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ABSTRACT 

 Institutionally, public libraries should be dedicated to protecting and promoting 

intellectual freedom and thereby be fiercely critical of censorship in their institutions.  

Unfortunately, the Republic of Korea’s (ROK’s) public libraries are an exception.  

Despite the international directives of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in their “Public Library Manifesto” and the tenets 

espoused in the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) 

“Core Values” proscribing censorship in public libraries, the ROK’s public libraries still 

restrict the inclusion of certain materials in their collections, limit access to information 

online via filters and staff monitoring, and restrict assemblage in their institutions’ 

meeting rooms based on ideological purpose. 

 This study was conducted at a ROK public library.  It focused on addressing what 

censorship was occurring, why censorship occurred, and who was responsible for 

propagating and implementing the censoring practices.  Additional analysis examined 

what effects censorship in public libraries had on adult users relative to the ROK’s 

democracy.  

 The findings indicate that (1) The ROK’s public libraries censor various subjects 

–  including but not limited to: sexuality (educational and otherwise), homosexuality, 

information about North Korea (the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea), violence, 

anti-governmental materials, and political discourse; (2) There are a myriad of reasons 

why censorship occurs: established ROK law requires it, local governmental entities 

institute their own restrictive directives upon the public libraries, individual librarian 

preferences dictate the exclusions, and cultural norms facilitate censorship in public 

libraries; (3) Adult library users are limited in their ability to participate in and sustain the 

ROK’s democracy because of the censorship in public libraries. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

  

 Public libraries commonly protect the rights of individuals to read, write, and 

access information of their choosing by rejecting censorship.  They provide the resources 

for all members of the public to participate in the free exchange of ideas, in an 

environment that excludes the intrusions of organizational power and paternalistic 

influences.  According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO), this is a universal obligation of all public libraries, no matter 

their country of origin.  Public libraries should be a protected space where individuals can 

have access to information that allows them to question and investigate sources of 

authority.  This facilitates the balance that is required for a democracy to remain an 

institution of the populace it serves. 

 Unfortunately, this research finds that the Republic of Korea’s (commonly known 

as South Korea but hereafter referred to only as the ROK) public libraries practice 

censorship.  Censorship in public libraries is destructive to critical thought and ultimately 

weakens the structure of democratic systems.  Thus, the censorship that occurs in the 

ROK’s public libraries is problematic, but especially so when one realizes that the ROK’s 

democracy is young (only becoming a democracy in 1987) and still fragile.   

  

Presentation and Identification of the Problem 

 As stated previously, public libraries fundamentally condemn censorship and 

instead strive to uphold the standard that the populace must have the right to determine 
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what information is valuable to them individually, without the interference of custodial 

entities.  Adult library users in the ROK are prohibited from seeking the information of 

their choosing in public libraries, as these organizations practice both ideological and 

protectionist forms of censorship.  Democratic theorist Robert Dahl maintains that the 

freedom of expression (the “right to be heard” and “to hear what others have to say”) is a 

requirement of all national democracies (2005).  Public libraries facilitate this exchange 

when they serve as both a place for people to express their views (in meeting rooms, 

online, or through tangible materials) and for others to receive the expressed 

communication.  Thus, censorship in the ROK’s public libraries is a considerable 

problem because it undermines individuals’ abilities to fully actualize, be civically 

engaged, and to participate in their society and government.   

 

Significance of the Study  

 This study is significant to our field for three primary reasons. 

Need for External Perspective 

First, this study is essential because it is something that ROK scholars and ROK 

public library practitioners are unable do themselves.  The reasons that practitioners are 

not capable of conducting the proposed research are twofold.  First, because of the 

limited spectrum of ROK information science education, practitioners may not have the 

academic foundation or educational diversity of thought necessary to pursue this kind of 

research.  As will be explained further in Chapter 5, library and information science 

programs in the ROK are largely limited to practical instruction regarding library 

operations (such as library management, budgeting, cataloguing, etc.).  Secondly, not 
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only are public library practitioners without the pedagogic fortitude necessary to 

recognize or appreciate the problem of censorship in the ROK’s public libraries, but as a 

condition of their employment, they are prohibited from engaging in any activity that has 

any political significance.  In fact, “South Korea is the only OECD member nation that 

prohibits any and all political activity by government employees …” (Kim, J., 2011).  As 

the issue of censorship in ROK public libraries has direct governmental and political 

implications, public library employees (who are employees of the government) are 

limited in engaging in any analysis (such as examining censorship practices) that might 

have an anti-government conclusion. 

When questioned during the interview process, many ROK library practitioners 

could not understand what possible relationship a democracy and a public library could 

have, despite the relationship being well established in the field of Library Science.  The 

connection between public libraries and democracy did not generally appear to be readily 

apparent.   

Most Korean information science scholars are not directly, institutionally 

prohibited from exploring research that may be critical of their government (as a 

condition of their employment), but they are still restricted from exploring topics that 

may be perceived to be anti-government in nature or that are perceived to violate the 

ROK’s national security.  It is also likely that ROK academics self-censor some of their 

work to adhere to the societal norm, so that they are not socially and professionally 

excluded – which could threaten their livelihood.  As will be discussed in Chapter 5, just 

as the aforementioned public library practitioners may not have a solid appreciation for 
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the problem of censorship in their institutions; ROK scholars may be limited in this 

capacity as well.   

Larger Democratic Principles 

 The second reason this study is necessary is that it serves as an underpinning for 

protecting democratic principles (both in the ROK and globally).  An examination and 

discourse of democracy anywhere helps to support democratic pursuits everywhere.  (In 

order for democracies to flourish, they must be continually reexamined and questioned.)  

Critically analyzing censorship in the ROK’s public libraries is not only important 

fundamentally, but practically as well.   

My research ultimately promotes the ideals of free expression and the exchange of 

ideas that public libraries are institutionally obliged to adhere to.  This is especially 

important given the ongoing conflict that the ROK and the DPRK (the Democratic 

People’s Republic of Korea: also known as North Korea) are engaged in.  Despite signing 

a truce in 1953, Korea is still a country at war.  ROK public libraries are restricted from 

providing much needed information about the ongoing conflict and the pertinent players.  

This is a pragmatic problem as an uninformed public, especially in a country still 

technically at war, can be particularly perilous.  An unapprised populace cannot direct its 

government and/or keep it fully accountable for its actions during wartime.   

Inform Others about this Phenomenon 

Finally, this study is significant as it will provide the means for others (outside of 

the ROK) to be made aware of the censorship that occurs there.  Such awareness has the 

potential to produce actual change.  In fact, the ROK’s governmental body for deciding 

what information should be forbidden on the Internet has appeared to have decreased its 
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filtering practices because of pressure from the international community (Fish, 2009).  

Specifically, it is imperative that those in the Information Science discipline, library 

profession, and the discipline’s professional organizations be made aware of censorship 

in the ROK’s public libraries so that the relevant players can endeavor to do whatever 

they can to encourage the ROK’s public library censorship dynamic to adhere to 

international and professional protocols.  Additionally, being alerted to censorship in the 

ROK’s public libraries will enable library professionals to be more informed about the 

extent of censorship throughout Asia (as it is not just limited to China, as is often the 

focus) and to use the obtained information to better understand our potential failings 

regarding censorship in our respective institutions.  Information professionals need to 

become more aware of the censorship that is occurring in the ROK’s public libraries so 

that they can be informed about the harmful ramifications that censorship supports in that 

country. 

 

Research Assumptions 

When beginning this research, my assumptions were threefold.  First, I assumed 

that censorship was occurring in the ROK’s public libraries.  Secondly, I suspected that 

this censorship was the responsibility of several sources: federal and local government 

mandates, internal pressures, and demands from cultural norms.  Third, I assumed that 

censorship in public libraries subverted the democratic process by limiting the 

participation of the populace. 

While I began my research with these assumptions, it was important given my 

methodological theory of grounded theory to reduce my potential for prejudice when 
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performing my research.  In grounded theory, it is advisable for the researcher “…to 

initially ignore related literature and existing theory to reduce the likelihood of 

contamination of the data with existing or biased concepts” (Egan, 2002).  Therefore, I 

was careful to minimize my bias during the discovery process by temporarily 

disregarding the literature relevant to my study and solely concentrating on the emerging 

data. 

 

Research Goals 

 The purpose of this study was to obtain accurate data that legitimately described 

the censorship practices that occur in the ROK’s public libraries and to identify how and 

why censorship continues to transpire.  Further, this study utilized the literature to 

establish how censorship affected the ability of people to fully utilize their public library 

services and how this inhibited the ability of said citizens’ capacity to support their 

democracy. 

 To investigate this phenomenon, I utilized a grounded theory methodological 

approach to answer my three research questions:  

 1) What censorship is occurring in the ROK’s public libraries?   

 2) Who is responsible for the censorship that occurs in the ROK’s public  

      libraries? 

 3) How does the censorship in public libraries affect the ROK’s democracy? 
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Delimitation 

 The focus of this study was an examination of one public library in the ROK.  

This analysis pertained to a single library with no branches, but was meant to be 

representative of the problem of censorship in the ROK’s public libraries in totality. 

  As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the names of all those involved in my research 

and that of the institution will be kept confidential; all names of employees utilized in 

what follows are pseudonyms. 

  Although censorship is problematic in all ROK library environments, for the 

purposes of brevity and topicality, the libraries addressed in this study only pertain to 

public libraries.  

 While censorship in public libraries is detrimental to users of all ages, this study 

only analyzes censorship that pertains to adult public library users. 

 Unfortunately, censorship is common to many library systems worldwide, not just 

in the ROK.  This study is not meant to imply that the ROK’s public libraries are 

censoring while other countries’ public libraries are not. 

 

Definitions of Terms 

Country Name 

 It was important to decide how to refer to the ROK in my research, so that my 

work is both respectful and representative.  The ROK is commonly referred to as South 

Korea in the West.  This practice is consistent with the naming conventions used in the 

literature that is authored by Western authors.  However, in South Korea, “South” is not 

normally used as a part of their normal naming conventions.  The people in the country 
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identify only as Koreans.  It has been my personal experience that this is a particularly 

sensitive issue for Koreans because of the ongoing civil war between North and South 

Korea.  However, using only the single name of Korea may cause confusion to others 

unfamiliar with such naming conventions.  

 Further, North Korea’s official name is the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea – while South Korea’s official name is the Republic of Korea, which can cause 

confusion, as it is South Korea that is the democracy, while North Korea is not. 

 Thus, it is necessary to strive to bridge the gap between Korea’s domestic 

perspectives and the international/Western perceptions while still differentiating between 

North and South Korea. 

In order to be sensitive to the needs of the Korean people (both North and South), 

be as identifiable and descriptive as possible, and not demonstrate favor to a particular 

perspective, I will utilize the official name of South Korea, as utilized by the United 

Nations: Republic of Korea (ROK).  This will support an impartial representation of my 

country of study. 

Censorship 

 Censorship has many definitions.  The American Library Association (ALA) 

defines censorship as, “…the suppression of ideas and information that certain persons—

individuals, groups or government officials—find objectionable or dangerous”.  Further, 

the ALA identifies the paternalistic motivations for censorship: 

“Censors try to use the power of the state to impose their view of what is truthful 

and appropriate, or offensive and objectionable, on everyone else. Censors 

pressure public institutions, like libraries, to suppress and remove from public 

access information they judge inappropriate or dangerous, so that no one else has 

the chance to read or view the material and make up their own minds about it. The 

censor wants to prejudge materials for everyone” (Intellectual Freedom…”). 
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 Dr. Richard Fitzsimmons, former Director of the Pennsylvania State University 

Library and former President of the Pennsylvania Library Association confirms this 

definition and offers additional insight when he maintains that: 

“In modern thought, censorship is an effort by a government, private 

organization, group, or individual to prevent people from reading, seeing, or 

hearing what may be considered as dangerous to government or harmful to public 

morality.  Censorship may be exercised on political, religious, or moral grounds, 

making the offense one of treason, heresy, or obscenity.” (1996). 

 

 Taking these definitions into consideration, for the purposes of this examination, 

censorship will be understood to be the restriction of any material for any reason.  The 

only caveat is that this definition of censorship will not include the restriction of materials 

that include “spilled blood”.  Therefore, materials that target vulnerable populations 

unable to provide consent (such as animals, children, and the mentally incompetent) will 

not be considered censorable materials.  Thus, the restriction of materials, such as child 

pornography and bestiality, will not be considered censorship.  Information that is limited 

because it subjugates vulnerable populations (who lack the ability to make fully informed 

decisions about their welfare) will not be acts of censorship. 

 It will be understood that censorship occurs when access to information is 

restricted.  This is an important distinction to make because censorship occurs in libraries 

not only when access to a particular material is prohibited, but also when access to an 

idea is proscribed.  Censorship in libraries can occur in many mediums: via the restriction 

of printed materials, limiting access to digital environments, and forbidding assemblage.   

Public libraries provide protected places for people to assemble and share ideas.  If 

external sources restrict access to a library meeting place, based upon a prejudice against 

the beliefs to be shared, censorship has occurred within the library.  Censorship in 
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libraries occurs when those who have authority dictate what information can be 

accessible to the public. 

Democracy 

 Arguably, democracy can be a very broad term, as there are many different kinds 

of democracies.  However, as the ROK is a democratic republic, the explanation utilized 

in what follows will be representative of that.   

 The United Nations recognizes that there are certain underlying characteristics of 

a democracy.  These interconnected characteristics include, but are not limited to, free 

and fair elections, just mechanisms for executing the rule of law, political parties, and the 

existence of some kind of Constitution which outlines the structure of the government.  

Most important to this study are two components, outlined by the United Nations 

Democracy Fund, which are fundamental to a democracy.  They are: 

1. “Civil society participation: Since democracy is the process which links the 

individual citizen to governmental processes, the importance of civil society 

organizations as collective expressions of citizenship cannot be overstated” 

(“Situating the UN Democracy Fund…”). 

 

2.  “Access to information and transparency: If individual citizens and civil 

society generally are to be able to exercise their human right of participation in 

government, there is a need for them to be well informed about what is happening 

and to be able to articulate their views. A citizen’s right to information and free 

expression is therefore a central tenet of a healthy democracy. The role of an 

independent media is an important element of this” (ibid). 

 

This description of democracy demonstrates the infallible link between democracies and 

populations’ unrestricted information access.  A population should have complete access 

to the information that allows them to be full participants in their government in order to 

fulfill the tenets of a democracy.  
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Adult Users 

 In order to properly assess who adult users are, it is necessary to separate the two 

components and individually define them.  First, an adult will be anyone who is twenty 

years of age or older
1
.  This is in accordance with current ROK law which stipulates that 

the legal adult age of anyone in the ROK is twenty years of age (“S. Korea to lower…, 

2011)
2
.  Users will include all those who use any part of the public library. 

Public Library  

 It is imperative to not define a public library from an ethnocentric perspective.  

Thus, it is necessary to utilize a larger, more balanced perspective of what a public library 

should consist of and how it should serve its users.  The United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), through their Public Library Manifesto, 

defines public libraries as, “…the local centre of information, making all kinds of 

knowledge and information readily available to its users”.  Further, the Public Library 

Manifesto clearly states that, “Collections and services should not be subject to any form 

of ideological, political or religious censorship, nor commercial pressure”.   

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I introduced my study by presenting and identifying my research, 

explaining the significance of the study, and providing the definitions of relevant terms 

that are used in my research.  Next, I will examine the context of my research.  To do 

this, I provide information about the ROK, a general overview of the ROK’s public 

                                                 
1
 For purposes of clarity, it is worth noting that the ROK utilizes an unorthodox way to calculate age.  

Without going into the complexities, when a Korean person says that they are 20 years of age – they are 

actually only between 18 or 19 years of age biologically. 
2
 The legal adult age in the ROK is currently 20 years of age.  However, the legal adult age is in the process 

of changing.  In July 2013, the legal adult age will change to 19 years of age.   
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library system, and information about the specific public library where research was 

conducted.  In subsequent chapters I will provide a synthesis of the literature, describe the 

methodology that was utilized in my research, and explain and analyze my research 

results. 
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Chapter 2 

Context 

 

Introduction 

 In order to properly understand the censorship that occurs in the ROK’s public 

libraries, it is first necessary to examine the framework within which they operate.  Like 

most public libraries, the ROK’s public libraries exist in systems larger than themselves.  

They are not autonomous organizations; they exist within a more complex, organizational 

system wherein multiple factors influence the operation of the public library.  The ROK’s 

public libraries are exposed to many internal and external contributions that affect its 

direction, purpose, and practices.  Many elements, both internally and externally 

motivated, impact the ROK’s public libraries.  Therefore, in order to properly assess 

censorship in the ROK’s public libraries, it is necessary to first appreciate the place that 

the ROK’s public libraries have in their larger system. 

 The ROK’s public libraries reflect varying degrees of complexity.  Their activities 

are not independently limited, rather their actions are frequently dependent upon and/or 

the result of outside directives.  As it is important to understand the totality of the system 

that supports public libraries, the following will examine the system within the library of 

study. Hereafter, this organization is referred to as Republic of Korea Public Library, 

abbreviated as KRPL – to insure anonymity. 

In order to properly evaluate the systemic qualities of the KRPL, the following 

will be examined.  First, a brief general and specific description of the system will be 

provided, so that one can have a basis for appreciating the foundations for the system.  
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Secondly, the KRPL as an organizational system will be examined.  Finally, internal and 

external influences to the system will be studied.  

 

The ROK: Country Profile 

 In order to understand the dynamics of the system to be examined, it is first 

necessary to understand the specific system and the larger system that supports it. 

 The ROK was founded in 1948 after the Second World War resulted in the 

division of the Korean peninsula into two halves: the ROK and the DPRK.  The Korean 

War began in 1950 when these two halves battled for control of the entire Korean 

peninsula.  An armistice was signed in 1953, which did not formally end the war, but 

instead offered a truce and a territorial agreement that was able to cease active conflict.  

After the Korean War, the ROK withstood decades of economic distress and authoritarian 

governments until it became a democracy in the late twentieth century.  

 The ROK is densely populated with over 50 million people (“S. Korea 

Population…”, 2012) residing in a country about the size of the state of Indiana, U.S. 

(“Background Note…”, 2012).  It is divided into nine provinces and seven self-governing 

cities.  The ROK is the 15
th

 largest economy in the world (ibid).   

 

General Overview of the ROK’s Public Library System 

 The ROK’s public library history is relatively brief.  Korea’s first public library 

was created in Busan (now the ROK’s second largest city) in 1901.  The ROK’s self-

directed construction of public libraries was halted when they were occupied and then 

annexed to Japan in 1905 and 1910, respectively.  During the time of Japan’s rule (from 
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1905-1945), in an effort to assimilate the Korean people, the contents of the ROK’s few 

public libraries were destroyed and replaced with Japanese collections (Bosmajian, 

2006).  Compounding the professional librarianship problems caused by Japanese 

imperialism was the fact that when the Japanese withdrew from the Korean peninsula 

there were very few people who had any knowledge of library operations remaining.  “At 

the National Library during the Japanese occupation, for example, there had been only a 

few Koreans working in the library, and their chances for education and promotion under 

Japanese librarianship were extremely limited” (Cho, 1995).  Therefore, there were very 

few people with any library expertise remaining in the country after the Japanese 

departure.  Despite these obstacles, the ROK began to re-establish their public libraries, 

but many were obliterated during the Korean War (Chang, et. al, 2006).  

 Subsequently, military rule prevailed, which (although contrary to what is usually 

considered an optimal library development environment) actually contributed to the 

proliferation of librarianship in the ROK (Cho, 1996).  “However, despite the increase in 

the size of collections, restrictions on publication and acquisition of certain materials 

hampered further development of librarianship in South Korea during the Park era” 

(1961-1979) (Cho, 1995).  Military rule was replaced with democracy in 1987; making 

available the societal advancements that provided the foundation for a renewed focus on 

the development of public libraries, as the greater public good (via education and 

literacy) was becoming a more important factor in governmental affairs.  The 

government’s renewed interest in public libraries was demonstrated by the increase of the 

numbers of public libraries from 304 in 1995 to 487 in 2004 (Yoon, et. al, 2006).    
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The ROK’s commitment to their public library system was further established 

when the Ministry of Culture and Tourism revealed its "Library Development Roadmap" 

in 2002.  This outlined the proposed plan for the development of the ROK’s public 

library system.  The more notable elements of this were their plans to increase the 

number of public libraries to 750 by 2011, to establish more branch libraries, and to 

increase access to digital information and library services (ibid).  The proposed plan 

surpassed its initial goal; the ROK had 748 public libraries in 2010 and it was expected 

that the number of public libraries would reach 814 by the end of 2011 (“W552 

billion…”, 2011).  This proposal was a mutual effort between the national and local 

governments, with 188 billion won and 349 billion won (approximately $164,529,817 

and $305,430,352 USD) being committed by both entities, respectively.  The ROK 

intends for there to be 1,372 libraries in the country by 2030 (Kim, B., 2012). 

 

Specific Public Library: the KRPL 

It is important to provide details regarding the specific public library where 

research was conducted as each ROK province or municipality has different rules 

governing the system that supports the public library.  Therefore, specific generalizations 

about systems relevant to public libraries in the ROK cannot always be commonly 

applied to all institutions. 

The library that is examined here will not be expressly identified.  It is a public 

library in a large municipality in the ROK, serving a neighborhood within the city of 

about 300,000 people.  There are several other public libraries in this city.  Though closed 

one day per week, this library serves 4,000 patrons per day.  Much of the information that 
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is provided henceforth was obtained by research that was done in this library during a 

period of approximately ten months. 

This library has thirty-eight employees.  Twenty-four are full-time workers and 

fourteen are contract workers.  Twelve staff members have a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Library Science.  (As will be discussed further in Chapter 5, a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Library Science in the ROK is primarily focused on the practical elements of the 

discipline – cataloguing, management, etc., not the more theoretical components – 

information ethics, intellectual freedom, etc).  The KRPL has 160,000 books. 

KRPL’s Dependence on External Organizations 

 The hierarchy that supports the KRPL is complicated.  The KRPL directly reports 

to three governmental bodies: the city’s Metropolitan Office of Education (MOE), the 

Department of Labor, and the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.  The KRPL also 

indirectly reports (via the MOE) to the (ROK) Ministry of Government and Home Affairs 

and the Ministry of Education and Human Resources Development. 

1.  Metropolitan Office of Education 

 Despite there being several different governmental bodies that are responsible for 

the operations of the library, the MOE is primarily accountable for the operations of the 

KRPL.  The MOE is responsible for dictating the majority of what the KRPL does.  It 

develops the manuals for performing the required work, helps determine what programs 

the KRPL will offer, and sets policies and standards within the library.  In fact, the KRPL 

does not have any independent emergency procedures in place for environmental or 

wartime disasters.  The MOE provides the KRPL with a manual for emergency 

procedures, but in actuality, in the event of an emergency, KRPL personnel must abide 
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by the directive to wait to respond to a crisis situation until the appropriate government 

offices contact them with specific instructions.  

 Of particular contention in the KRPL, and as another example of the extent of the 

MOE’s influence in the library’s operations is how the MOE mandates the space in the 

KRPL be used.  Because the MOE’s primary responsibility is promoting an educational 

agenda, the MOE requires that approximately a quarter of the KRPL’s space be allocated 

towards personal study space (desks and chairs only).  The KRPL’s personnel almost 

universally oppose this policy.  However, to this end, the KRPL struggles with allocating 

appropriate amounts of space for regular library resources (books, periodicals, computers, 

etc.).  Further, the KRPL has been forced to store the segments of their collection that 

should be in the general collection in a room where the only entry is through a basement 

electrical room that is not accessible to patrons (KRPL staff retrieves books in this area 

for patrons when asked).  The KRPL has proposed retractable shelving as a solution, but 

the MOE denied this request as the retractable shelving would make noise and not be 

conducive to a peaceful learning environment.  The space dilemma is especially 

problematic when it is anticipated that the KRPL’s collection (as with other public 

libraries in the ROK) will grow at an average of seven percent a year (Yoon, 2008).  The 

need for the KRPL to both obtain more materials and maintain their current collection 

despite space issues is complicated by the ROK’s need to be internationally competitive 

as the number of volumes in public libraries per capita is sometimes used as a means to 

measure “a nation’s cultural advancement” (ibid).  Thus, the focus on increasing the 

quantity of the collection – despite the lack of space because of the MOE’s study area 

mandate – versus sustaining a quality collection (by the weeding of obsolete materials, 
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etc.) is compounded by the need for the MOE to demonstrate increasing numbers of 

materials in the public library’s collection to the national governmental entities that they 

are responsible to.  Thus, the prerogatives of the KRPL are secondary to those of the 

MOE. 

 The MOE does not directly contribute to the development of the collection, but it 

is understood that the majority of the collection should serve educational purposes, 

despite that the most utilized materials in the collection are those materials that are not 

academically inclined.  While there is not an official itemization of what materials are 

academic versus not – many library staff members have estimated that the scholarly 

materials in the collection represent the majority of the total collection.  

2.  National Influence 

 The national government has some direct influence on the KRPL.  It dictates what 

kinds of materials are not allowed to be accessed (either in print or online) in the KRPL 

and how the meeting spaces can be used.  Further, it can make policies regarding such 

minute details as to when the library will open late or close early.  For example, when the 

G20 summit was held in Seoul in 2010, public libraries (including the KRPL) were 

ordered to open an hour later because of the meeting (despite the fact that the KRPL is a 

considerable distance from Seoul).  Another example of the national government’s 

interference into the KRPL’s affairs regards the ability of the organization to control the 

internal climate of their building.  As of 2012, all public offices (including public 

libraries) must keep their building’s temperature at or above 28 degrees Celsius (82.4 

degrees Fahrenheit) from July 1 to September 28 (Kim, R., 2012).  Also, no public office 

(again, including the KRPL) can utilize air conditioning from 2-2:40 p.m., 3-3:30 p.m., 
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and 4-4:30 p.m. (ibid).  As the person second in command of the KRPL, Mr. Kae 

explained, the KRPL is controlled by the government and when the government gives an 

order, they have to comply. 

 The system in which the KRPL exists is overly complicated and this has extensive 

ramifications in that the current library system “…undermines cooperation and mutual 

support among libraries in many areas, including policy coordination…” (Chang, 2006).  

The external departments that the KRPL is responsible to may add more negative than 

positive contributions to the library. 

Internal Influences within the KRPL 

 The KRPL’s internal operations can have serious effects on both the library 

system and the larger system in which it operates.  There are three primary internal 

influences to the system. 

1.  Lack of Established Policies and Procedures 

 First, the KRPL lacks the appropriate policies and procedures for pivotal library 

operations.  This negatively influences the internal system because they do not have the 

necessary structure in place to effectively, with universal application, guide and handle 

issues that arise in the normal course of library operations.  For example, the KRPL does 

not have a collection development policy.  Neither does it have a recognized policy for 

how pivotal library operations should occur.  Such policies are important as they provide 

direction for the library and allow staff to have a tangible plan to refer to.  Further, the 

KRPL does not have a recognized mission, set of goals, or objectives.  There is an 

established and posted “Pledge of Library Service” which outlines the necessity of staff 

to “smile always”, “wear their shoes”, and “give visitors something [unspecified] if poor 
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service is provided”, among other things.  It may be likely that the institution not having 

these policies and procedures firmly in place is in part, because of the mandatory three 

year transfer policy of MOE, wherein permanent employees must move to another library 

after their three-year term of service.  Employees who have no long-term commitment to 

an organization may not be as devoted to the foundational operations of the library.   

2.  Lack of Complaint Recognition System 

 Secondly, the KRPL does not have a system where users can feel comfortable 

complaining to library staff about negative experiences/issues in the library (such as their 

experience with censorship).  Users who complain will be given little feedback, with no 

action being taken to document the complaint, and with no official reply to the 

complainant.  Without the environment being cultivated for people to feel comfortable 

giving this feedback, the KRPL loses an instrumental factor in making positive changes 

to the internal aspects of their system. 

 In fact, not only does the lack of a complaint process cause the KRPL to lose 

crucial feedback, it also puts in place a situation where it is likely that the patron will 

convey their disapproval to others, thus damaging the reputation of the KRPL in the 

community.   “If there were no proper procedures for users to complain to the library, and 

they thought it took a lot of time and effort to voice their complaint to the library, they 

would speak to friends and relatives about their bad experience or even convince them 

not to use the library” (Oh, D., 2003).  It is imperative that the KRPL have a mechanism 

in place that addresses users’ complaints so that the library can demonstrate a 

commitment to patrons and also express a readiness to resolve problems.  “…complaints 

can function as positive feedback to solve problems or improve performance, in library 
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and information centers as well” (ibid).  The KRPL’s failure to be receptive to patron 

complaints deters their organization from evolving to best serve their community.   

3.  ROK Cultural Norms 

 Third, the ROK’s cultural values, such as paternalism, patriarchy, and 

collectivism permeate the internal affairs of the library.  Library employees have 

demonstrated that they are unlikely to question the will of the majority, the governmental 

forces that dictate the processes of their library, or the exclusively male managerial staff 

that supervises the daily operations of the library.  For example, in the KRPL every man 

(not including those males who are working in the public library as part of their military 

conscription) who works in the library serves in a management/supervisory position, 

while no women hold such a position.  Adherence to these cultural norms prohibits 

employees from fully professionally engaging in their work at the library. 

 The above cultural norms are so ingrained and pervasive in Korean culture that 

they persevere even in the face of imminent danger and death.  For example, in the late 

1990s, Korean Air (a major ROK airline) had the most airplane crashes of any other 

airline in the world.  It was found that the reason for this was the intense Korean cultural 

hierarchy that limited the ability of co-pilots and others who were hierarchically lower 

than the pilot to point out pilot errors or voice concerns (Carley, 1999).  Unfortunately, 

reverence to this hierarchical system is inherent in the KRPL. 

Acquisition and Utilization of Resources  

 The KRPL requires the importation of resources from external organizations to 

fund its operations.  (It should be noted that although some public libraries in the ROK 

receive financial support from corporations in exchange for product/logo placement, the 
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KRPL does not receive such funds.)  The resources that the KRPL needs to obtain for it 

to function are those that monetarily support staff salaries, the acquisition of materials, 

program costs, and provide for the maintenance of the building and grounds. 

 The KRPL’s budget comes from the MOE (which ultimately comes from the city 

government and the national government).  Their budget is supplemented by an 

outsourced cafeteria and shop selling school supplies and miscellaneous snacks in the 

basement of the building.  The KRPL formulates their budget based on what is allocated 

from the MOE and what is gained from the outsourced vending operations.  This budget 

must be approved by the MOE. 

 The KRPL does not hire staff directly.  The MOE hires the workers and places 

them in a library in the city.  The KRPL has twelve full time librarians (the distinction 

being that these are employees with a Bachelor’s Degree).  These employees are only 

allowed to work in the KRPL for a period of approximately three years before they are 

transferred to another library.  Fourteen employees are contract workers.  These workers 

work for a period of one year at the library, but upon successful completion of one year 

of work are allowed to renew their contract indefinitely, annually (assuming their job 

performance remains satisfactory). 

 The national government provides employees in the form of those men who are 

serving their mandatory military service.  Because the numbers of men serving their 

conscription far exceeds what the military bases can accommodate, the men who are not 

selected for active military service (after receiving one month of military training) are 

instead placed in public sectors (police work, subway attendants, school assistants, library 

workers, etc.) to serve for approximately two years.  These men work at least 40 hours a 
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week for approximately $225 a month and a free public transportation card (in a city with 

a cost of living that is extremely high)
3
.  The KRPL has six men performing their 

mandatory military service in their library.  These men are used to run errands, serve at 

the front desk, move books to and from the storage area in the electrical room, and 

perform other miscellaneous tasks.  These military public service members get training 

from the MOE five times during their tenure.  Most of the KRPL’s personnel do not 

approve of the military public service members being stationed in their library. 

 

External Influences that Affect the KRPL 

 The KRPL is influenced by external factors beyond just other external 

organizations.  In particular, there are four categories of external, environmental 

influences that influence the KRPL’s system. 

Cultural Values 

 As discussed above, cultural values affect the internal operations of the KRPL.  

However, their external prominence influences the KRPL as well.  This is especially 

significant when one considers how ingrained culture is in the ROK, as its populace is 

one of the most ethnically homogeneous worldwide (“Background Note…”, 2012).  

Here, the aforementioned cultural impediments of paternalism, patriarchy, and 

collectivism will be discussed, relevant to their influence from outside the library. 

1.  Paternalism 

 In the ROK, paternalism is rampant.  Both individuals and the government make 

decisions based on a supposed concern for the general, moral welfare.   For example, an 

                                                 
3
 I lived in this community for two years and have the appropriate experience necessary to accurately 

provide this information. 
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ROK drama entitled, “Life is Beautiful” includes two gay characters.  This television 

show has and continues to face rampant opposition because of the inclusion of 

homosexuality in the storyline.  Despite the outcry, the show remains on the air.  

However, the ROK’s Ministry of Justice banned the showing of the drama to prison 

inmates, as “…the show would negatively affect prisoners” (Bae, 2010).  To demonstrate 

how the ROK’s over-protective practices permeate the larger society, evidence is found 

in the national textbooks, where homosexuals are expressly represented as being addicted 

to drugs and being criminals (Kang, 2010).  The ROK also has strict rules regarding 

graphic computer and video games (“Game over”, 2011).  Additionally, the ROK 

prohibits those under the age of 18 from playing online games from midnight to 8 a.m. 

(Cain, 2010).  The cultural influences in the ROK strive to protect its people from what it 

collectively views as negative or a dangerous element of society.   

2.  Masculine Society 

 The ROK is a male-dominated, patriarchal society.  This is a standard societal 

norm, but is recognized and promoted in national textbooks, with women being 

represented as playing submissive roles relative to the role of men (Kang, 2010).  As an 

additional example, a television show was aired on Korean television that depicted the 

fictional lives of lesbian couples.  The show was cancelled only three days after its 

premier, because of “public pressure” (“Lesbians in drama…”, 2011).  Granted, 

homosexuality is a taboo in Korean culture, but the fact that “Life is Beautiful”, the 

aforementioned drama that depicts homosexual men has remained on the air despite 

negative public sentiments demonstrates the disparity and additional discrimination that 

women are subjected to. 



26 

 

3.  Individualism 

 The ROK has demonstrated low scores in individuality (Dorner, 2006).  The 

ROK’s government is committed to the collective, with the will of the majority 

prevailing.  This is not surprising, as the ROK is (as was discussed prior) one of the most 

culturally homogenous populations in the world.  However, this collective mentality can 

be extremely destructive as what is typically determined to be for the good of the 

collective is commonly what is considered to be what is best for the national government 

and its leaders.  A collective approach to governance can be detrimental because a 

thriving society depends upon a diversity of thoughts and actions to support it.  In the 

ROK’s collective society, individual rights are often undervalued. 

Quality of Education 

 The ROK’s education system plays a pivotal role in the system within which the 

KRPL operates. 

 The ROK offers universal, low-cost education for students.  As the ROK’s 

primary education system only includes approximately twenty hours of class time a 

week, many students attend expensive, private academies to supplement their public 

schooling.  The academic hours of middle and high school are substantially longer, but 

students still rely on private academies.  This focus on education is a large contributing 

factor as to why the KRPL is forced to be so scholarly inclined in its operations.   

 The KRPL serves as a kind of academic equalizer to economically disadvantaged 

students (giving study space and materials, but not academic guidance).  The focus on 

education is intense, as students only have two opportunities to take the ROK’s national 

college-entrance exam, the CSAT: College Scholastic Ability Test (with only one 
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opportunity to take the exam annually, and eligibility to take the exam only lasting two 

years) which dictates what post-secondary institution they can attend (Park, 2008) and 

what course of study they can pursue (as will be discussed further in Chapter 5).  

Admission into the ROK’s universities and subsequently their academic programs is 

highly competitive.  As such, many families spend a considerable amount of money 

sending their children to expensive scholarly academies.  In fact, in the ROK, (again, the 

world’s 15
th

 largest economy) at least two percent of the ROK’s GDP is spent exclusively 

on tutoring (Ripley, 2011), with up to eighty percent of all students from primary school 

to secondary school attending private academies (Harden, 2009).  As the KRPL is so 

academically focused (providing scholarly materials and study spaces) it can help serve 

students whose caregivers cannot afford to send them to the private academies that their 

peers attend.  This allows the students without the means to obtain private educational 

assistance to have access to scholarly resources that they can use to improve their 

academic abilities (albeit in a self-directed way).   

 The KRPL promotes literacy, language learning, and skills training through their 

programs.  In particular, the KRPL offers a Korean language class for ethnic Koreans 

who were born in Russia, have no Korean language skills, and have immigrated to the 

ROK.  The class is taught by instructors fluent in Korean and Russian, so participants can 

feel comfortable with the learning process.  Additionally, the KRPL offers elderly people 

the training necessary to become certified storytellers.  People are not allowed to tell 

stories to children in a school setting without this certification, so the KRPL offers this 

training without charge to its aged citizens. The KRPL also offers elderly, illiterate 

Koreans the opportunity to learn how to read and write in Korean. 
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 The quality of education also impacts the KRPL as it determines the quality of 

librarians it is able to obtain.  As will be discussed in Chapter 5, two of the academically 

trained librarians at the KRPL said that they did not want to be librarians, but that it was 

the best available option given their low standardized national test (CSAT) scores.  

Further, these trained librarians maintained that their course of study in their Library 

Science program did not really prepare them for their positions, as much of what they 

utilize in actual professional practice was learned while on the job.  None of the librarians 

questioned had taken any library ethics or library policy classes in their courses of study, 

as such courses were not offered in any of their programs. 

Economic Conditions 

 While the ROK is one of the world’s largest economies, it has suffered 

economically.  The downturn of the global economy, excessive consumer spending, and 

increasing amounts of household debt has put the ROK in a tenuous financial position 

(“Background Note…”, 2012).  In addition, the ROK’s fiscal performance is declining as 

its annual GDP continues to slow to an almost imperceptible rate of growth at .2% in 

2009 (ibid).  These negative economic conditions can have substantial impacts upon the 

system that the KRPL operates.  Funding and/or resources could be withheld from the 

KRPL, increased adult patronage may be experienced (without the resources to support 

it) because of job loss, and the rate of unattended children in the library may begin to 

multiply as families have to work more to cover their expenses without adequate 

resources to procure childcare. 

Legal/Political Environment 

 There are several legal and political influences to the system outside of the KRPL.   
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1.  Government Restrictions 

 First, the legal and political environment does not support the role of the public 

library as an institution of its democracy.  Public libraries, in any system, are meant to 

promote and sustain the democracy by helping individuals become civically engaged and 

providing access to the resources necessary for them to participate in their government.  

However, as the KRPL is restricted by the government in the content it provides 

(information about the DPRK, homosexuality, violence, anti-state decrees, etc. are 

prohibited) and how its spaces are used (meeting rooms only being allowed to be used 

when their purpose is not considered detrimental to the community’s welfare) it cannot 

truly serve as a foundation for the ROK’s democracy, as is its purpose. 

2.  Prohibition of Assembly 

 Secondly, the ROK recently prohibited large-scale assemblies in urban centers 

(“Government announces a ban…”, 2011).  This has significant implications to the KRPL 

as public libraries are considered urban centers and there is no universal definition of 

what “large-scale” consists of.  This ban could further affect how people can use the 

space in the KRPL.  It further limits their ability to assemble in the KRPL’s meeting 

rooms. 

3.  Military Conscription 

 Third, as discussed prior, the ROK has mandatory military conscription for “all 

able-bodied men aged over 19” (Park, “Two…”, 2011).  This requires all physically 

capable males to spend approximately two years in the service of the military and/or in 

public governmental services.  Six men are supplied to the KRPL to perform their 
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mandatory military service. Therefore, this law has a significant impact on the operations 

of the KRPL, as six unqualified men are being forced to involuntarily serve at the library. 

4.  Legal Limitations 

 Fourth, a ROK law that bans people (of any age) from pursuing criminal charges 

(except in cases of murder and sexual crimes) against their parents, parents-in-laws, 

grandparents, and grandparents-in laws has implications in the KRPL (Park, “Ban…”, 

2011).  This law restricts the ability of the KRPL to serve as a place where abused adults 

can seek information and assistance. 

5.  National Security Law 

 Fifth, the ROK’s national Security Law restricts the ability of the KRPL to freely 

disseminate information.  It also prohibits the KRPL from maintaining an environment of 

free thought and exchange.  Enacted in 1948, the national Security Law restricts anti-state 

acts that threaten the security of the ROK, including acts that could cause national 

disturbances, those who glorify, support, or work with an anti-state group, those who 

spread false information to disturb national order, and those who disseminate, acquire, 

transport, or possess information that praises or sympathizes with an anti-state group 

(Kraft, 2008).  This law is very broad and the application of it threatens the intellectual 

freedom, privacy, and autonomy of users in the KRPL’s system. 

 

Conclusion 

 The KRPL is overwhelmingly influenced by pressures outside of its institution.  

Its internal operations are largely dependent upon external forces.  The KRPL lacks the 
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ability to operate as a self-directed organization and this inhibits their ability to best serve 

their community and comply with internationally established library protocols. 
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Chapter 3 

Synthesis of Literature 

 

Introduction 

In order to best understand censorship in the ROK’s public libraries, it is 

necessary to establish a broad foundation upon which one can chronicle the subject.  To 

accomplish this, a brief description of documented censorship in the ROK will be 

provided.  Next, a review of the theoretical connection between uncensored access to 

information in public libraries and its relationship to democracies will be established.  

Finally, in order to further confirm that uncensored public libraries are not exclusively a 

Western, ethnocentric ideal, the principles of both the Korean Library Association and 

pertinent international organizations will be explored.  This analysis is imperative to 

developing a better appreciation of the foundation for the research that was conducted at 

the KRPL.   

 

Documentation of Censorship in the ROK 

 To substantiate the data collected about censorship that occurs in the KRPL, it is 

important to document the censorship that is verified to occur in the ROK and in the 

ROK’s public libraries.  The ROK’s censorship laws “…impose broad restrictions on 

expression in the areas of obscenity, national security threats, threats to public order, and 

political debate” (Fish, 2009).  The following will provide information about various 

types of ROK mandated censorship, offer some examples of violations of the ROK’s 
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censorship regulations, and describe some of the penalties that people can face for 

violating the ROK’s censorship laws. 

General Censorship 

 A guiding principle of censorship in the ROK is in Article 21 of their 

Constitution.  In Article 21 of the ROK’s Constitution it maintains that “All citizens shall 

enjoy freedom of speech and the press, and freedom of assembly and association” so long 

as such freedoms do not “…violate the honor or rights of other persons nor undermine 

public morals or social ethics”.  These two elements are diametrically opposed.  The 

supposed rights to freedom of speech, the press, and of assembly provided by the ROK’s 

Constitution are curtailed as the Constitution explicitly restricts (as provided above) 

freedoms that would “…violate the honor or rights of other persons nor undermine public 

morals or social ethics”.  This censorship is discussed below. 

1.  National Security Law 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, the ROK’s National Security Law forbids anyone from 

being able to “praise, encourage, disseminate or cooperate” with any entity that the ROK 

government considers to be a threat (Kraft, 2008).  Further, those who “create or spread 

false information which may disturb national order” and “create, import, duplicate, 

possess, transport, disseminate, sell, or acquire documents, arts or other publications” that 

are considered a threat to the ROK will be prosecuted pursuant to the punishments 

outlined in the Law (punishments can include a term in prison, probation, and/or a 

monetary fine) (ibid). 

 An historical example of the application of the ROK’s National Security Law is 

demonstrated in the aftermath of an incident that occurred on the ROK island of Jeju in 
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1948.  Over a period of only a few months in 1948, the ROK military decided to subdue 

growing civil unrest on the ROK island of Jeju by systematically executing 30,000 to 

60,000 Koreans (the exact figure is unknown), destroying civilians’ homes and villages, 

and ultimately forcing 40,000 Koreans to escape to Japan because of the dangerous 

conditions generated by the ROK’s military.  This period reflected poorly on the ROK 

government and because of this, “For at least forty-five years after the Cheju [Jeju] 

massacre, any Korean who so much as mentioned it was liable to arrest by the Korean 

Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) or its successors, followed by beatings, torture, and 

a long prison sentence administered under the terms of the National Security Law…” 

(Johnson, 2000).  Thus, even after the ROK’s becoming a democracy in 1987, this kind 

of censorship was still happening.  That such extraordinary censorship was still occurring 

relatively recently demonstrates how vicious and pervasive censorship as mandated by 

the ROK government can be, even after becoming a democracy. 

  Contemporary examples of violations of the National Security Law by adults 

include reproducing DPRK information, such as re-tweeting DPRK tweets (“S. Korean 

man…, 2011), organizing any group that praises and encourages the DPRK (Ko, 2011), 

having information that supports the DPRK (“Police arrest…, 2011), and possessing 

instrumental music that has pro-DPRK titles (“S. Korea court rules…, 2012).  The ROK 

also blocks the DPRK’s national Website, including any website ending with a .kp (“S. 

Korea blocks access…, 2011).  The ROK blocks over 80,000 websites citing that they 

threaten national security (Harlan, 2011). 

 

 



35 

 

2.  Pornography Law 

 Atypical of the standard laws regarding pornography in developed countries, 

providing and/or disseminating pornography is illegal in the ROK, but possessing it or 

viewing it online is not (Kim, H., 2012). 

3.  Political Purposes 

 The ROK censors information for political reasons as well.  This censorship 

includes the restriction of information in print and online.  In particular, people are 

restricted from expressing views that are contrary to the ROK government and/or the 

ROK’s administration, particularly the President. 

 For people to provide information and/or express viewpoints regarding 

Presidential elections is particularly dangerous as such expression can have severe 

consequences.   

“The Public Officials Election Act broadly limits political discussion during the 

critical period leading up to elections.  Article 93 of the POEA prohibits 

individuals to distribute or post photographs, documents, drawings, printed 

matter, ‘or the like’, which contains content supporting or opposing a political 

party or candidate, with the intention of influencing the elections, from six months 

before the election to the election day.  A violation of this provision is punishable 

by imprisonment of up to two years or a fine of up to 4 million won 

[approximately $3,500 USD]” (La Rue, 2011).   

 

For example, “Ex-lawmaker Jung Bong-ju
4
, a former panel member of the nation’s 

[ROK] most popular political podcast, is serving one year behind bars after making 

allegations about [President] Lee’s business connections during the presidential election 

campaign in 2007” (“South Koreans rally…”, 2012).  Jung Bong-ju was prosecuted for 

violations of both the ROK’s election and defamation laws (Choe, 2011).  Unfortunately, 

this was not an isolated incident.  “In 2007, numerous bloggers were censored and their 

                                                 
4
 Also known as Chung Bong-ju. 
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posts deleted by police for expressing criticism of, or even support for presidential 

candidates.  This has even led to some bloggers’ arrest by the police” (Shin, 2011).  

Additionally, 120 days prior to a Presidential Election, the National Election Commission 

hires one thousand people to identify and request the deletion of information that violates 

the ROK’s election laws (Fish, 2009). 

 Elections are not the only area of the political realm that are censored for political 

purposes.  The ROK not only suppresses information that directly relates to the President 

and his or her administration, but the ROK government controls what information can be 

published by controlling “a few publications (for political purposes)” (Xia, 2006).   

4.  Press 

 While the ROK’s press freedoms have substantially increased since the country’s 

democratic inception in 1987, it still lacks the autonomy necessary to fully support a 

democratic system.  Freedom House is an independent U.S. based organization that 

strives to support democratic pursuits worldwide (“About Freedom House”, 2012).  It is 

recognized as a premier source for generating press freedom scores and “…has been 

producing evaluations of press freedom since 1981, and its assessment of the media are 

widely referenced in English-language writings on the topic” (Becker et. al, 2007).  

Freedom House rates the freedom of the Press in the ROK as “Partly Free”; a downgrade 

from “Free” which was a result of “…an increase in official censorship, particularly of 

online content, as well as the government’s attempt to influence media outlets’ news and 

information content” (“Freedom of the Press: South Korea”, 2011).  This assessment, in 

particular coincided with the beginning of President Lee Myung-bak’s administration in 

2008 (ibid). 
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 There is an unhealthy relationship between the ROK government and the press 

because of the ROK’s intrusion into the media’s operations.  For example, the ROK’s 

President is responsible for appointing the person in charge of two of the ROK’s main 

television stations: publicly owned KBS (Korean Broadcasting System) and partly 

publicly owned MBC (Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation) (Kim, H., 2003).  This is an 

egregious violation of what should be a separate press and government, but even more so 

when one considers that this likely alters what those networks will and will not do.  For 

example, MBC forbids any actor or actress who participates in “social activism” from 

performing on any of its programs (Kim, R., 2011).  It stands to reason that a television 

station led by a person appointed by the President will adopt policies (such as the 

aforementioned anti-social activism policy) that are beneficial to that administration.  

These “So-called ‘nahkasan’ (parachute) appointments of government loyalists into 

major media outlets have contributed to the impression that newspapers and television 

news programmes cannot be relied on to hold to account the powers that be” (“Sneaky 

Tricksters, Unite!”, 2012).   

 The intrusion of the ROK government into the affairs of the press extends even 

further.  Unfortunately, members of the press in the ROK must be careful in what they 

report, as they can be held civilly and criminally liable for disseminating information that 

is critical of the ROK’s government and/or President.  “Under the Lee administration, 

approximately 160 journalists have been penalized for writing critical reports about 

government policies, as well as for their roles in advocating for press freedom since 

2008” (“Freedom of the Press: South Korea”, 2011).  While President Lee is widely held 

responsible for the most recent more severe censorship policies, such media persecutions 
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are not new to his administration, with there being a history of journalists being 

prosecuted because they reported unfavorably on different aspects of the ROK’s 

government (Kim, H., 2003). 

5.  Defamation 

 People in the ROK are limited in what they can say about others, regardless of 

whether what they state is truthful.  In fact, “…unlike many countries in which 

defamation law applies only to those statements that are false and cause harm to a 

person’s reputation, the defamation law of Korea applies regardless of the accuracy of the 

statement in question” (Lyu, 2012).  Therefore, if a person states something that is 

negative about another person (regardless if what they state is true), under ROK law, they 

have defamed the other person and can be held both civilly and criminally responsible.  

This is a serious impediment to freedom of expression because people are less likely to 

state the truth about someone, especially a powerful political person, when their true and 

accurate statements can be considered defamatory and they can be held liable.  The ROK 

government (and other powerful entities in the ROK) indirectly force the public to self-

censor because  “…in the Republic of Korea, many criminal defamation suits are filed for 

statements that are true and are in the public interest, and used to penalize individuals 

who express criticisms of the Government” (La Rue, 2011).   

 A noteworthy occurrence of defamation being utilized as the purported rationale 

for state sponsored censorship was when the Korean Communications Standards 

Commission (KCSC) recommended that the articles that had been posted on the Internet 

by ROK citizen Choi Byung-sung, which provided information about unhealthy 

substances in cement, be deleted.  “The KCSC claimed that these articles defamed the 
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cement companies, despite the fact that as a result of his articles, the National Assembly 

deliberated on this issue and requested a national audit to be conducted, which has 

resulted in improved safety standards” (La Rue, 2011).  This demonstrates how such 

stringent defamation laws can stifle the discourse necessary to enable people to discuss 

important issues. 

 The ROK’s government is not the only entity who uses the ROK’s defamation 

laws to silence the public.  The ROK’s defamation law is the basis for large companies to 

force websites to delete reviews that are critical of their products.  For example, Samsung 

insisted that the website Naver (much like a Western MSN or Google) take down an 

unfavorable review of one of its products, taking with the review the 1,400 comments 

that it had received (Koo, 2011).  Rather than be complicit in the defamation, Naver 

removed the post.  “This incident has again illustrated that Internet opinion controls 

established with the cited reason of preventing defamation can be used in an arbitrary and 

biased manner” (ibid).  Thus, the government and large businesses can use the 

defamation laws to assert their power and control what information is allowed to be 

provided about their respective interests. 

6.  Cultural Imperatives 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, Article 21 of the ROK’s Constitution 

maintains that “All citizens shall enjoy freedom of speech and the press, and freedom of 

assembly and association” so long as such freedoms do not “…violate the honor or rights 

of other persons nor undermine public morals or social ethics”.  This demonstrates how 

ingrained paternalism is in Korean society and how it is used to suppress individual 

expression.  Protecting Korea’s culture is considered so important that the ROK Customs 
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Service forbids people from bringing “Books, publications, drawings, and paintings, 

films, phonographic materials, video work and other items of similar nature that may 

either disturb the constitutional order or be harmful to public security or traditional 

custom” (ACS Newsletter, 2012)  Thus, the country expressly forbids people from 

bringing items into the country that could potentially be damaging to the ROK’s 

“traditional custom[s]”.  This is a very vague and arbitrary designation for the prohibition 

of information being brought into the ROK. 

Digital Censorship 

 Examples of digital censorship that occur as a result of the ROK’s common 

censoring practices were provided above.  However, this section presents a more 

thorough examination of digital censorship in the ROK. 

 Internet use in the ROK is very prevalent among the populace. “Accordingly, it is 

not an exaggeration to say that the Internet has become a second living space for 

Koreans” (Chong, 2006).  Since the permeation of the Internet in the ROK’s culture is so 

extensive, the vast censorship online is a significant problem. 

 The Korean Communications Standards Commission (KCSC) is the primary 

organization responsible for regulating the content of the Internet in the ROK.  The police 

also monitor websites for what could be considered a security threat, then report their 

findings to the KCSC (“Web radio relays…”, 2011).  The KCSC monitors both Twitter 

and Facebook.  If they find “problematic content” they will direct the user to delete the 

disputed post and if the user fails to comply, the KCSC will block the user’s accounts 

(“Government censorship of Twitter and Facebook content”, 2011). 
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 The ROK’s Cyber Defamation Law has been in effect since 2009.  It is meant to 

“…deal with harmful Internet messages…” that could cause social instability or harm the 

welfare of the public (Shin, 2011).   The Korean Communications Commission (KCC) 

can “…suspend sites stepping outside the limits and require Web sites to disclose the real 

names of anyone posting comments” (ibid).  (The aforementioned KCSC is the ROK’s 

agency in charge of censoring the Internet, while the KCC regulates telecommunications 

in the ROK.)  This includes not allowing information that may be inaccurate (even if such 

information is only opinion-based) as was the case with “Minerva” a ROK citizen that 

expressed his opinion about what he thought was a likely forthcoming global economic 

crisis (a theory that came true) which would collapse the ROK’s currency.  He was 

subsequently arrested and prosecuted for spreading misleading information on the 

Internet (Park, 2010).  Ultimately, the court found that the term “public interest” was too 

ambiguous to be applied to his case and “Minerva” (real name Park Dae-sung) was 

acquitted, much to the chagrin of the ROK’s Ministry of Justice (ibid). 

 The extent of censorship online is vast and is increasing.  From January to 

October of 2011, the ROK was responsible for deleting 67,300 webposts that were 

considered “North Korea-friendly”; a substantial increase from the 14,430 posts that were 

deleted upon the same rationale in 2009 (Glionna, 2012).  The ROK’s government is 

determined to eliminate the contributions of the members of their society that are not 

united with the national position.   

 Digital censorship is particularly problematic because Internet use in the ROK is 

so rampant that censorship enforced online is an extensive, pervasive presence to the 

public. 
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Assemblage 

 As of September 2011, the ROK government no longer allows large-scale 

assemblies in urban centers (“Government announces a ban on assemblies…”, 2011).  In 

fact, “…police have been granted the power to arrest persons on the spot for committing 

the now illegal act of meeting” (ibid).  Even a Union press conference in front of a police 

station was being considered an “illegal demonstration” (Jeon, 2012).  For example, 

peaceful gatherings of 133 and 73 people who congregated to participate in separate 

student tuition rallies (where participants wanted to show their support for decreased 

University/College tuition costs) were considered in violation of the Congregation and 

Demonstration Law [also known as the Assembly and Demonstration Act] (Heo, 2012).  

Not only are assemblies prohibited, but the ROK government has even terminated 

people’s activities under the pretense that a demonstration could occur (“Police and 

citizens conflict…”, 2011).  Thus, people are no longer allowed to assemble or even give 

the impression of assembling. 

 

Free Access to Information in Public Libraries as a Foundation for Democracy  

 The literature demonstrates that public libraries promote and sustain democracy 

by rejecting censorship.   

A democratic system depends upon the ability of individuals to determine 

(without intrusion) what values are important and meaningful to them, and to be able to 

express and exchange those ideas with others.  Public libraries provide for this by having 

diverse ideas represented in their collections and by being a place where individuals can 

investigate, question, and freely determine their personal ideas and beliefs.  An 
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autonomous public, free to construct and cultivate their own ideas and to make their own 

decisions about what information to consider and what to disregard, is central to the 

precepts of a democratic system. 

 “The democratic philosophy is based on man’s ability to reason and decide for 

 himself his own best interests, on his educability, and on his conscience.  

 Obviously, censorship denies each one of these.  Regardless of the issue of what 

 is true and what is false, of what is dangerous or what may be considered obscene, 

 completely free expression is  invaluable for progress.  Censorship – any 

 censorship – can not be justified in a  democracy if we really believe in man’s 

 freedom to choose for himself, in man’s God-given right to motivation by his own 

 conscience, and, finally, in the ability of the man to learn only when he is given 

 an opportunity to learn by seeing all knowledge spread out before him” (Oboler, 

 1980). 

 

A democracy can only be maintained when the individuals in it have the ability to freely 

access the information of their choosing.  Towards this aim, public libraries cannot 

tolerate the infiltration of external paternalistic entities that attempt to dictate what 

information should and should not be available to the public. 

Public libraries promote intellectual democratic participation by fostering an 

environment that is motivated by the free expression of a multitude of ideas.  Libraries 

"...disseminate information so the public can participate in the process of governance" 

(Kranich, 2001).   

“With regard to the democratic mission of public libraries, a primary 

responsibility is to provide communities with the apparatus of democratic 

deliberation – the ideas that gird the foundations of democracy along with the 

contemporary statements, claims, and discussions about the issues that arise in a 

democratic society” (Budd, 2007). 

 

Public libraries provide the resources for individuals to have information which 

can enable them to be better contributing members of society.  Public libraries also 

provide the resources necessary to stimulate and protect the minority.  
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“At the heart of the public library movement is the idea of a just information 

society.  A society that guarantees the disadvantaged, as well as the advantaged, 

access to information, ideas, and works of imagination.  It is a service that 

provides people with the opportunity to play a more effective part in their society 

and to improve their own situation and that of their community.  Public librarians 

can claim on the basis of their own experience, and independent research in the 

field, that they have an important part to play in promoting the values of a 

democratic society” (Usherwood, 2000). 

 

Public libraries provide access to information to individuals who may have no 

other means of acquiring it.  Libraries provide free, safe, and private access to 

information that people can use to investigate and challenge their government.  

Paternalistic entities are threatened by the knowledge that the library contains.  The 

information provided by the public library empowers individuals to question authority, 

which helps provide balance to a democratic system.  Knowledge (found in a safe place, 

without the interference or the threat of persecution by a government) provides power to 

a vulnerable public.  This, in turn, gives stability to the democratic system.   

Notable ROK citizens have supported this standard.  Jong-pil Yoo (The Chief 

Librarian of the ROK’s National Assembly Library as of 2009) supported this ideal when 

he stated that “Libraries should offer precise and fair information to the people, a way to 

fulfill democracy” (“More than just a place…”, 2009).  Former ROK President Dae-Jung 

Kim (term 1998-2003) maintained that: “First, libraries should be repositories for all of 

the knowledge and information accumulated by humankind.  They will have to store all 

kinds and forms of material and information” (2006).  Both former Chief Librarian Yoo 

and President Kim were correct in their assessment of the role of libraries; libraries 

should not discriminate when collecting information as their work is fundamental to the 

proliferation of democratic principles.   
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The ability of a populace to freely express themselves and use the many resources 

in the public library (books, the Internet, meeting rooms, etc.) to assist them in their 

mission is pivotal to a vital, productive society. 

 

Institutional Standards 

 It is important to understand the prerogatives of the professional organizations 

that are invested in the ROK’s public libraries.  More pertinent to my study, it is 

imperative to appreciate that the necessity for an uncensored public library is an 

international standard (and as will be demonstrated below, also a documented standard of 

the ROK’s own library association).  The following three organizations’ objectives will 

be outlined so it is understood that the need for unencumbered access to information in 

public libraries is a prerogative of not only Western libraries, but of the global library 

community as well. 

Korean Library Association 

 The Korean Library Association (KLA) strives to advance the profession of 

librarianship in their country.  The KLA maintains a “Code of Ethics”, which in part 

declares that: 

 “Librarians contribute to the development of democratic society in which the 

freedom and the dignity of the humankind are ensured.” 

 “Librarians contribute to the facilitation of people’s right-to-know that is 

guaranteed by the constitution.” 
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 “Librarians, in case a [sic] standpoint of the parent organization is against the 

principles of the professionalism [sic], are responsible to oppose to this position 

based on their professional beliefs.” 

 “Librarians, as the ultimate authority to collect, organize, preserve knowledge 

resources, and to make them available for free use, resist any interference that 

interrupts these activities.” 

 “Librarians should be free from prejudice, interference, or temptation of any kind 

in selecting knowledge resources.” 

Thus, the KLA gives the impression that they are a group that supports  

intellectual freedom in their libraries, when in actuality, as demonstrated by the research 

and determined in the literature as stated above – this is not the case. 

International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions 

 The ROK is a member of the International Federation of Library Associations and  

Institutions (IFLA).  IFLA ardently support the principles of intellectual freedom via their  

Core Values Statement ("More about IFLA”, 2009).  In it they espouse that they embrace, 

"the belief that people, communities and organizations need universal and equitable 

access to information, ideas, and works of imagination for their social, educational, 

cultural, democratic and economic well-being". 

IFLA encourages intellectual freedom and discourages censorship.  IFLA 

recognizes that censorship is antithetical to a strong democracy because it inhibits the 

transmission of knowledge, thus limiting the ability for people to be fully independently 

informed.  An ignorant populous is not constructive; thus, censorship is disadvantageous 

to a prosperous democracy. 
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IFLA and the KRPL do not share these common principles.  IFLA recognizes that 

censorship is adversative to a strong democracy. 

United Nations  

 The United Nations serves as an international governing body that admittedly has 

strong Western influences.  Regardless, their directives are meant to support global peace 

and prosperity.  The following are examples of the United Nations’ commitment to 

establishing universal standards of just practices relative to public libraries. 

1.  Public Library Manifesto 

 As previously stated, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO), through their Public Library Manifesto, maintain that public 

libraries’ “Collections and services should not be subject to any form of ideological, 

political or religious censorship...”.  UNESCO’s Public Library Manifesto contends that 

an uncensored public library is imperative to an individual’s ability to productively be 

engaged in their society’s democratic processes.  Thus, there is an international precedent 

that demonstrates why public libraries should not be subject to the restriction of 

information. 

2.  Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

 Article 19 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights states: 

“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom 

to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and 

ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”.  Thus, according to the UN, the 

people of the ROK should be able to access information without being blocked or 

monitored by their government.  As demonstrated through the literature prior, it is 
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evident that the ROK’s government is not complying with the fundamental human rights 

guaranteed within the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  “Among the rights 

[within the Universal Declaration of Human Rights] that South Korea is accused of 

violating are the rights to liberty, freedom of thought, and opinion; to peacefully 

assemble; to be free from arbitrary arrest and detention; and to be presumed innocent 

until proven guilty in a public trial” (Kraft, 2008).   

 The ROK government’s failure to protect the rights of its populace to access 

information of their choosing without national interference is especially important to 

recognize from the perspective of librarianship because, “As the world becomes flat and 

flatter, we can look to an international recognition of the essential human rights of all 

peoples, and fold our work as librarians into this modern world and embrace the UDHR 

[Universal Declaration of Human Rights] as an overarching set of principles, a new 

paradigm, within which democracy falls” (McCook, 2008). 

 

Conclusion 

 The above clearly demonstrates the extent of censorship in the ROK’s libraries, 

proves that an uncensored public library is an integral component of a democratic society, 

and that an uncensored public library is an international ideal that even the ROK’s 

domestic library association espouses.   
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Chapter 4 

Methodology 

 

Introduction 

 In order to investigate the phenomena of censorship in ROK public libraries, 

research was conducted in a public library in the ROK, examining, for a period of 

approximately ten months, matters regarding restrictions of adult information access.  

The following describes the methodological processes that I utilized to formulate, 

execute, and analyze my research. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 It was essential to identify my theoretical perspective in order to establish a 

framework for my research and to provide an explanation of the position that I 

maintained when collecting and examining my data.  The theoretical perspective I 

utilized to frame my research was "critical theory".  A critical theorist is "...a researcher 

or theorist who attempts to use his or her work as a form of social or cultural criticism 

and who accepts certain basic assumptions: that all thought is fundamentally mediated by 

power relations that are socially and historically constituted..." (Denzin, 2005).  When a 

study is approached from a critical theory perspective, the researcher is trying to 

understand who is being empowered and who is being disempowered by a system.  

Critical scholars examine situations "...in an effort to expose the structures that ensure the 

maintenance of control by those in power..." (Hatch, 2002).   
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For example, the norms inherent in Korean society promote the good of the 

collective as paramount to the rights of individuals.  In fact, “…many political scientists 

regard the [Korean] Confucian culture that they see as essentially collectivistic, 

hierarchic, and conformist as the single greatest obstacle to Korea’s democratic 

consolidation” (Kim, S., 2007).  As such, Korean culture does not typically appreciate 

that minority viewpoints are as important as those of the majority.  Based upon this 

expectation, it is beneficial to use my critical perspective to analyze this situation as a 

relevant part of my research questions.  "One of the purposes of this kind of inquiry 

[critical] is to raise the consciousness of those being oppressed because of historically 

situated structures..." (Hatch, 2002).  Thus, the minority viewpoints that are being 

restricted in the public library have larger societal connotations that are reflected in 

Korean culture.  The critical perspective offered the required breadth to fully appreciate 

the cultural norms inherent in that society, as some of these norms were a key component 

of what ultimately pervades the support for intellectual freedom in the ROK’s public 

libraries. 

 Additionally, the critical theoretical perspective was most appropriate to my 

inquiry because I was not only attempting to understand how censorship was being used 

to deny public library users’ the ability to autonomously determine their own information 

behaviors, but to also bring attention to the problem of censorship in the ROK’s public 

libraries.  Critical research "...seeks not just to study and understand society but rather to 

critique and change society" (Patton, 2002).  Critical theory is action based.  This 

research seeks not only to illuminate the problem, but to also effect positive change.  
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My research will inform others of the problem of censorship in ROK public 

libraries, with the hope that my work will prompt meaningful change.  Critical research 

critiques "...the way things are in the hopes of bringing about a more just society" 

(Merriam, 2009).  It is my intention that my research will encourage a dialogue about 

censorship practices in the ROK’s public libraries that will eventually result in a positive 

change. 

 

Methodological Theory 

 The methodological theory I used to obtain data was "grounded theory".  

Grounded theory is consistent with critical theory.  Grounded theory "...is a qualitative 

research design in which the inquirer generates a general explanation (a theory) of a 

process, action, or interaction shaped by the views of a large number of participants" 

(Creswell, 2007).  It tends to be non-prescriptive.  Grounded theory is essentially 

grounded in the data.  The theory emerges after a substantial amount of data has been 

collected.  Grounded theory "...is inductively generated from fieldwork" (Patton, 2002).  

Grounded theory requires a substantial amount of fieldwork to occur.  The researcher 

who uses grounded theory is constantly analyzing, comparing, and testing the data.  This 

constant analysis supports a continuous exploration of phenomena.  This allows the 

researcher to rigorously and continuously scrutinize the research process in an effort to 

obtain the richest, most comprehensive, relevant, and precise data available. 

Grounded theory was appropriate to use in a foreign environment because it was 

preferable to attempt to limit my cultural assumptions (by not utilizing preconceived 

constructs or limitations) and let the data independently emerge into recurring themes. 
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However, despite my efforts to not incorporate external information during the 

investigation process, I was forced to compensate for the cultural issues that prevented 

the participants from willfully providing complete data by directly questioning 

interviewees about censorship that occurs in ROK libraries as recognized in the literature 

that they did not readily provide.  Although some of the data obtained through the 

research process was not initially independently provided by the participants, but instead 

obtained by using the literature to question the interviewees; it was not performed with 

any form of prejudice. To this end, the use of grounded theory could not completely 

eliminate my personal and professional biases, but it certainly helped to limit them.    

 

Research Questions 

 Three research questions arose from my initial assessment. It was necessary to 

have these three research questions to properly assess the ROK’s public library 

censorship practices.  I formulated these three research questions with the understanding 

that, "Those who engage in critical research frame their research questions in terms of 

power – who has it, how it’s negotiated, what structures in society reinforce the current 

distribution of power, and so on" (Merriam, 2009).  The following research questions, 

with their attendant inquiries, were used for this study.   

1. What censorship is occurring in the ROK’s public libraries? 

 The literature has established that censorship is taking place in the ROK’s public 

libraries.  However, what was less clear were the types and extent of the censorship.  

Therefore, this question included an examination of the specific types of censorship 

occurring in the ROK’s public libraries.  I analyzed the institutionalized restrictions of 
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providing access to information, with particular emphasis on studying internal and 

external censorship mandates.  I examined how public libraries imposed digital 

censorship and investigated how library public spaces, as places of communal assembly, 

were utilized.  I questioned if library meeting rooms were provided without 

discrimination based upon the proposed ideology to be espoused. 

 The literature demonstrates that the ROK’s government primarily enforces 

censorship on topics of homosexuality, democratic protest, and political matters –

especially matters that concern the DPRK.  While it is understood that these may be some 

of the more contentious issues that are censored, I strived to uncover other common 

instances of censorship that occur in the ROK’s public libraries. 

2. Who is responsible for the censorship that occurs in the ROK’s public libraries? 

 This was meant to identify both the internal and external forces that impose 

censorship in the ROK’s public libraries.  I questioned if the library’s internal forces 

(librarians, library administrators) had a vested interest in the propagation of censorship.  

That is, were they motivated to support such practices to earn favor that could benefit 

them professionally?  Did they have a personal ideological interest in enforcing 

censorship?  Conversely, I questioned if public librarians were the reluctant proliferators 

or ardent supporters of censorship. 

 In order to answer this research question, I examined the external forces that were 

responsible for promulgating censorship in order to help me identify the motivations for 

why censorship occurs, which then further assisted me in better identifying what specific 

types of censorship were also occurring. This mostly included an examination of the 

governmental entities that require censorship in public libraries.  However, I also 
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explored the influences that other groups, such as professional associations (e.g. the 

Korean Library Association), religious organizations, and family values groups have on 

the propagation of censorship.   

 I also studied who was indirectly contributing to censorship in public libraries.  

My primary focus here was directed towards the media.  I questioned how the media was 

censored by the government.  This was an important component of my work as public 

libraries are distributing the media’s censored work via print and digital broadcasts.  

Thus, this was another instance of the ROK’s public libraries supporting (albeit 

indirectly) suppressed works. 

3. How does the censorship in public libraries affect the ROK’s democracy? 

    The literature validates the assertion that uncensored public libraries are required 

for a democracy to be able to properly serve its populace.  Therefore, my study did not 

try to re-establish this fact.  Instead, it will be understood that the questions asked prior 

ultimately culminated in my ability to answer this question by gaining more information 

about censorship in the ROK’s public libraries, and using that data to construct a 

rationale specific to the relationship between the country’s democracy and its public 

libraries.  

  

Method 

Research Design 

 My research design incorporated several data collection approaches.  My design 

was progressive; it strategically evolved by continuously developing foundations for 
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study and inquiry, upon which future research was based.  The specific elements of my 

research design are described as follows. 

Data Collection 

 I used multiple data collection techniques in order to triangulate my data. 

1.  Observation 

 I conducted significant periods of both unobtrusive and participatory observation.  

Initially, I inconspicuously (as much as was feasible) observed the operations of the 

library.  I was as discreet as possible, so that I would not alter the way that subjects 

behaved.  Though using observation as a qualitative method can be intrusive, it was an 

important component of my research because it provided me with the data necessary to 

substantiate or rescind the information obtained in the later formal interview process.  

Corbin and Strauss recognize this fact when they state, “The reason why observation is so 

important is that it is not unusual for persons to say they are doing one thing but in reality 

they are doing something else” (2008).   This general observation period had two primary 

objectives: gaining insight into how the library operated and constructing more interview 

questions.  During this period, I established my familiarity with the environment and 

negotiated my role in the setting.  It was during this period that I attempted to gain the 

confidence of the library’s personnel, so that during the interview process they would 

(ideally) feel comfortable enough to provide me with honest information. 

 After I had developed a more informed understanding of the KRPL via my self-

directed observation, I began to expand upon my observation efforts to an employee-led 

observation phase: my participant observation period.  I was with the employees as they 

performed their specific job functions.  I interviewed them informally during this process, 
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so as to gain insight and a better understanding of their work.  Informal interviews were 

necessary during this period, because, “Observers need to be disciplined about not 

assuming they know the meaning to participants of what they observe without checking 

with those participants” (Patton, 2002).  Therefore, I sought to substantiate my 

observations by verifying the data with my participants by questioning their actions and 

motives when necessary.  I also obtained data which allowed me to ask more substantial 

interview questions during the interview stage of my data collection process.  I utilized 

this part of my data collection plan to establish redundancy of operations to confirm my 

knowledge of library operations. 

2.  Interviews  

 As stated previously, I conducted informal interviews with all participants during 

the course of my participatory observation period.  However, I also conducted 

semistructured formal interviews with all participants as well.  I interviewed fifteen 

library employees (although one was an electrician), as is required by the established 

qualitative precepts of grounded theory (Powell, 2004).  All participants agreed to be 

interviewed and audio recorded.  Each participant (except Mr. Kae) was given a 30,000 

won ($26.12 USD) gift card to a major ROK department store
5
.  Mr. Kae was given a 

100,000 won ($87.08 USD) gift card as he was involved in a much more extensive 

interview proceeding.  With the exception of Mr. Kae, interview times were limited to 

forty-five minutes in length.  A translator was used to facilitate the interviews.  The 

interviews were conducted in spaces without CCTV.  I informed the participants that 

their names would be kept confidential. 

                                                 
5
 The University of Missouri IRB approved the exchange of gift cards for recorded interviews. 
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 The semistructured interview process is conducted in an adaptable and flexible 

format that consists of both structured and unstructured interview questions, allowing the 

interview process to be more customizable to the perspectives of the interviewee and 

better enabling the researcher to be able to gather the necessary data from all participants 

(Merriam, 2009).  I had specific questions to ask each participant, (demographics, 

affiliation with the library – administration, professional, staff, etc.) but after that data 

was collected, the interview was more conversational.  This format allowed for each 

interview to be personalized to each participant, enabling me to obtain the richest data 

from each interviewee.  Following this style of interviewing, not every KRPL employee 

was asked the exact same questions – which will be apparent in Chapter 5, when the 

results will indicate that some people supplied certain elements of data while others did 

not.  The interview was used to explore different topics, including but not limited to 

censorship.  (I also obtained general information about the profession of public 

librarianship in the ROK, so that if my research was terminated by the KRPL – because 

of the sensitive nature of my inquiries – I would still have viable data to report about the 

public library system in the ROK.) 

Examples of Interview Questions: 

 What made you want to work in the library field? 

 How long have you worked in the public library field? 

 Is there a correlation between the ROK’s public libraries and the ROK’s 

democracy? 

 What subjects does your library not allow to be included in its collection? 

 Why does your library not allow X, Y, Z? 
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 Who controls what information is and is not allowed to be in this public library? 

 What are the benefits of not allowing certain information in the public library? 

 What are the disadvantages of not allowing certain information in the public 

library? 

3.  Artifacts 

 I collected artifacts whenever possible, but was unable to acquire important 

documents such as collection development policies and library protocols regarding 

censorship because they did not exist.  The artifacts I was able to collect were 

promotional library materials, the form for registering for a library card, and a survey for 

patrons to provide information about what magazines they would like the library to have, 

among similar others.  These items contributed to my general understanding of the 

KRPL’s operations. 

 

Participants 

 In order to obtain a varied perspective about censorship in public libraries, it was 

necessary to observe and interview many participants. As grounded theory creates 

meaning from the information provided by a large number of contributors, I wanted to 

observe and interview all available and willing participants within the three categories as 

defined below.  However, Mr. Kae refused to allow me to interview more than 15 people, 

whom he selected.    

Management 

 I interviewed members of management, including the assistant director of the 

library.  This was necessary to best understand and appreciate the administrative 
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perspectives of the problem of censorship in the ROK’s public libraries.  Managements’ 

perspectives typically influence public library practices and policies.  Thus, it was 

important to examine their effects on issues regarding intellectual freedom in their public 

library.  

Librarians 

 Librarians were considered those who held a professional academic degree in 

Library Science.  This was an important group to include as they should have had a more 

sophisticated, academic basis upon which to understand the problem I was studying.  

Further, it was likely that the librarians played a larger role in the selection, maintenance, 

and distribution of resources than other personnel at the library, so their experiences were 

particularly germane to my research.     

Staff 

Korean library staff members are often gatekeepers to information and 

knowledge, regularly working with patrons in circulation and/or in computer rooms.  As 

demonstrated in 2009 at the Jessamine County Library in Kentucky, U.S.A. when two 

staff members subversively withheld “League of Extraordinary Gentlemen” from a 

library patron, library support staff can be prime instigators of censorship.  Although this 

was an example from the United States, it is still applicable to the larger international 

public library environment as library staff members usually have many of the same 

opportunities to propagate censorship as any other library employee.  Thus, it was 

necessary to observe and interview this segment of the public library’s personnel as well.  

Also included in this category were the male members of the military who were serving 

their military conscription in the library, as these men sometimes work in a staff capacity. 
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 All participants were protected to the best of my ability.  Names and 

distinguishing characteristics of participants were disguised to protect anonymity.  I 

strived to be respectful of my participants’ contributions and identities. 

 

Data Analysis 

 In order to properly analyze my data, I had to identify the necessary procedures 

for best examining my data. 

 First, I identified my Data Collection Unit.  This allowed me to identify when 

relevant data was occurring and when it was not. 

 Secondly, I developed a coding scheme.  This coding was done for both my 

observation notes and the transcripts of the interviews.  First, I pre-coded wherein I 

focused on “…circling, highlighting, bolding, underlining, or coloring rich or significant 

participant quotes or passages…” (Saldana, 2009).  This helped reacquaint myself with 

my data.  Secondly, I executed grounded theory initial coding where I concentrated on 

the larger implications of the data: “What is this data a study of?”, “What does this data 

suggest?”, etc. (Charmaz, 2006).  During this, I strived to “remain open, stay close to the 

data, keep [my] codes simple and precise, construct short codes, preserve actions, 

compare data with data, and move quickly through the data” (ibid).  Third, I coded “line 

by line”.  This allowed data to properly emerge and for new discoveries to occur.  After 

identifying the emergent themes, I began to establish relationships between the 

developing emergent themes.  Throughout the process, I continuously compared the 

emerging themes until a pattern of redundancy became apparent.  Finally, I used 

“comparative methods” to verify the coded information. 
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 Third, I utilized professional de-briefers (professors and peers) to determine if the 

protocols for the analysis were complete, understandable, and accurate. 

   

Conclusion of Research 

 I maintained my research until I established redundancy in my data collection.  

Redundancy is established when “…no new information is forthcoming…” (Lincoln, 

1985).  I recognized that I had reached redundancy when my research yielded no new 

data. 

 

Reliability and Validity 

 It was imperative that my methodology and the data assembled within that 

framework be valid and reliable.   

 Research is reliable if the results can be replicated in like studies.  Unfortunately, 

in qualitative research, the human element typically assures that it is unlikely for identical 

results to be produced from a facsimile study (Merriam, 2009).  Taking this into 

consideration, the researcher should instead make their research reliable by insuring that 

their conclusions are supported by the data (ibid).  Through extensive analysis, I was able 

to further substantiate my findings given the data collected. 

 Research is valid if the conclusions found in one study can be applicable in other 

similar circumstances (Merriam, 2009).  For my research to be considered valid, the 

conclusions I drew from my research within one public library in the ROK should be 

valid in other ROK public library environments.  The commonalities established in my 

literature review substantiate my findings and their applicability to other similar 
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situations.  Further, the homogeneity of the Korean culture (corroborated by the 

consistency of the results obtained through research across the many participants 

involved in my study) indicates legitimacy.  The conclusions I drew from the KRPL are 

applicable in other ROK public libraries, thus supporting a valid study. 

 

Limitations 

 When executing research, it is prudent to identify the limitations that were 

encountered when performing the study.  The four major limitations of my study are as 

follows. 

 First, the obvious potential complication was the language barrier.  While English 

is widely utilized in the ROK, many people were not able to communicate with me.  To 

handle this problem, I employed a Korean translator to serve as an interpreter for most of 

my interactions.  Ideally, I would have utilized many different translators so that there 

would be no opportunity for my translator to gain a vested interest in my work.  

However, because of the difficulty inherent in learning library related vocabulary and in 

getting my translator to understand the ideas and questions that needed to be expressed, I 

was only able to work with one translator. 

 Despite having a translator, the language barrier still existed because of the 

differences in how English and Korean languages are spoken, contextually.  Korean 

language is based upon the use of oblique communication.  A Korean will find it rude to 

give a direct answer to even the most simple of questions.  “This is because they have 

been trained to think inclusively and express themselves indirectly in case they might 
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offend others” (Cho, 2004)
6
.  A Korean person will rarely give an absolute answer, even 

when one is evident.   (For example – Question: “At what age can a person obtain their 

driver’s license in the ROK?”  Answer: “Oh, I don’t know – maybe this, maybe that…”.) 

This cultural phenomenon is based on the principles of Confucianism, with such indirect 

approaches being considered a “supreme virtue” (ibid).  Obtaining answers to my 

questions, especially when the subject being discussed was sensitive, was oftentimes 

arduous.  To combat this, I utilized repetition and empathy when trying to obtain data 

from participants in my study.   

 The final language problem I encountered is that since English and Korean are 

structured so differently and since these two languages utilize different grammar rules, 

sometimes the translated material would not be in proper English.  Thus, I was largely 

unable to use direct quotes in my findings.  Without using direct quotations, the 

information I provided is still contextually accurate. 

 The second problem with my research was that the KRPL’s management staff 

severely limited access to potential interview participants.  Mr. Kae wanted me to have 

limited interview access to KRPL employees, but through a series of negotiations he 

allowed me to interview 15 KRPL employees.  Mr. Kae wouldn’t let me interview the 

younger personnel demographic, with the exception of the young man executing his 

military conscription at the KRPL.  This inhibited my results because I was not able to 

determine if there was a division between generations regarding censorship in the ROK’s 

public libraries.  Additionally, Mr. Kae instructed me to keep interviews as short as 

possible, with no interview (other than his) being allowed to last longer than forty-five 

                                                 
6
 The information in this article is specifically discussing the difficulties that Korean students have when 

learning English.  However, the specific information provided above is applicable to the whole of Korean 

society.  
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minutes. Moreover, I was not allowed to conduct follow-up interviews to substantiate or 

further investigate the data I had obtained.  Further, Mr. Kae may have had undue 

influence in the interview process.  In fact, after Ms. Nan finished her interview, Mr. Kae 

came in and wanted to correct one of her answers.   

 Third, it was sometimes difficult for me to gain a solid understanding of 

phenomena related to the KRPL because the participants often gave different answers to 

questions where there should be little disagreement.  For example, during an informal 

interview with one of the KRPL’s military public service members, I inquired about his 

responsibilities if the ROK became engaged in active warfare.  This military public 

service member informed me that if the ROK did become involved in such a conflict that 

he would be required to discontinue his work at the library and join the war effort.  

During the interview process, when I sought to confirm this with another military public 

service member, he denied that he would have to relinquish his library post and return to 

traditional military service if the ROK was in an active state of war.  These kinds of 

blatant inconsistencies plagued my research.  This phenomenon is explored through the 

data further in Chapter 5. 

Fourth, as was discussed when providing my justification for using grounded 

theory as my guiding methodological theory, grounded theory enabled me to limit my 

cultural assumptions and allow theories to emerge from the data.  However, when 

participants failed to independently identify subjects of censorship that have been well 

established by the literature (such as topics of the DPRK and homosexuality) when asked, 

I had to directly question them about these issues, since this information was not going to 

be able to be collected otherwise.   
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As evidenced by the failure of participants to provide total disclosure regarding 

what types of information were censored, I could only obtain data about the restrictions 

that the interviewees independently provided (which was incomplete) and confirmation 

of the censorship practices that had been established in the literature.  It is possible that 

there are restrictions of other subjects within the KRPL as well, but because the 

participants did not volunteer that data and I did not have any information to the contrary, 

I could not provide an exhaustive, complete study of censorship that occurs at the KRPL.  

I was limited in my ability to gain a full understanding of what censorship occurs at ROK 

public libraries because interviewees had demonstrated an unwillingness or inability to 

provide this information. 

 These external constraints limited my ability to gain the most descriptive and 

representative data possible. 

  

Conclusion 

 The methodological process expressed previously provides the rationale for how 

data was gathered and conclusions drawn.  Chapters 5 and 6 will express the findings 

drawn from the processes detailed above.  
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Chapter 5 

Censorship 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter focuses on the causes and types of censorship that occur in the 

KRPL.  The data presented are compiled primarily from interviews, with some data being 

obtained through observation.  As was detailed in Chapter 4, I interviewed 15 KRPL 

employees about several topics beyond just censorship.  We discussed general principles 

of librarianship; specific information relevant to the KRPL, etc. was discussed to provide 

the necessary perspective to properly examine the data regarding censorship practices in 

the KRPL. 

 

Subjects of Censorship 

 Of the 15 KRPL employees whom I questioned about censorship practices in their 

library, only 14 were able to provide constructive data (as was disclosed in Chapter 4, 

one of the interviewees was a library electrician).  Despite the fact that “The public 

library should be able to represent all ranges of human experience and opinion, free from 

the risk of censorship” (Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 2010) the findings found that censorship 

permeates the KRPL.  As was discussed in Chapter 4, when being interviewed, it was 

common for participants to not initially fully disclose the subject matters that are 

restricted by the KRPL.  As the amount of data collected relevant to censorship was 

extensive, Appendix B provides a visual representation of the research regarding what 

information is restricted within the KRPL and who contributed the data.   
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 The information that the interviewees provided about censorship at the KRPL was 

varied.  The specific types of censorship upheld at the KRPL and a brief rationale for 

each are provided below. 

Political 

1.  DPRK (North Korea) 

 As was expected, the KRPL cannot provide access to information that praises the 

DPRK.  However, the staff lacked a collective understanding of what, if any, material 

about the DPRK was allowed to be in the KRPL.  Of the eleven staff members asked 

about restrictions regarding the DPRK, two believed that all information related to the 

DPRK was restricted, while nine believed that general information about the country 

could be included.  Three offered that information praising the DPRK was prohibited 

(although I only asked about the DPRK in general, knowing that praising the DPRK is 

illegal and would never be permissible).  Mr. Sagong reasoned that the library prohibited 

materials about the DPRK to protect patrons from governmental intrusion.  He 

maintained that if people obtained information about the DPRK, the government could 

reason that said people might be pro-DPRK and the government might monitor such 

persons more closely, creating an undue intrusion. 

2.  ROK – Anti-Government 

 Ms. Wi, a librarian in the Information Services department stated that the staff 

does not have a problem including books that are negative about the ROK government, 

but the book selection committee will not allow those books to be put in the library.  Ms. 

Nan believes that anti-government books can be in the KRPL’s collection. 
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3.  Democratic Assemblage 

 Information that promotes democratic assemblage is prohibited.  Organizing acts 

of assembly online is restricted as well.  Mr. Kae likened acts of online democratic 

protest akin to online pornography.  He maintained that the library must prevent people 

from accessing sites such as those because of concern for young people.  Ms. Mok 

believed that information about democratic assemblage should be restricted because it is 

not beneficial to Koreans or their nation.   

Sexuality 

 Research found that censorship occurred when the materials in question included 

information about sexuality.  Restrictions based on this premise occurred in four areas: 

homosexuality, general sexual content, sexual education and pornography. 

1.  Homosexuality 

 Homosexuality is considered a taboo topic in Korean culture.  While still 

culturally proscribed, there has been some inclusion of homosexual characters and 

themes in modern entertainment ventures, primarily television shows (as was discussed in 

Chapter 2) and in some movies.  This demonstrates a major advancement, as “Ten years 

ago, homosexuality was such a taboo subject that the very idea of mentioning it in 

Korean media would have been implausible” (“Lesbians in drama…”, 2011).   

 Despite this progression, homosexuality is still largely considered contrary to 

established Korean values.  This can be attributed to the fact that  

“… military authoritarianism was particularly inimical to sexual minorities 

because the military regimes in Korea adopted and enforced the neo-

Confucianism of the Choson  dynasty, which disparages homosexuality because it 

disrupts the kinship tradition that emphasizes gender hierarchy, duty, and family 

over personal priorities and preferences.  Seungsook Moon asserts that the Korean 

military government exploited and reproduced Confucian ideology in order to 
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carry out military and industrial mobilization of the  populace.  Such mobilization, 

in turn, solidified the binary and hierarchical conceptualization of gender that 

regards homosexuality as a foreign and un-Korean value” (Bong, 2008).   

  

As shown in Appendix B, although three of the KRPL’s employees maintain that 

homosexual content is allowed to be provided by the KRPL, eight other employees 

provided a different answer: asserting that it was not allowed.   

 Six interviewees provided different rationales for the justification of this 

censorship.  Despite Mr. Kae’s assertion that the library is meant to serve all members of 

the community, he opposed the inclusion of information about homosexuality in the 

KRPL because of his belief that Koreans are not receptive to people who are homosexual.  

Ms. Maeng maintained that adults should not have access to information about 

homosexuality because it is abnormal.  Ms. Wi believed that since the library is a public 

institution they cannot have resources about homosexuality available because having 

those materials available could enable a young person to access that information.  She 

considered information about homosexuality to be detrimental to young people because 

they are not yet fit to determine what is appropriate and what is not.  Further, she 

personally disagreed with including books about homosexuality in the library.  Ms. Mok 

believes that restricting information about homosexuality is just “common sense”.  

Additionally, she maintains that books about homosexuality are not good for Koreans 

personally or their country.  Mr. Rang, the Supervisor of the General Materials Room, 

stated that the book selection committee did not include books about homosexuality in 

the collection because the community would not want that kind of book in the library.  

Mr. Im, the Supervisor of the Public Services Department believed that the library should 

not have information that is supportive of homosexuality because his personal feelings 
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dictated as such.  He maintained that homosexuality is not good for Korean customs or 

national identity. 

 As has been previously established, an aversion to the inclusion of information 

about homosexuality in the KRPL’s collection is strongly tied to established Korean 

cultural norms.  It is perhaps somewhat understandable for Koreans to have such a strong 

aversion to homosexuality, as demonstrated above, when one considers that they have 

had little experience with the phenomenon.  “The gay rights movement in Korea as a 

political activism began in the 1990s.  At this time, most Koreans were completely 

unaware of the existence of gays” (Bong, 2008).  In a country where the populace has 

only been aware of the existence of homosexuality for approximately 20 years, the library 

system is slow to catch up. This makes the personal attitudes of the KRPL staff more 

understandable regarding their anti-information stances concerning homosexuality. 

 From this, one can understand why the KRPL employees were almost universally 

opposed to the inclusion of information related to homosexuality in their library’s 

collection. 

2.  Sexual Education, General Sexual Content, Pornography 

 Mr. Rang stated that the library material selection committee refuses to put sexual 

books, including sexual education books into the collection.  Pornography is strictly 

forbidden, as are materials (such as novels) that have strong sexual content. 

Entertainment 

1.  Comic Books 

 Four librarians identified comic books as not being allowed in the collection, 

especially if they had sexually explicit illustrations.  Mr. Im reasoned that there could not 
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be comic books in the collection because young people have low levels of restraint.  

(Even comic books targeted towards adults cannot be allowed because young people 

could access these materials from the adult section of the library.) 

2.  Violence, Fear, Fantasy 

 Two librarians maintained that materials that included violence were prohibited.  

One librarian identified fear as a subject that was restricted.  Two stated that materials 

that included fantasy were not allowed in the collection.  Four of the five volunteered that 

these restrictions were justified because it was necessary to protect young people. 

Internet 

  The KRPL’s computers are all equipped with filters that restrict content.  The 

filters utilized in the KRPL (and all ROK public libraries) were made mandatory by the 

government in 2001 (Hamilton, 2002).  The filtering software is administered and 

managed by the MOE, exclusively.  Library personnel are not familiar with the specifics 

of the filtering system.  Employees could not even provide the name of the filtering 

system when asked.  These filters cannot be turned off by library staff, even in the 

instance of a benign Website being erroneously blocked. 

 To access the Internet at the KRPL, patrons must login using their real name, 

national identity number, and a password of their choosing.  Patrons’ Internet histories 

are recorded and kept by the KRPL.  KRPL employees were unable to provide 

information regarding how long these records were kept.  

 Three participants provided information regarding censorship online, specifically.  

(Although, because of time constraints, participants were rarely asked about censorship 
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online, only about general censorship practices at the KRPL).  Of these three, all 

maintained that censorship occurs online.   

 Mr. Sagong maintained that library patrons are restricted from playing games and/ 

or gambling online.  If a patron is able to bypass the filters (through luck or technical 

skill) and plays an online game, the staff either gives a warning or will shut the computer 

down.  Patrons are not allowed to view pornography.  Library users cannot access gay or 

lesbian websites, even those that are for strictly educational and/or supportive purposes.   

 Mr. Sagong believed that people should be able to look at gambling and/or 

homosexuality sites online.  He reasoned that the library’s patrons are under a lot of stress 

and they can look as this kind of material as a hobby.  However, Mr. Sagong believed 

that this information should only be made available minimally, primarily to educate 

young people about these subjects in order to satiate their curiosities.  However, he 

maintained that if patrons look at websites that are about homosexuality it can have 

negative consequences for others in the library that might see the information being 

viewed by the patron. 

 However, Mr. Kae argued that because the KRPL is a public place it is acceptable 

for the government to censor information online.  Mr. Kae believed that if a person wants 

access to something online that the government forbids access to in the library, that the 

patrons should be responsible for obtaining that information themselves, outside of the 

library.  Mr. Kae stated that this limitation of information online is to protect juveniles.   

Book Exchange 

 The KRPL has a book exchange program where a patron can bring their personal 

copy of a book to the KRPL and exchange it for a copy of another book.  This program 
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enables people to replace their books with others that they wish to own.  There is a 

dedicated section of the library devoted to this, with community members being primarily 

responsible for providing the books.  

 Patrons are limited in what books they are allowed to exchange.  The staff 

member working in that area of the library must approve a book before it can be 

exchanged.  Though there are no established standards for what constitutes an approvable 

title, the library employees who routinely work in the area generally agreed that books 

marketing a religion are not allowed (as a precaution to the potential for the exchange to 

be inundated with books provided by religious organizations promoting conversion).  The 

library employees will use their personal judgment to determine whether the book is a 

viable candidate for exchange.  When asked, the employees that routinely service this 

area maintained that comics, pornography, and religious materials were examples of 

materials that could not be exchanged.  Ms. Chegal was unsure whether it was acceptable 

to allow the exchange of a book about the DPRK. 

Assemblage 

 The KRPL offers limited access to its meeting rooms for community members 

who wish to assemble regarding a purpose that is considered beneficial to the community.  

While this is a valuable service, it is limited to those whose ideological purpose for using 

the room is approved by the administration of the library.   

 The meeting rooms cannot be used if the proposed assembly has any negative 

government association.  For example, all of the interviewees who were asked agreed that 

the meeting rooms cannot be used for anti-government meetings.  The KRPL offers 

limited access to its meeting rooms for community members who wish to assemble 
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regarding a purpose that is considered beneficial to the community.  The KRPL does not 

provide equal access to its meeting rooms for members of the community to express and 

disseminate ideas, thus censoring the distribution of speech that might be considered 

unacceptable.   

 

Institutional Standards 

 As was detailed above, there are several reasons why specific instances of 

censorship occur at the KRPL.  The following is a more general analysis, based on the 

data collected, for the reasons why censorship is institutionally enabled. 

Library Purpose 

 Understanding the purpose of the KRPL allows employees to work toward the 

fulfillment of the responsibilities of the library.  However, the KRPL’s staff demonstrated 

inconsistent perspectives on what the purpose of the library was relative to how that 

could be reconciled with the censoring practices of the institution.  For example, despite 

Mr. Kae’s insistence that the primary purpose of the library is to give information to the 

public, he still believes that censorship should occur in the KRPL.  These standards are 

mutually exclusive.  Other employees concurred with what Mr. Kae espoused to be the 

purpose of the library (providing information to the public).  They agreed that the 

KRPL’s main purpose was providing information to the public, despite the information 

restrictions supported by the library.  It seems contradictory for employees to believe an 

institution that restricts information has a primary purpose of providing information to the 

public.  The KRPL employees may not have a solid awareness of what the purpose of 

their library is and how to support that purpose. 
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Unclear Organization 

 The lack of established, universally understood policies and procedures within the 

KRPL provides an environment that is conducive to censorship.  KRPL employees 

indicated that they are uncertain or unaware of various general library practices. 

1.  Written Policies  

 A lack of library policies in ROK institutions was recognized as problematic in 

1996 (Lee, 1996) and that problem persists presently.  The KRPL lacks the established 

policies (such as those that guide collection development, outline how meeting rooms can 

be utilized, and guidelines for how patrons can use the Internet) that should guide the 

operations of the institution and keep them accountable to the public.  Such policies also 

insure that all staff members have a collective understanding of the operations that 

sustain their library. 

 There were many examples of the lack of written policies.  There are no universal 

policies regarding Internet use, what is deemed unacceptable Internet use (as patrons are 

sometimes able to bypass the filters as the fallibility of the filters do not always block 

what might be considered objectionable content) and what the consequences of 

unacceptable Internet use are.  There are no written policies that dictate what books can 

be exchanged in the KRPL’s Book Exchange program.  I was presented with conflicting 

information by KRPL employees as some maintained that there were not written 

guidelines that directed the selection of materials for the library and others maintained 

that such a document did exist.  Despite being told by some employees that there was a 

selection/collection development policy, employees were not able to locate this 

document.  Repeated attempts to obtain this document were unsuccessful. 
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2.  Selection Process 

 Mr. Paek, a member of the Selection Committee, explained how the materials’ 

selection process works.  First, one member of the staff chooses the materials (books, 

magazines, newspapers, etc.) for consideration.  After that staff member compiles the list 

of what he or she considers to be materials that should be considered for entry into the 

collection, he or she submits it to the selection committee that chooses the materials.  

This committee will choose the materials from that list for entry into the collection.  The 

Selection Committee consists of seven people: Three Departmental Directors (including 

Mr. Paek as one of the three), two staff members from the General Materials Room, and 

two external members, such as a university librarian or university lecturer.   

 Others disagreed with this explanation of how the process worked.  Ms. Yo was 

under the impression that after the individual staff member compiles the list of materials 

for potential entry into the collection, that the team leaders of each department were 

consulted to determine if they considered the possible candidates worthy choices.  Ms. 

Mok explained that anyone, employee and patron alike could recommend books for 

consideration to the committee.  Mr. Rang stated that the selection committee was 

entirely comprised of the managers of each library department.   

 Without a written collection development policy, it is logical that the staff does 

not have a clear understanding of the selection process or how it operates. 

3.  Meeting Rooms 

 There was not a definitive understanding of who could and could not use the 

library’s meeting rooms (with staff believing differing things: that the meeting rooms 

could only be used for KRPL business, only by community groups, or individuals may 
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use the room with an approved purpose).  However, as discussed above, what was 

universally understood was that the KRPL’s meeting rooms could only be used for 

meetings whose purpose was approved by the library.  Meetings had to be beneficial to 

the public and only for purposes that would be considered acceptable by the government. 

Censorship is Inherent in the Materials’ Selection Process 

 Censorship is built in to the selection process.  This is demonstrated in three 

instances. 

 First, as was explained above, one person is responsible for compiling the list of 

materials that are to be considered for inclusion into the collection by the selection 

committee.  This singular person’s personal preferences, national allegiances, and 

prejudices will influence the direction of the list.  Further, this puts pressure onto this 

person to not make seemingly radical choices that could reflect poorly upon him or her.  

This is substantiated when Mr. Paek maintained that there are no disagreements within 

the selection committee because the person who compiles the initial list for the 

committee to consider would not choose any books that could cause discord or 

controversy during the process. 

 Secondly, two of the seven members of the Selection Committee are staff 

members from the General Materials Room.  These two staff members are chosen by 

other staff members, department managers, and the Executive Director of the Library 

(Mr. Kae’s only supervisor).  It is likely that staff members are chosen who will be 

compliant and support the status quo.  This is substantiated by the fact that disagreements 

do not occur during the selection process. 
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 Finally, if the committee excludes an item, there is no grievance process.  The 

decisions of the committee are final.   

Lack of Professional Investment 

 The KRPL’s staff lacks a desire to support the professional tenets of librarianship 

because they have little investment in the advancement of the profession.  This 

indifference to the principles that are the foundation of librarianship can allow censorship 

to occur because the KRPL’s staff has little interest in protecting the sanctity of the 

library. 

1.  Librarianship: An Undesirable Occupation 

 In 1996, librarianship was not considered a desirable profession for Korean 

people to obtain.  “Due to insufficient societal recognition and accordingly low benefits, 

the job of “librarian” is not something that many young people aspire to.  In the 

universities as well, library and information science remains one of the least popular 

majors for intelligent students with a bright future” (Lee, 1996).  Unfortunately, this 

attitude endures presently.  Mr. Kae did not want to be a librarian, but his scores on the 

ROK’s national university entrance exam were such that studying librarianship was his 

best option given his CSAT results.  

 As discussed in Chapter 2, the entrance into a post-secondary institution and the 

choice of course of study in the ROK is geared almost exclusively to a single nation-wide 

standardized test that is administered only once a year: the College Scholastic Ability 

Test (CSAT).  The results of the CSAT dictate what university or college a person will be 

qualified for admittance and the course of study they can pursue.   Thus, like Mr. Kae, 
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there are those that are academically trained that did not necessarily want to become 

librarians. 

 Ms. Wi has 19 years of library experience.  Like Mr. Kae, she had to pick a major 

that would fall within the score she received on the CSAT.  She chose to study 

librarianship because her national test score was too low to study what she really wanted 

to major in in college.  Ms. Wi originally wanted to study children’s education in college, 

but was unable to pursue this because of her test score. 

 An additional problem is that because so few people want to become librarians, 

many of the director positions in the ROK’s libraries (including the KRPL) are performed 

by administrators instead of library professionals.  “This has resulted in the precipitous 

backwardness in expertise and specialization within our library administration” (Lee, 

1996). 

2.  Poor Rationales for Entering the Profession 

 Some of the people interviewed lack compelling reasons for why they pursued 

librarianship as a career. 

 Ms. Maeng is a contract worker with a high school degree.  She has worked at the 

KRPL as an Assistant Librarian for seven years in the Public Services Department.  Ms. 

Maeng sought employment at the KRPL after the library posted an advertisement seeking 

an employee.  She decided to apply for the position because she is a self-described 

“emotional person”.  She maintained that she does not consider herself to be a people 

person, so she thought the library’s atmosphere would be best for her.  This demonstrates 

a serious misunderstanding of the librarian profession where interaction with and service 

to patrons should be considered paramount.  If a librarian wants to be in this profession 
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because he/she does not want to have to interact with people, that demonstrates a massive 

misunderstanding of the role of the librarian and of what the profession actually entails. 

 Ms. Yo has ten years of library experience.  She works in the library because she 

is a public employee and the government sent her to work in the library.  Ms. Yo wanted 

to work in a library environment because she likes the relationships between the members 

of the staff.  Ms. Yo maintained that she knew before going to work in the library that the 

library environment had better relationships between the employees than in other fields.  

Ms. Yo maintains that this is why she wanted to work in library.   She had personal and 

social reasons for wanting her job. 

 Ms. Ham is a contract worker with a Bachelor’s degree in Food Economy/Food 

Technology. She applied for her Assistant Librarian position after seeing an 

advertisement that the library posted in the library for employment.  She did not actively 

seek library employment.  Prior to this job she was a homemaker.  Ms. Ham had no prior 

practical, professional, or scholarly experience. 

 As the aforementioned motivations illustrate, the employees at the KRPL may not 

be vested in upholding the principles of librarianship.   

Library Employees Lack a Proper Academic Foundation to be Successful 

 The people who work in the KRPL may not have the academic foundation 

necessary to provide proper library service to patrons, as they lack a proper understanding 

of what librarianship is and should entail.  Of the 38 employees at the KRPL, only 12 had 

a Bachelor’s Degree in Library Science.  When I questioned four KRPL employees who 

had higher Library Science related education (Associate or Bachelor Degrees, 

Certificates, Bachelor Degree in Progress) none had taken any library ethics courses.  
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When I asked two of these participants if their institutions offered such coursework, they 

both maintained that such courses were not available. 

 Even for those KRPL employees who did receive advanced library science 

education, their training might be inadequate.  When I sought to obtain supplemental 

information about the ROK’s public libraries and their relationship to censorship, I 

contacted ROK Library and Information Science Professor Ji-Hong Park of Yonsei 

University.  When asked, via e-mail, what topics were not allowed in the ROK’s public 

libraries (via books, magazines, or the Internet), Professor Park stated that he did not 

think there were any limitations so long as the budget was available (2011).  This is 

incorrect, as the ROK government strictly prohibits certain types of information.  It could 

be that Professor Park is aware of the censorship but was apprehensive in discussing it, or 

he may really believe that the ROK’s public libraries’ abilities to support intellectual 

freedom are not challenged.  Further, ROK library and information science academics 

may not see this as something that is important to study, as Professor Park also professed: 

“Unlike [the] U.S., censorship is not a big issue in Korea’s public libraries” (2011).  If 

library and information science professors are unaware of issues of censorship or do not 

wish to discuss them, their students remain ignorant of this important issue within the 

field of librarianship.  Library school graduates in the ROK cannot be expected to fully 

understand the complexities and importance of upholding intellectual freedom in their 

library jobs when they have not been informed about the issue. 

Employees Fear Reprisal 

 Censorship can thrive in the KRPL because library personnel do not feel secure in 

questioning this practice.  In Korean culture, questioning authority or the will of the 
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majority is unacceptable (Seo, 2012).  My research at the KRPL substantiates that this 

traditional standard permeates the organizational culture of the KRPL.  In fact, after the 

interview process, two KRPL employees expressed unease (without prompting) about 

how their answers could get them in trouble.  Mr. Im, (who like all interviewees was 

assured that his name would be kept confidential) stated (after a fairly benign interview) 

that he was worried that he had said too many negative things and would get in trouble.  

Another employee, Mr. Sagong, stated that he was concerned that he said too many bad 

things about the government and the library.  He maintained that he was worried his 

answers would also get him in trouble. 

 It is reasonable to presume that the KRPL’s employees have a vested interest in 

keeping their jobs.  Therefore, it is unlikely (especially given cultural restraints) that they 

would jeopardize their employment (and potentially, in more severe cases, jeopardize far 

worse) by promoting issues of intellectual freedom that are contrary to institutional 

norms, cultural standards, and governmental principles and law.  This is especially true 

for the KRPL’s fourteen contract workers, as their employment is only guaranteed for a 

period of one year.  These employees can be hired for an unlimited number of successive 

years, but only if they are considered a satisfactory employee.  If contract workers 

question the censorship practices of the KRPL, it is probable that their employment 

would not be renewed. 

 KRPL employees are very limited in expressing discontent with their government 

and its organizations (which includes their library).  Employees are controlled in this 

way.  This limits their ability to promote important library ideals, such as denouncing 

censorship. 
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Personal Preferences 

 The personal preferences of the KRPL’s employees uphold censorship in the 

library.  As stated before, Ms. Mok used her “common sense” to justify the restriction of 

materials in the library.  Mr. Im defended censorship because of his personal belief that 

certain kinds of information are not appropriate.  Ms. Chegal (who works primarily in the 

area that handles the book exchanges) would not allow a book to be exchanged about a 

subject that she did not personally find suitable.  Ms. Maeng validated her support of 

censorship by saying that her personal feelings do not support certain topics.  The 

individual preferences of the KRPL’s employees do play a role in what information 

should or should not be made available to the public.   

Metropolitan Office of Education (MOE) 

 The research found that the MOE has undue influence in the KRPL’s affairs.  Mr. 

Kae maintained that the MOE effectively directs all the elements within the KRPL.  The 

MOE creates the manual that details library protocols (such as emergency procedures), 

decides what programs and activities the KRPL will offer, and ultimately directs and 

enforces the general operations of the KRPL.  The MOE guides the operations of the 

KRPL and provides the foundation for much of the censorship that happens in the KRPL 

to occur. 

1.  Intrusion of the MOE 

 Mr. Kae said that the educational programs that the MOE requires of them shifts 

the library’s focus and dominates too much of their time, to the detriment of the 

organization and the community.  This is demonstrated by the fact that the interviewees 

said that the most desired materials in the library are fiction, but that most of the 
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collection is academically inclined.  Further, as previously stated, the MOE’s filtering 

mechanisms determines what the library can and cannot allow online.  This is a blatant 

violation of the library’s autonomy. 

 Mr. Kae explained that the KRPL does not have the opportunity to develop any 

new ideas or practices for consideration in their library because of the tremendous 

amount of paperwork (and the amount is increasing) that the staff is required to perform 

by the MOE.  Mr. Kae maintained that he has an abundance of work to perform, 

including having to manage the records of the library as is required by the government.  

In fact, Mr. Kae stated that the library does not offer reference services to patrons 

because the employees have too much work to perform and as a consequence, they do not 

have enough time to provide this kind of assistance. 

2.  Allocation of Library Space 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, the MOE dictates how the KRPL utilizes its space.  

The MOE requires that a significant portion of the KRPL’s space be dedicated to 

individual study space.  This study space occupies almost an entire floor of the library’s 

four floors.  This space is primarily used by students.  The MOE also requires that an 

additional half of the library’s basement be used as cafeteria space to serve the students.  

Mr. Kae explained that the library must have a cafeteria because of the study rooms.  

They have to accommodate the students that use the study rooms for extended periods. 

 Seven of the eight librarians that were asked about the study rooms during the 

interview phase of research disagreed with the presence of the study rooms that the MOE 

requires that the library have.  Most librarians maintain that the space the study rooms 

occupy could be better used to house materials.  Even though the majority of the KRPL’s 
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staff does not want their library’s space used in this way, they must abide by the 

directives of the MOE.  This supports the issue examined above – the intrusion of the 

MOE forbids the KRPL from making decisions independently that are for the betterment 

of their library. 

 The study rooms that are mandated by the MOE utilize precious space.  Because 

so much of the library’s area is dedicated to study space as mandated by the MOE, the 

KRPL must resort to putting their surplus collection in a room that is only accessible by 

going through a basement electrical room that is closed to patrons.  The sign on the door 

to this area warns that the area is restricted because of electrical emissions.  Mr. Kae and 

Mr. Rang both agreed that this is a dangerous place for employees to be forced to enter.  

However, Ms. Mok disagreed because accidents in that room have not yet occurred, so 

she maintained that the room is safe.  If the MOE did not mandate so much of the library 

be devoted to study space, the KRPL could use that space to provide access to the books.  

As stated in Chapter 2, the managers of the KRPL have recommended retractable 

shelving as a solution to this problem, but the MOE refused (again interfering in the 

KRPL’s affairs) because the retractable shelving would create noise and be distracting to 

patrons. 

3.  Library Operations: Time 

 The KRPL’s Digital Media Room is where patrons may access computers and the 

Internet.  This room closes at seven p.m. on weekdays, three hours before the KRPL 

closes.  My observations found that this room is very busy until the seven p.m. closing 

time, so I inquired as to why this room closed so much earlier than the rest of the facility.  

Mr. Kae responded in an informal interview where he maintained that the MOE 
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prohibited them from keeping this room open any later for budgetary reasons, despite the 

fact that the KRPL wanted to make the room available until closing time because of the 

popularity of this facility. 

4.  Mandatory Transfer Policy 

 All permanent KRPL employees must transfer facilities every three years.  (This 

transfer requires that an employee move to another library in the city.)  Sometimes there 

are exceptional cases where an employee will stay a year or two longer than the three 

year rotation allows.  This policy does not allow employees to develop the sufficient time 

necessary to establish a strong connection to their library.  Without this connection, the 

employee will likely not be able to develop a long-term interest in the betterment of their 

library.  Therefore they are not invested in the practices of their institution. 

The KRPL’s Relationship to Schools 

 As the MOE is in charge of the KRPL, the focus of the library is concentrated on 

academic pursuits.   The educational office manages the library.  Mr. Kae thought that the 

MOE should not manage the KRPL because the library should be a place for more than 

just for the students.  The MOE uses the library to focus on education for students rather 

than the totality of what is best for the community’s welfare.  This is demonstrated in the 

following two ways. 

1.  Supporting School Libraries 

 The KRPL is responsible for supporting the 49 school libraries in its district.  The 

people who work in the libraries of public schools in the ROK are not librarians, but 

teachers.  The KRPL supports the school libraries by providing organizational assistance 

(cataloging, proper shelving technique, how to use the equipment, etc.). 
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2.  Library as an Extension of Schools 

 During extensive observation periods, I was able to observe that the KRPL is very 

school-like.  It gave the impression of a large study hall.  The rooms in the library are 

absolutely silent.  There are an abundance of lockers.  In the cafeteria there is a store that 

sells snacks and a plethora of school supplies, such as pens, paper, etc.  Thus, it was 

obvious that the KRPL maintained a very school-like environment.  Library employees 

maintain that the majority of the KRPL’s collection is academically inclined and that the 

majority of its patrons are students. 

Paternalism 

 The primary reason interviewees gave when asked to defend censorship at the 

KRPL was their responsibility to protect the children from information that might harm 

them.  As previously stated, Mr. Im believed that young people have weak self-control 

and as such the library should not have materials that could tempt them.  Ms. Wi believed 

that censorship occurs because the children need protection.  Mr. Paek stated that the 

library cannot put books in the library that are detrimental to young people because such 

materials, such as those that contain violence or sexual information, are harmful to the 

students.  Ms. Mok maintained that the older generation censors information because they 

have a responsibility to make sure that young people know that certain books are not 

good for them.  The majority of the interviewed KRPL employees believed that they 

must restrict information to all so that that young people did not encounter negative 

information that could harm them. 
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Privacy 

 KRPL patrons have little privacy in the library.  The library is equipped with 

Closed Circuit Television (CCTV).  The KRPL’s employees demonstrated differing 

understandings regarding who could and could not access the videos.  There are no 

policies for who can view the CCTV that records and stores the security videos of the 

library.   

Some staff members maintained that they will let individuals view the tapes (if 

the individual had a valid reason – such as trying to locate a lost item), others will allow 

the police or other government entities to view the tapes without a warrant, and other 

staff members require a warrant for the viewing of the video logs by the police and/or 

other governmental agencies.  This is important as CCTV has the potential to severely 

infringe upon the privacy of patrons. 

 There were differing understandings of how long CCTV recordings are kept at the 

KRPL by employees: Ms. Nan stated that the CCTV records are kept for thirty days 

while Mr. Kae thought they were kept for three years.  Mr. Rang contends that the CCTV 

only records the external part of the building, not the interior of the library.  Patrons are 

confined in their intellectual pursuits, because there is a likelihood that they will self-

censor what information they seek because CCTV records are so accessible to the public 

and government agencies. 

 KRPL patrons must also be concerned about their digital privacy.  As stated 

previously, the KRPL maintains a record of everyone’s Internet history.  The KRPL’s 

system allows the staff member to access a patron’s real time Internet usage.  The old 

system (a new one was provided in Spring 2011) constantly showed the Internet activity 



89 

 

of all patrons at once, using a system that provided the seat number and the name of the 

website that patron was visiting.  The new system no longer allows that, but as stated 

previously, the staff member can still review what individual patrons are perusing in real 

time. 

 Excessive monitoring of patrons’ digital activities is an infringement of their 

rights to privacy.  Further, while the filters block information, patrons may not feel 

comfortable viewing information online that the filters do not block because they know 

their activities are being watched and recorded.  Mr. Kae contended that people are aware 

that the government observes their Internet use, so patrons know not to view any material 

that the government would consider unsavory.   

Military – Public Service  

 As explained in Chapter 2, all men in the ROK must serve approximately two 

years of military conscription.  Because of the large numbers of men this entails, after a 

month of military training, those not selected for active duty military service are required 

to serve the remainder of their time in the public sector: police work, working in the 

school system, acting as subway monitors, working in libraries, etc.  Six military public 

service members worked at the KRPL.  The presence of the military public service 

workers (who wear uniforms that indicate they are military public service conscripts) 

may contribute to censorship. 

 None of the KRPL’s employees, when questioned, thought that the presence of 

the military public service workers intimidated patrons.  Although they are a highly 

visible governmental presence in the library, these kinds of military public services 

members are a highly visible component of the local community, as well.  Therefore, 
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based upon the data provided by the KRPL’s employees (that they did not believe that the 

military public service presence intimidated patrons) and that community members are 

accustomed to their presence in their everyday affairs, it is unlikely that their presence 

alone as a force of the ROK supports the KRPL’s practices of censorship.  

 However, the presence of these military public service workers who do not 

necessarily want to be serving their conscription does have the potential to support the 

institutional mechanisms that maintain censorship in the KRPL.  As was discussed in 

Chapter 2, these men make approximately the equivalent of $225 per month for full time 

(40 hours/week) work, where the cost of living is comparable to most major cities in the 

U.S
7
.  My observation at the KRPL found that with the exception of one of the six 

military public service workers, they had little interest in supporting the library.  The 

military public service workers were frequently playing on their cellular telephones while 

they ignored patrons.  For example, when the five unhelpful military public service 

workers were on duty, they would ignore the patrons who had obvious difficulties using 

the copy machine, study room seat allotment machine, etc.  As an additional example, I 

observed a patron ask a military public service worker how much money the lockers in 

the basement were to rent.  This military public service worker told the patron that he did 

not know the answer to that question and for the patron to go downstairs and find a phone 

number by the lockers to call.  From my time at the KRPL, I knew there to be a sign by 

the lockers that stated the prices of rental, but the military public service worker was not 

aware of this, nor did he make an attempt to figure this out. 

                                                 
7
 As stated previously, I lived in this city for two years and have the necessary direct familiarity to 

accurately convey this information. 
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 The military public service workers demonstrated that they did not want to work 

in the library.  Therefore, they have little interest in actively supporting important library 

principles, such as intellectual freedom.   

External Organizations 

 Library employees, including Mr. Kae were unfamiliar with UNESCO’s Public 

Library Manifesto.  Therefore, it could not be expected that this policy would have any 

effect on their institution.  While the KRPL’s employees are familiar with IFLA, their 

familiarity extends only to the fact that IFLA had its annual conference in Seoul in 2006. 

 The KLA is more familiar to the employees, but it is recognized as an entity that 

provides continued training rather than an entity that is meant to promote library-related 

issues.  The KRPL does not normally have direct interactions with the KLA, but does 

benefit from the KLA’s scholarly contributions to the field and the national annual 

conference.  As was discussed in Chapter 1, all government employees, which includes 

all public librarians and publicly funded college and university librarians, are prohibited 

from engaging in any political activity.  The KLA and its members are unable to fully 

work towards the realization of their own “Code of Ethics” (discussed in Chapter 3) 

wherein they state that libraries need to contribute to “the development of a democratic 

society in which the freedom and the dignity of the humankind are ensured” and to 

“protect the freedom of libraries and the users” because they cannot participate in the 

political process.  KLA is limited from pursuing a political agenda because most of its 

members are government workers who cannot say anything that is in opposition to the 

ROK.  Thus, the KLA is limited in what they can do to combat government enforced 
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censorship.  As such, there is a disconnection between the purpose of the library as 

defined by the KLA and what libraries can really actualize. 

Patrons’ Personally Responsible for Meeting their Own Information Needs 

 Two interviewees suggested that if patrons wanted materials that the KRPL 

refused to provide, that they should obtain them themselves.  Both Mr. Kae and Mr. Im 

rationalized their defense of censorship at the KRPL by maintaining that people can go 

elsewhere to obtain information that the library does not provide.   

 

Conclusion 

 The research found that the KRPL censors various types of information for 

political, paternal, and cultural reasons.  Furthermore internal motivations and external 

pressures, such as the disproportionate amount of control demonstrated by the MOE on 

the KRPL’s affairs, the absence of established library protocols, the lack of enthusiastic 

personnel, etc. direct the numerous mechanisms that support the censorship that occurs at 

the KRPL.  The institutional rationales and the personal motivations for censorship at the 

library reinforce each other.  The censorship that occurs at the KRPL and the propagation 

of the means that support it are detrimental to the institution and the profession of 

librarianship. 
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Chapter 6 

Democracy 

 

Introduction  

 Chapter 3 described how the relationship between an uncensored public library 

and a successful democracy is well established.  A democracy requires an informed 

public; public libraries facilitate this by providing access to information for all, thus 

serving as an equalizing force that enables the populace to fully participate in their 

governmental process.  The duty for a public library to provide equal access to 

information is vital because they “… have an important role in the development and 

maintenance of a democratic society by giving the individual access to a wide and varied 

range of knowledge, ideas, and opinions” (Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 2010).  Public 

libraries provide the public with access to information (that they may have no other 

means of obtaining) that the people can use to ultimately keep their government 

accountable and their democracy strong. 

 As first established in Chapter 1, the ROK became a democracy in 1987.  Since 

then, the ROK has become the 22
nd

 strongest democracy in the world and the second 

strongest in Asia (Democracy Index, 2011). 

 KRPL employees had a minimal understanding of the relationship between public 

libraries and democracies, so they were limited in what data they could directly provide.  

Thus, this chapter is proportionally brief. 
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Relationship between Public Libraries and Democracies 

 The relationship between public libraries and democracies is unquestionable.  The 

public libraries’ responsibility for providing access to information, even information that 

is considered unpopular, is essential to the democratic process.   

“…by providing such access the library helps strengthen a democratic system that 

requires citizens to make intelligent and informed decisions.  There is assumed to 

be a direct relationship between the political process and the information needs of 

citizens.  Social progress is seen to depend on access to information.  This 

democratic premise is to be found in many, indeed most, of the public statements 

of purpose provided by public library authorities across the world” (Usherwood, 

2000). 

 

This absolute is important to establish so that the following data can be 

understood with the appropriate perspective.  The following will describe the relationship 

between public libraries and democracies as provided by ten KRPL employees. 

Failure to Recognize the Relationship 

 KRPL employees did not always recognize the relationship between their public 

library and the ROK’s democracy.  Two of the ten employees when asked about this 

relationship, said that such an association did not exist.  One of these ten people 

expressed confusion about the relationship. 

  Mr. Kae has been a librarian since 1992.  He maintained that there is no 

connection between libraries and democracies.   

 Likewise, Mr. Rang, who has 20 years of library experience, maintained that there 

was no relationship between public libraries and democracies.  Mr. Rang maintained that 

politics and librarianship are unrelated.  He found there to be no connection between the 

policies of the government and the operations of the library. 
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 When asked about the differences between public libraries before and after the 

ROK became a democracy, Ms. Nan expressed skepticism about the relationship between 

these two elements.   

Understand the Premise but not the Practice 

 Six library personnel demonstrated some understanding of the basic relationship 

between public libraries and democracies.  These six were able to demonstrate a basic 

understanding of this relationship, but each failed to understand the practical application 

of it.  

 Ms. Maeng believed that the relationship between public libraries and Korea’s 

democracy is very close because people can get information from the libraries and people 

can get more knowledge.  Yet, Ms. Maeng supports censorship based on her personal 

feelings about various subjects that she considers objectionable.  Ms. Maeng does not 

appreciate that the information that she maintains is closely related to the ROK’s 

democracy is the same information that she is adamant about restricting. 

 Mr. Im maintained that the library is very important to a democracy’s 

development because of the positive correlation between knowledge and democracy.  He 

believed that as people become more informed, their increased levels of knowledge 

support the development of the democracy.  Mr. Im was unable to reconcile his position 

that providing more information is better for the ROK’s democracy with his pro-

censorship views.  Mr. Im did not see the conflict between his beliefs that libraries help 

his nation’s democracy by giving people information and making them more informed, 

and that restricting information (which leads to a less informed public) would therefore 
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be ultimately detrimental to the ROK’s democracy. His reasoning was that people could 

get the information that the library does not allow from other places. 

 Ms. Mok identified the connection between the public library and the democracy 

as one that is linked by the ability to share information.  She maintained that this 

distribution was beneficial to democracy.  Despite this, she supported censorship of 

materials related to homosexuality, general information about the DPRK, and democratic 

assemblage.  As discussed in Chapter 5, she maintained these restrictions are just 

“common sense”.  When pressed further, she maintained that these kinds of subjects are 

not good for her country.  Thus, her description of the relationship of public libraries and 

democracies, that the democracy is promoted when people have access to more 

information, is contradictory.  She both maintained that providing access to information 

is good for democracies (such as the ROK) and the restriction of information is beneficial 

to her nation, the ROK. 

 Mr. Paek maintained that as democracies flourish, more information is available.   

A democracy and unrestricted access to information are inextricably related, yet he still 

supported the restriction of information that could harm young people, such as materials 

that contain violence or sexual content because of the library’s duty to protect the youth.  

Thus, when he promotes the prohibition of information, from his interpretation of the 

relationship, he is limiting the development of democracy. 

 Ms. Wi stated that she had rarely thought about the relationship between public 

libraries and democracy.  She found that democracy changes a person’s perspective, 

allowing people to more freely express their opinions.  Despite this, she supported the 

censorship of some information to protect children.  She argued that the relationship 
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between public libraries and democracies allows people to more freely express 

themselves, yet she supported the restriction of certain kinds of expression. 

 Ms. Yo maintained that when democracies develop, the public libraries can put a 

more diverse range of books into their library.  She also believed that this facilitated an 

increased awareness of human rights’ issues.  However, Ms. Yo did not volunteer her 

opinion about the censorship that occurs at the KRPL, nor was she asked. 

The KRPL employees who did appreciate that there was a relationship between 

public libraries and democracies did so by recognizing that information makes the public 

more knowledgeable, enabling them to better support their democracy.  Yet the 

interviewees still supported the restriction of information in their institution.  They 

understand the basic premise of the relationship between public libraries and 

democracies, but were limited in their ability to apply that principle to their own 

institution. 

Misunderstanding the Relationship 

Two KRPL employees demonstrated a misunderstanding of the relationship 

between public libraries and democracies. 

Mr. Sagong maintained that the public library developed because of the 

democracy.  This is certainly true (although as described in Chapter 2, the ROK’s 

authoritarian government’s policies were responsible for the development of librarianship 

in the country) but the relationship is much more intricate than this.  

As described above, Ms. Nan was initially uncertain about the relationship 

between public libraries and democracies.  However, after voicing her doubt about the 

connection, she discussed the past practice of ROK libraries being only closed stacks 
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institutions.  Formerly, people had to request the materials they wanted from the librarian 

who would provide the book to them.  She thought this was undemocratic. 

 

Failure of Academics 

 It is understandable that KRPL employees may lack an understanding of the 

relationship between public libraries and democracies, when scholars of Library Science 

are ignorant of this correlation as well.  When questioned about the connection between 

public libraries and Korea’s democracy – Professor Park of Yonsei University stated, “I 

cannot understand your question”.  Professor Park did not respond to an attempt to 

clarify.  From discussions with ROK public library practitioners, it was likely that he did 

not understand how I could be asking about two such very different things.   

 

Conclusion 

Censorship in public libraries inhibits the ability for people to productively 

participate in their society, thus hindering the development of their democracy.  As 

established in Chapter 5, the KRPL censors information, despite the fact that “Like 

freedom of expression, the availability of alternative and relatively independent sources 

of information is required by several of the basic democratic criteria” (Dahl, 1998).  The 

KRPL is not meeting its burden to its community or upholding the democratic principles 

that public libraries promote. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusions 

 

Introduction 

Censorship is antithetical to the principles of librarianship.  Censorship in public 

libraries reduces the ability for the populace to obtain the information they require to be 

informed and to knowledgeably participate in their nations’ democratic process.  The 

relevant conclusions and implications drawn from the data presented in Chapters 5 and 6 

will be examined herein. 

The following examines the implications and the conclusions of this research by 

providing an analysis of the findings of the research, a discussion of the more significant 

data, and a brief examination of the potential for future research.  Nine findings were 

established in relation to the data collected at the KRPL.  

 

KRPL Employees did not Fully Understand their Professional Responsibilities 

 The allegiance of the KRPL must be to its community.  Public libraries have a 

professional, ethical obligation to insure that all have unobstructed access to information.  

The KRPL should be a protected space where individuals can have access to a multitude 

of resources so that they have the means to question and investigate authority.  This 

facilitates the balance that is required for a democracy to remain an institution of the 

people it serves.  However, the KRPL’s employees demonstrated a misunderstanding of 

this basic principle in two regards. 

 



100 

 

Personal Preferences 

 KRPL employees allowed their personal preferences to interfere with their 

professional obligations.  Interviewees oftentimes cited personal reasons to support 

censorship in their institution, forgetting that, “Library staff must not allow their personal 

attitudes and opinions to determine which members of the public are served and what 

materials are selected and displayed.  The public must have confidence in the impartiality 

of the library staff if the library is to meet the needs of all members of the community” 

(Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 2010).  The KRPL’s staff places their personal feelings about 

certain types of information above the needs of the community, especially those members 

of the community that represent the minority, which is a direct violation of their 

professional responsibility to provide objective access to information that represents a 

multitude of views. 

The ROK’s Democracy 

The responsibility of libraries to support intellectual freedom in their institutions 

is fundamental to the maintenance of a democratic institution.  The data found that the 

majority of the KRPL’s employees demonstrated a minimal understanding of the basic 

relationship between public libraries and democracies.  They failed to demonstrate a 

more developed understanding of the fact that, “…the public library has a role to play in 

developing an informed and educated democracy.  Members of the profession believe 

that the public library service serves to extend citizenship by providing access to the 

ideas, information and works of imagination that make involvement in social and 

community life possible” (Usherwood, 2000).   

 The censorship that occurs at the KRPL weakens the ROK’s democracy.   
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“Citizens must have access, then, to alternative sources of information that are not 

under the control of the government or dominated by any other group or point of 

view.  Or think about effective participation and influencing the public agenda.  

How could citizens participate effectively in political life if all the information 

they could acquire were provided by a single source, say the government, or, for 

that matter, a single party, faction or interest?” (Dahl, 1998). 

 

The KRPL’s employees did not demonstrate concern about the censorship that 

occurs in their library.  These restrictions decrease the democratic promise of the ROK 

and the KRPL’s employees did not properly appreciate the magnitude of their position in 

this situation. 

 

KRPL Employees did not Have a Cohesive Understanding of Censorship in the KRPL 

 The answers provided by interviewees who were asked about censorship in the 

KRPL were inconsistent. Censorship can thrive because the KRPL’s staff has 

demonstrated an inadequate understanding of the information restrictions of the library.  

As a whole, they do not know what information is allowed at the KRPL versus what 

information is not.  Since the KRPL’s staff do not have a basic understanding of what 

information is and is not censored at their institutions, they do not have the basic 

knowledge upon which to work towards the inclusion of the (unknown) restricted 

information.   

 As established in Chapter 4, during data collection, it was common for 

interviewees to provide limited examples of what materials were not allowed within the 

library.  The KRPL’s employees are not aware of the totality of censorship that occurs at 

their library.   
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Korean Cultural Norms Support Censorship 

 Traditional Korean cultural traditions permeate all operations of the KRPL.  

“Traditionally, Confucianism and its modern variant have dominated Korean society.  

Confucianism emphasizes hierarchical norms and limits the scope, opportunities, and 

means of expression” (Chang, 2005).  KRPL employees who may want to promote 

intellectual freedom at the library are socially prohibited from doing so because of 

established cultural norms that require the young to acquiesce to the will of those older, 

which limits the ability for an individual to defy a highly cohesive group, and because of 

the employee’s inability to freely voice an opinion.  KRPL employees would have to 

work outside of strictly established cultural norms in order to fight for the inclusion of 

certain types of information into the KRPL.  Defying these traditions would be 

detrimental to an employee’s professional quality of life and could jeopardize their job 

security. 

 

Assemblage 

 Public libraries should provide equal access of available meeting space to 

members of the community for the distribution of ideas.  “The public library has an 

important role as a public space and meeting space.  This is particularly important in 

communities where there are few place for people to meet” (Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 

2010).  The KRPL fails to provide this service as they only provide access to the meeting 

rooms based upon the approval of the purpose for the meeting.  They discriminate based 

on the ideologies of the individuals or groups that want to use the meeting rooms.  The 
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KRPL’s meeting room practices deprive individuals and/or groups of their ability to 

exercise their rights to free speech, and of their ability to assemble in a protected space.    

That the public spaces of the KRPL are only allocated to those who have an 

approved ideological purpose is detrimental to the library and to the tenets of 

librarianship.  A public library’s meeting rooms should be available to all, regardless of 

the beliefs or affiliations of the persons or groups that want to use the spaces.   

 

KRPL are Organizationally Limited 

 As explained in Chapter 2, the systems in which public libraries exist in the ROK 

are complicated and there is no universal hierarchy under which public libraries operate 

outside their municipality.  Some public libraries in the ROK are under certain 

governmental structures while other public libraries are under other structures.  “Under 

this situation, it is difficult to facilitate strategic alliances either among public libraries or 

among public, school, academic, and special libraries to build cooperative partnership” 

(Oh, K., 2006).    Thus, the KRPL is limited in its potential ability to mobilize with other 

public libraries to challenge censorship in their institutions.  The KRPL could attempt to 

organize with other institutions to decry censorship, but they are limited by the 

organizational challenges that the government imposes on them (recognizing of course 

that there are additional challenges to their proposed mobilization, such as losing their 

jobs, being criminally charged, etc.). 
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Information Poverty 

The censorship at the KRPL especially affects the poor (who cannot afford to 

purchase materials and/or have access to the Internet outside of the free public library) 

and those populations that need information that they cannot access in other mediums 

without retribution (such as an adolescent seeking information or support about their 

sexuality). 

The KRPL’s information restrictions prohibit people from viewing constructive 

information. It perpetuates the discrimination of information accessibility to the poor.  It 

prohibits monetarily disadvantaged people from taking advantage of the same educational 

opportunities as their more economically inclined peers.  It prevents people from being 

able to fully scholastically and socially evolve to become productive members of their 

democracy.  Censorship targets the poor and information needy and deprives them of 

access to information that could be beneficial to their personal and academic pursuits. 

Disproportionate educational and general societal advancement opportunities 

occur because the poor have their information accessibility restricted, more so than those 

who can afford to procure the materials independently. Censorship at the KRPL further 

alienates the people from the information they need.  Uncensored public libraries are 

pivotal to bridging this gap. 

Censorship erodes the role of people to make decisions about what is best for their 

needs.  Public libraries are oftentimes the only place where people can gain access to the 

information they need to thrive, thus unrestricted access to information should be 

available. 
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Human Rights 

 The KRPL should provide information that can support the advancement of 

human rights’ issues in the ROK.  They can do this by providing information about such 

issues that promote education, support, and understanding.  However, in the KRPL the 

subject of homosexuality is censored, so this minority segment of the population cannot 

access information to help them in their struggle (both individually and organizationally) 

nor can the community be informed about homosexuality or the human rights issues 

related to this topic.   

 Despite the criticism and pressure that the KRPL would likely receive, the library 

must strive to include this information in their collection.  “Librarians and governing 

bodies should uphold these basic human rights and resist pressure from individuals and 

groups to limit the material available in the public library” (Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 

2010). 

 As discussed in Chapter 5, in the 1990s, most Koreans were not aware that 

homosexuals existed (Bong, 2008).  Therefore, it is reasonable that only (approximately) 

twenty years later, the people are still reluctant to accept or even try to understand this 

phenomenon.  However, it is imperative in transitioning towards the advancement of 

human rights that the public library be an important part of this transition, providing 

access to resources that directly assist the ROK’s homosexual population, and also help 

the homosexual person’s family, friends, etc.  ROK public libraries should also be 

providing factual information about human rights issues related to homosexuality so that 

the community members can be introduced to it and obtain educational information about 
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it, so that they can make informed decisions that are their own, versus being forced into a 

position by their community. 

 The necessity for the KRPL to provide information about homosexuality in their 

collection is necessary for promoting human rights.  Their role in providing this 

information directly relates to their democracy as well. 

“At first blush, the democratic movement and minority rights for homosexuals 

appear to go hand in hand.  One may imagine the relationship between 

democratization in general and the gay rights movement in particular as being by 

and large mutually reinforcing.  It seems a plausible hypothesis to believe that a 

higher degree of public tolerance of diversity and equality under the law as a 

result of democratic consolidation will lead to a higher degree of tolerance and 

protection for sexual minorities” (Bong, 2008). 

 

 The KRPL must provide information in their collection that supports and informs 

the public about homosexuality.  Homosexual people need their public libraries to 

provide information that helps to enlighten others about their plight.  “…Korean culture 

still presents significant roadblocks for sexual minorities, with those who admit to being 

gay often doing so at the risk of losing their jobs, friends or families” (“Lesbians in 

drama…”, 2011).  As such, the library has an even greater responsibility to provide 

resources and information, in a safe place to these people, instead of being yet another 

institution that ignores and shames them. 

 

Lack of Written Policies 

 The KRPL’s lack of written policies regarding internal library operations foster 

and support censorship.  As discussed in Chapters 2, 4, and 5 the KRPL does not have 

universally understood, established policies despite the fact that, “Each public library 

system requires a written collection management policy, endorsed by the governing body 



107 

 

of the library service” (Koontz & Gubbin, eds., 2010).  The lack of written policies for 

pivotal library operations (such as collection development, Internet policies, etc.) limits 

the KRPL’s employees from questioning a practice because there are no understood 

practices to question.  Furthermore, the absence of these written policies supports 

censorship because there is no accountability for the restrictions that occur as a result of 

the absence of these policies. 

 

Paternalism 

 Citing a need to protect young people was a popular justification for censorship 

by KRPL employees.  The paternalistic entities that support censorship are typically 

basing their positions on a protectionist agenda that is meant to safeguard a certain 

population.  Entities that use paternalistic motivations to support censorship in public 

libraries are motivated by their subjective motivations.   They use their personal 

convictions to determine what information is beneficial or not for a specified group.  

Paternalistic entities may not appreciate that the practice of restricting information for the 

supposed betterment of another group enables other paternalistic entities to potentially 

restrict the access to information that they consider important. 

One must concede that this paternalistic agenda is usually performed with good 

intentions, but that it is ultimately detrimental to those segments of the population that it 

is meant to protect.  It must be recognized that censorship, whatever its motivation, it 

abhorrent and contrary to the principles of librarianship. 
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Further Research 

 This body of research will be used as the foundation for future further research.  

First, I hope to study how censorship affects the information behaviors of patrons in other 

emerging democracies.  I intend to use personal interviews and/or surveys to collect this 

data.  Secondly, I will examine library and information science schools in the ROK.  I 

plan to analyze these academic systems in order to gain a better understanding of the 

education students receive at these institutions.  Finally, I intend to assemble and publish 

the logistical and cultural information that researchers (of any discipline) would need to 

know in order to pursue research in the ROK. 

 

Conclusion 

The KRPL has a sign in the library that states:  “The more knowledge in mind, the 

more good deeds can occur”.  The institution acknowledges, by this sign that more 

information leads to superior outcomes.  Thus, they recognize that more information is 

superior to less.  This stance is diametrically opposed to the censorship practices of their 

library. 

Public libraries should be diligent in working against paternalistic entities that 

strive to dictate what information the members of a society should be able to access.  

They should strive to uphold the standard that the populace must have the right to 

determine what information is valuable to them individually, without the interference of 

external entities dictating their decisions.  Public libraries denounce censorship for ethical 

reasons, but also because censorship degrades democratic principles.  Uncensored public 

libraries provide the public the ability to participate in their democratic system by 
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providing people with the resources necessary for them to both question and support their 

democracy.  Public libraries provide free access to a multitude of ideas, so that 

individuals can make their own choices about what information is of value to them.  

Public libraries strive to serve their public, which in turn serves our democracy. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Interview Subjects 
 

Name 

(Alias) 

Age 

Range 

Position Department Present 

Time at 

KRPL 

Total 

Library 

Experience 

Education 

Mr. Kae 45-50 Director Public  

Services 

2 Years 18 Years Bachelor: Library Science 

 

Master - Management 

Information 

 

Doctorate: In Progress 

Adult Lifelong Education 

Ms. Nan 35-40 Librarian 

(Contract) 

Technical 

Services 

5 Years 

3 Months 

5 Years 

3 Months 

Bachelor: Library Science 

Mr. Rang 45-50 General Materials 

Room (GMR) 

Supervisor  

Public 

Services 

2 Years 

6 Months 

20 Years Library Certificate 

 

Bachelor: In Progress 

Library Science 

Ms. Mok 35-40 Librarian Public 

Services 

3 Years 

5 Months 

10 Years 

5 Months 

Bachelor: Library Science 

Mr. Paek 50-55 Director Technical 

Services 

2 Years 

10 Months 

25 Years Library Certificate 

 

Bachelor: History 

Mr. Sagong 50-55 Digital Materials 

Room (DMR) 

Team Leader 

Public  

Services 

2 Years 

5 Months 

26 Years Library Certificate 

 

Master: Administration 

Ms. Yo 40-45 Assistant 

Librarian 

Technical 

Services 

3 Years 10 Years Associate: Graphic Design 

Ms. Wi 40-45 Librarian Information 

Services 

3 Years 19 Years Associate: Library Science 

Bachelor: Administration 

Master: In Progress – 

Library Education 

Mr. Im 45-50 Supervisor Public  

Services 

3 Years 24 Years Library Certificate 

Bachelor: Administration 

Ms. Chegal 55-60 Assistant 

Librarian 

(Contract) 

Public 

 Services 

7 Years 7 Years Bachelor: Korean 

Literature 

Ms. Ham 50-55 Assistant 

Librarian 

(Contract) 

Public 

Services 

6 Years 6 Years Bachelor: Food Economy/ 

Food Technology 

Mr. Namgung 40-45 Electrical 

Technician 

General  

Affairs 

2 Years 2 Years High School Graduate 

Mr. Ho 20-25 Military Public 

Service 

General  

Affairs 

6 Months 6 Months High School Graduate 

Ms. Tokko 40-45 Lifelong Learning 

Educator 

(Contract) 

Information 

Services 

8 Years 8 Years Bachelor: Lifelong 

Education 

Master: In Progress – 

Lifelong Education 

Ms. Maeng 50-55 Assistant 

Librarian 

(Contract) 

Public  

Services 

7 Years 7 Years High School Graduate 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interviewee Responses to Questions of Censorship at the KRPL* 
 

 Political Sexuality 

 

Entertainment Internet 

Only* 

Misc. 
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Mr. Kae 
 

 
 

C 
 

 

C 
  

 

C 
 

C 
    

 

C 
   

 

Ms. Nan 
 

 

U 
 

C 
 

U 
 

C 
  

 

U 
 

C 
        

 

Mr. Rang 
 

  
 

U 
 

 

C 
 

 

C 
         

 

Ms. Mok 
 

  
 

C 
 

C 
  

 

C 
 

C 
 

 

C 
 

C 
     

 

Mr. Paek 
 

  
 

U 
  

 

C 
 

C 
 

 

C 
       

 

Mr. Sagong 
 

  
 

C 
   

 

C 
 

C 
    

 

C 
 

C 
  

 

Ms. Yo 
 

  
 

U 
  

 

C 
 

U 
 

 

C 
 

 

C 
   

 

C 
 

 

Ms. Wi 
 

 

C 
 

 

U 
  

 

C 
 

C 
         

 

Mr Im 
 

 
 

C 
 

U 
   

 

C 
 

C 
  

 

C 
 

C 
    

 

Ms. Chegal 
 

               
 

C 

 

Ms. Ham 
 

  
 

U 
   

 

U 
   

 

C 
    

 

C 

 

Mr. Ho 
 

                

 

Ms. Tokko 
 

                

 

Ms. Maeng 
 

  
 

U 
   

 

C 
    

 

C 
    

 

Gray Cells Interviewee Independently Provided this Information 

White Cells Interviewee Provided this Data after the Interviewer Directly 

Questioned 

Blank Cells No Data was collected 

C Interviewee Maintained that this Information was Censored 

U Interviewee Maintained that this Information was Uncensored 
 

*The following does not include restrictions relevant to the KRPL’s meeting rooms. 

*This is specific to the information only available via the Internet.  The other subjects of censorship 

presented on the table are known to be prohibited online as well. 
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