth. In Korea, however, this looks good only in principle and theory. In
reality, the revenue earned from cultural institutions in the localities is far from adequate
to cover the costs of preservation and management of their cultural assets and
establishments. The lack of trained personnel to assume the responsibility for safeguarding
cultural properties is another serious problem. Korea should invest more in the education of

high level professionals in the arts field as well as personnel in arts management.

IV. Arts Support from the Business Sector

There are two main sources of funds for arts support in the business sector of Korea.
One is through the Korean Business Council for the Arts (KBCA or the Korean Mécénat)
established in 1994 to which 161 businesses are currently participating.!®? The other is
through foundations established by several big business groups including Samsung,
Hyundai, and Daewoo among others.

The Korean Business Council for the Arts functions as an intermediary between arts
organizations or individuals and business. In order to increase the participation of business

in its activities, the KBCA should encourage medium- and small-sized businesses to join

9) Yi O-ryong, "Munhwa iii Pisangding Kyolttae (Now is the Time to Kindle the Emergency Light of
Culture), "Choson Ilbo (Choson daily), March 9, 1998.
10) Interview with Mr. Kim Ch'i-gon, the secretary General of the KBCA on February 17, 1998.
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in by promising them direct "rewards” not only in the form of tax benefits, but also in the
increased sales of their products by promoting their image as guardians of culture. Big
businesses already participating should be provided added incentive to continue their
support with the argument that culture will eventually be a key issue in the future global
market. For example, a superiorly designed automobile will sell better if all other requisites
are equal. A better design is the product of a high level of culture. Needless to say, a
better understanding of a nation’s culture makes its products more attractive.

Of the foundations established by big business groups, the Samsung Foundation of
Culture (established in 1965) is the largest sponsor of the arts. The funds for this
foundation have three sources: annual donations from the companies under the Samsung
Group (825 %); earnings from its own cultural establishments such as museums and a
performing arts hall (15.0%); and interest from its own endowment (2.5%). It is significant
to point out that the amount of the arts support by the Samsung Foundation of Culture
alone is almost equal to the support for the arts activities through the KBCA.

However, the Samsung Foundation of Culture has under its management its own
museums and galleries that account for nearly eighty percent of its funding for the arts.
There is no denying that these institutions (Ho-Am Art Museum and Ho-Am Art Gallery)
have greatly contributed in promoting Korean traditional arts and introducing arts from
abroad to the general public in Korea. But one also hopes that the foundation would
extend more aid to other arts organizations, and more to promoting Korean art abroad.
The foundation needs more encouragement, especially towards the latter activities.
Currently, the ratio of spending at home and abroad is 9: 1.11)

There are similar problems with foundations operated by other corporations. Most of
these foundations, like the Samsung Foundation of Culture have their own museums and
galleries. As a result, a large proportion of their spending on the arts is earmarked for the
purchase of real estate for a museum and for its management. It seems that, for the
healthier growth of the arts in our society, there should be general guidelines for the

balanced distribution of funds among diverse arts activities by these cultural foundations.

11) The Samsung Foundation of Culture kindly provided me with these statistics on its spending at the
time of my interview (February 20, 1998) with Mr. Han Yong-woe, the deputy director of the

Foundation.
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When a society expects its business sector to contribute to the promotion of the arts or
for any other humanitarian causes, it is natural for the contributors to anticipate in return
some form of benefit, be it a tax break or direct profits through the promotion of the
company image similar to advertising. Currently in Korea, the tax law is such that the
amount of donation to arts organizations cannot exceed five percent of a firm’s income.
Any donation exceeding this figure will not be exempt from taxation. There has been an
attempt to raise the percentage of tax exempt donations to seven percent, but this was not
realized for reasons of decreased revenue on the part of the government on the one hand,
and for the protection of the minority stockholders’ profits on the other. The government
should push for this reform of the tax system and gradually raise the percentage of tax

exempt donation above the current five percent.

V. Mobilizing Resources of Individuals

Individuals donate funds to the arts for various reasons, including as a status symbol or
for personal satisfaction. In the United States, such individual donations account for nearly
83 percent of the total, the largest single source of funds for the arts.!2) However, in
Korea, there is no hope of tallying such a figure today. One reason is that there has not
been a significant amount of individual donations to the arts. Therefore, this is definitely
one area Korean society should explore in the future.

In recent years, there has been a growing tendency in our society to condemn individual
wealth regardless of how it was accumulated. Traditionally, in Asian cultures, aloofness
from monetary reward and frugality in daily life have been considered as important moral
virtues of scholar-officials. Also, arts related activities have often been shunned as they
were considered extravagant and hedonistic. Perhaps this is the reason for the condemnation
of wealth, especially of high government officials. On the other hand, there is an old
saying, "make money by all means, but spend it nobly.” So, in this world of an open
market economy, as long as the wealth has been accumulated through legal means, we

should encourage it to be spent for noble causes including the arts.

12) Michihiro Watanabe, Ibid,, p. 15.
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Wealthy individuals should be encouraged to bequeath their assets to organizations such
as the National Endowments for the Arts whose creation was recommended above, or
directly to arts organizations. An incentive should be given for a full tax exemption for the
amount donated. Lately there have been some individuals who donated or expressed the
desire to donate their assets to educational institutions and scholarship foundations, but
few if any have done so for arts organizations. Therefore, the government should make an
effort to inform people of the high priority and urgent need for funding in the arts.

An added incentive can be given to prospective individual donors by a system of
grant-matching from the public sector. This system is well utilized in the United States,
but nearly unheard of in Korea. In this system, if an individual donates a certain amount
of money to a special fund in his or her name, that amount will be doubled by a matching
grant from the government. Arts organizations should also be encouraged to raise funds
for certain projects, which then will be matched by the government. This seems costly for
the government, but in fact the public sector is achieving a certain goal at only half the
cost. This is definitely a concept worth exploring in Korea.

National museums should encourage individuals to donate funds with varying types of
rewards such as naming a gallery in the museum or a special fund after the donor. Th’e
newly built Shanghai Museum seems to have successfully employed this method. Of the
total cost of the new building, fifteen percent was collected from individuals, who in tumn
had individual galleries named in their honor. Setting up funds in the name of a particular
individual for special exhibitions, for acquisitions, for travel of artists and art historians, for
awarding excellent research results or creative activities are some possible ways to

mobilize individual wealth. All such donations should be given tax benefits.

VI. Towards a Better Management of Cultural Resources

Many government or non-government organizations have been criticized for their
management of funds for the arts. These criticisms can be summed up as follows: 1) lack
of understanding or professional knowledge in the field of arts management; 2) inordinately

large overhead expenses; 3) lack of cooperation among similar arts organizations; and 4)

128



excessive government intervention.

The field of arts management is relatively new in most Asian countries, and especially
in Korea. It requires both broad knowledge of the arts and business skills. Currently,
there is only one MBA course in Korea that has a major in Arts Management.!3 In
order for a program such as this to be more effective, it is necessary for students to have
had an undergraduate education in the arts, be it performing arts or visual arts. Also it is
desirable for each student to concentrate on one of the two areas for a better understanding
of the special nature of their field. Another solution for remedying this problem is
providing some form of general education in the arts for government officials. The Korean
Culture and the Arts Foundation and the Samsung Foundation of Culture have provided
several programs for this purpose, but as of yet there have not been many visible results.

The problem of inordinately large overhead costs exists throughout the public domain.
The privatization of arts management organizations will markedly improve the situation.

Cooperation and coordination among the arts organizations and their funding can be
achieved by building a database on all publicly and privately supported activities and
making this accessible through public means such as a web site. Information sharing in
this age of the Internet is easily achieved if there is sufficient desire. An initial investment
is needed for this end, but it will be money wisely spent. When this is achieved, arts
support programs will be better balanced and rationalized.

The government’s cultural policy should be based on the principle of non-intervention.
This may sound contradictory at this point as I have been advocating strong initiatives in
the government’s cultural policy. But once the framework of a policy of support has been
created, the contents of the arts activities should be left to the arts organizations themselves.
As long as the arts activities ensure the diversity, creativity and adequate protection of the
nation’s cultural heritage, free rein should be given to the arts organizations and artists

themselves so that the arts will "evolve” on their own course.

13) In Dan’guk University, School of Business. See Hong Stng-ch'an, Yesul Kyongyong Immun (Introduction
to the Arts Managements) (Seoul: Mintim-sa, 1997), p. 184.
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