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Black and White Colors in Japanese and Korean Societies: Focusing on the
Language and the Concept

Kim Tae Ho
Abstract

In this paper, | will explore the state of Japanese and Korean society by
examining how the colors black and white are interpreted through the analysis of
the pre-modern Gogyo Theory (F.477%) and the Western color concept, which
was acquired after the modern nation-state age.

Black and white in the pre-modern Gogyo Theory are represented as “Moku
(K : tree)” and “Kin (4 : gold) ” respectively, both of which exist not in conflict
with one another, but in synergism. Both Japan and Korea first adopted this Gogyo
Theory color concept of black and white, but later each developed their own
original color concept that contradicted its predecessor. Hence, it can be assumed
that the initial color concepts seen in proverbs and throughout the pre-modern
period viewed the colors black and white as points of comparison rather than
confrontations.

When Western ideas were introduced in the modern age, neologisms
corresponding to the new Western color concept appeared, and the Gogyo
Theory’s color concept for black and white was altered. From then on, black and
white seen in present Korea and Japan were anchored as colors that formed the
confrontation axis. The “Monochrome Theory” typically represents this axis. In
short, the synergism of black and white polarized into confronting colors and the
traditional color concepts of the Gogyo Theory began to decline.

Analyzing Japanese and Korean black-white concepts reveal Japanese society
to be non-confrontational on the one hand and Korean society to be
confrontational on the other. That is to say, Japanese society avoids clear
confrontational situations or making black and white statements while Korean
society prefers a clear-cut, black and white evaluation of a situation, although it
may result in fierce conflicts. Japanese society is a peaceful and calm society
where matters are often left in the gray zone without facing intense confrontation
while Korean society tends to prefer the black and white extremities, often
creating an atmosphere of intense conflicts. In other words, Korean society
represents the “Monochrome theory,” where only black and white exist as the
societal atmosphere.

After the establishment of modern nation-states, Japan and Korea revealed
separate societal notions and behaviors related to the colors black and white,
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despite originally sharing the same concepts of the two colors. To work together in
this age of globalization, one must recognize that these two cultures hold a
different understanding of these two colors.



