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Abstract  This research empirically and comparatively investigated the Korean public‟s perceptions of and norms about 

economic inequality, using data from the 1999 ISSP module on social inequality. Unlike the conventional wisdom of 

favorable public views, in both normative and perceptual terms, of economic inequality in advanced Western capitalist 

societies in general, my analysis demonstrated that Koreans not only retain much stronger egalitarian strain in  their scheme of 

distributive justice than other OECD counterparts do, but also perceive more threats of large income inequality than other 

OECD counterparts do, despite the fact that Korea‟s income d istribution is in fact more equitable than many of other OECD 

counterparts‟. Drawing upon the ideology thesis, I hypothesized that the inflated public perceptions of large income 

inequality in Korea are facilitated by Koreans‟ strong commitment to egalitarian distributive justice, and tested its validit y 

comparatively against Korea and other OECD countries. My analysis showed that Korea, compared to many of their OECD 

counterparts, showed a better fit to this test.  
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1. Introduction 

Economic inequality is now a marked feature of the 

socio-economic structure of capitalist societies. Income and 

asset stratifications stand out, and division between the 

winners and the losers in the market has become more 

manifest than ever. As Frank and Cook crit icized[1], as 

people vie for fewer and bigger prizes in the market, more 

economic waste, inequality, and impoverished cultural life 

are brought to a majority in society while the fruits of 

competition return only to the few—hence, the advent of a 

„winner-take-all-society.‟ 

However, opin ion research in the West has revealed rather 

favorable public attitudes toward the legitimacy of economic 

inequality in the market. That is, citizens in advanced 

capitalist economies in general view inequality as just and 

legitimate, and they principally concede its necessity for the 

greater social good. In America, for instance, people have 

been found to support merit-based unequal distributions over 

equality and need, and to stigmatize the poor for their plight, 

attributing their poverty to their moral defects such as 

incompetence and laziness[2-9]. According to Lane[4], such 

positive attitudes toward the capitalist socioeconomic order 

in America is rooted in Americans‟ fundamenta l commitme

nts to market justice.  
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Market justice, by definition, is an  inter-related system of 

norms of and beliefs about the economic order that serves to 

legitimize capitalis m. Lane highlighted that Americans value 

earned deserts as a critical market justice norm over other 

values such as equality and need because they judge 

economic fairness in terms of the process of allocation, not 

the shape of outcomes per se. In other words, in their 

assessment of market fairness, Americans in general are 

concerned not so much about macro (o r social) justice, 

namely, the outcome of social distribution as a whole, as 

about micro (or indiv idual) justice, namely, the equity of 

individual reward. Rainwater[10], likewise, discovered a 

similar justice orientation in h is study. He said: 

A few respondents offered this[everyone should have 

about the same level of resources] as their 

understanding of the American equality value. When 

they did so, it was often more to disagree with it than to 

endorse it. In general, the idea of essentially equal 

distribution of resources does not seem to be attractive 

to most people. (P. 168)  

The defense of capitalism, namely, the principal 

commitment to market justice norms and beliefs, according 

to Lane, is not unique to the American public. He argued for 

its universal application to other capitalist societies as well: 

he argued that any rational human being would accept 

unequal distribution due to market p rocesses as more just 

than distribution based on political justice, namely equality 

and need, because of the genius of the market. That is, the 

market, unlike politics, creates the sense of controlling one‟s 

own destiny for people, and this leads them to sense more 
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injustice in the polity than injustice in the market. Therefore,  

preference fo r market justice over political justice is a 

universal psychological reaction that any rational person can 

experience. In the same vein, Della Fave[11-14] argued for 

the common legitimating process of social stratification in 

capitalist societies. According to h im, in capitalist societies, 

the wealthy come to be seen as deserving of their privilege 

through a process of status attribution. By self-comparison to 

the wealthy, the poor subsequently come to see their own 

status as equitable as well. According to Lerner[15], people 

are fundamentally motivated to believe that they live in a just 

world where people get what they deserve. Such beliefs, also 

known as the Just World Hypothesis, he argued, illusory as 

they may be, lead people to convince themselves that 

beneficiaries inevitably deserve their benefits and victims 

their suffering. 

As the foregoing theories suggest, if cit izens in the 

capitalist countries indeed share a great cognitive 

commonality in the way they accept inequality as desirable, 

prefer earned deserts over equality and need, and justify the 

privileges of the wealthy as deserved, then it is fair to 

speculate that Koreans‟ beliefs about and norms of inequality 

will not differ fundamentally from their Western 

counterparts‟. Late-comer capitalist state as it may be, at 

least prior to the 1997 financial crisis, Korea was renowned 

as a model case of miraculous capitalist development 

[16-21]. It was miraculous in that not only was a successful 

and rapid capitalist adjustment achieved following the 

devastation of the Korean War in the 1950s, but also such 

rapid industrialization was achieved in  the absence of 

serious economic inequality. Such a dual achievement of 

Korea—namely, rapid economic expansion and an equal 

distribution of income—as the World Bank[22] 

acknowledged, was an exceptional experience for a 

developing country. The following figures support this 

point. According to Figures 1 and 2, not only did  the GNI 

per capita increase by nearly seven times, from $1,645 in 

1980 to $12,197 in 1996, but also both the GDP and GNI 

increased significantly each year, growing by averages of 

7.76% and 7.99% per year, respectively. More importantly, 

this expansion of the macro-economy was not accompanied 

by an immediate increase in income inequality. As Figure 3 

indicates, Korea‟s Gini coefficient during the same period 

revealed an overall declining pattern. Looking at the changes 

between 1982 and 1997, except for during the first half of the 

1980s, the coefficient constantly declined over the following 

years and dipped to a low of .281 in 1993. While this 

downturn was shortly interrupted by a slight increase over 

the following three years, .284 in 1994 and 1995, and .291 in 

1996, the coefficient again dipped to a low of .283 in 1997.  

Behind the successful and swift economic success of 

Korea, one is tempted to assume, lie  corresponding favorable 

norms of and beliefs about inequality in public  opinion such 

as the preference for earned deserts over equality, a  high 

level of perceived legit imacy of economic system, and the 

legitimizat ion of economic inequality as in the West. 

However, early literature on Korea written by Western 

scholars provides rather different perspectives on this subject 

matter. The Korean public, according to their notes, were 

vastly concerned about and critical of economic inequality 

even when the Korean economy was renowned for keeping 

economic inequality under control as it  did in the 1980s, not 

to mention when the Korean economy fell into the mire after 

the 1997 financial crisis, and, more importantly, such public 

anxiety easily was transformed into social hostility toward 

the wealthy. 

 

Figure 1.  GNI per capita of Korea 

 

Figure 2.  GDP and GNI Growth Rates of Korea 

 

Figure 3.  Gini Coefficient of Korea 

Leipziger et al.[23], for instance, in their analysis of 

income and wealth distribution of Korea in the late 1980s, 

discussed the presence of widespread public concern about 

inequality and the wealthy. They said 

The homogeneous and generally classless nature 

perhaps makes the population more conscious of 
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differences in living standards and more concerned 

about inequality. This concern is typically expressed in 

terms of the overall spread of liv ing standards and the 

similarity of treatment of people in similar init ial 

circumstances. There is clearly widespread resentment 

at vertical inequality directed not so much at the 

hardship of the poor, but at the privileges of the rich… 

rapid economic growth and improvements in average 

liv ing standards go a long way toward keeping such 

feelings in check. But if growth declines for any 

appreciable length of time, popular resentment may 

well be expressed more forcefully. (P. 104) 

Similarly, Brandt[24], in discussing the growing 

dissatisfaction and aggression of the Korean workers during 

the 1980s, noted that 

The issue of equality of result is of critical ideological 

importance, even though the overall distribution of 

wealth in South Korea appears to be relat ively equitable 

in comparison to that in most countries… it is widely  

perceived as unjust… Unlike the tradit ional period 

when it was appropriate for hierarchical social 

differences to be reflected in  property and liv ing 

standards, the inequalities of today are seen as evidence 

of a lack of just rule. (P. 226)  

Nelson[25] also documented agitated public attitudes 

toward the wealthy in the aftermath of the 1997 crisis. She 

claimed that responding to the social and economic 

dislocations of the post-IMF period  offered  an opportunity 

for South Koreans to face the reality o f d ifferences within the 

nation. She said  

The demonstration of differences through the 

possession of goods has not only undermined the story 

of national unity, but also created rifts not just between 

the wealthy and the poor but within the comfortable 

classes themselves as new forms of wealth generate 

new networks, new practices, new values, new styles, 

and between generations and genders. (P. 184)  

This trend, she claimed, bolstered public condemnation of 

the wealthy for their extravagance, waste, and indulgence. In 

particular, the Chaebol, the South Korean form of business 

conglomerates, was targeted with sharp criticis m, and 

Chaebol owners were blamed for their poor judgment, 

corruption, and the blind pursuit of indiv idual enrichment at 

the cost of the nation‟s solvency. 

Indeed, the 1997 financia l crisis put the Korean economy 

in the grip of a severe depression. Not only  did negative 

economic growth fo llow immediately, but also the GNI per 

capita plunged into a low of $7,355 in 1998 from $12,197 in 

1996. It was not until 2003 that the GNI per capita recovered 

its pre-crisis level of 1996. Apparently, the long-lasting 

economic recession exacerbated economic inequality as well. 

Looking at the Figure 3, the Gin i coefficient rose to .316 in 

1998 from .283 in 1997, and it was only after 2002 that the 

coefficient started to decline. Therefore, it is apparent that 

the overall economic conditions of Korea in the aftermath of 

the crisis were unfavorable. Both growing income inequality 

and sudden declines in the overall living standards must have 

doubled the economic burdens Koreans had to embrace, and 

this in turn must have amplified the feelings of deprivation 

and resentment among the Korean public. In this light, the 

heightened public consciousness of economic inequality as a 

critical social issue may be attributable to the 1997 economic 

crisis and its aftermath.  

Nevertheless, it is vital not to overstate the immediate 

influence of the post-crisis economy on the Korean  public‟s 

critical views of economic inequality because the popular 

concerns about large economic inequality, the social 

stigmatization of the wealthy, and the popular beliefs about 

distributive in justice as such were not unknown before the 

1997 crisis. As documented in the foregoing excerpts, such 

features were also prevalent even when economic inequality 

did not pose any serious threat to Korean society. Moreover, 

they were not just a mere expression of personal jealousy 

against the rich, but a social phenomenon that stems from the 

special traits of Korean society. According to Brandt, it  was 

the significance of egalitarian ideology in Korea which 

triggers this phenomenon. Because Koreans identify fairness 

in terms of equality of outcome, he claimed, people get easily 

disturbed by economic inequality even if the overall 

distribution of wealth in Korea is more equitable than that in 

most countries. Similarly, Leipziger et al. attributed Koreans‟ 

popular resentments at the privileges of the rich to the 

homogeneous and generally classless nature of Korea, 

another manifestation of the egalitarian impulse of the 

Korean society. Because Koreans want to maintain the 

overall spread of living standards and the similarity of 

treatment of people in similar in itial circumstances, they 

argued, the privileges of the rich are not deemed as a merit 

but a threat to social harmony. According to Nelson, this 

egalitarian impulse of the Korean society did not deteriorate 

at all, but became even more bolstered in the aftermath of the 

1997 crisis as people held the wealthy, in particular, the 

owners of business conglomerates, responsible for all the 

social and economic dislocations of the post-IMF period and 

the loss of national unity. 

Accord ing ly , widespread  public d iscontents  with econ

omic inequality  of Korea may well be identified  as a social 

practice that a strong egalitarian strain in the Korean scheme 

of distributive justice cultivates. That is, popular adherence 

to egalitarian distributive justice ideals among Koreans is 

hypothesized to abate the legit imacy of economic inequality 

in the market, rendering people more conscious and 

intolerant of economic inequality in the society. Given that 

understanding popular justice sentiments among Koreans is 

a key to the better understanding of widespread public 

anxieties over economic inequality in Korea, this paper 

examines the strength of egalitarian strain in popular scheme 

of distributive justice in Korea and its impact on public 

perceptions of economic inequality. Does egalitarian 

distributive justice matter to the Korean public? If so, how 

vital is it? And, how does this egalitarian justice sentiment 

translate into public perceptions of economic inequality in 

Korea? In an effort to assess these questions empirically and 

comparatively, I use data from the 1999 International Social 
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Survey Programme (ISSP) module on social inequality and 

analyze popular perceptions of income inequality and 

normative attitudes toward the principle of equality in Korea 

and fifteen other OECD countries.  

2. Theory: Ideology Thesis  

The influence of justice ideologies or norms on the 

perception of economic inequality has interested many 

students of social justice study[3, 26-32]. The key premise of 

their init iative is that the subjective perception of inequality 

may  have less to do with objective social facts, but more with 

value systems or ideologies regarding social justice that 

coexist with the structural conditions. Beyond actual 

inequality, they assume, other factors—in this case, the 

dominant justice ideology of society—would play a crucial 

role in shaping these perceptions.  

Of most relevance to the discussion is the dominant 

ideology thesis[33], which sheds light on ideology as the 

macro-level determinant of beliefs about inequality. The 

thesis was originally devised in Marxist discourse in order to 

explain how a dominant class of a society maintains both 

material and mental dominance over the subordinated class 

through the control of ideological production. The thesis 

assumed that through its control of ideological production, 

the dominant class is able to supervise the construction of a 

set of coherent beliefs. These dominant beliefs of the 

dominant class are more powerfu l, dense, and coherent than 

those of the subordinate classes. The dominant ideology 

penetrates the consciousness of the working class, because 

the working class comes to see and to experience reality 

through the conceptual categories of the dominant class.  

Yet, the notion of dominant ideology and its usage has 

been questioned in that, as critics have argued[33-35], the 

ideology of the ru ling class has been, from a historical point 

of view, opposed by the class interests of the subordinate 

class, and, more importantly, it has not been available to the 

subordinate classes because it simply was not relevant to the 

everyday lives of the subordinated. The purpose of the ruling 

ideologies was rather to secure the coherence and 

legitimizat ion of the ruling class itself. For reach ing that goal, 

no other classes were necessary to participate in these 

ideologies. Therefore, the ideology of the ruling class is not 

the dominant ideology. 

To avoid the conceptual ambiguity linked to the notion of 

dominant ideology, Wegener and Liebig[36] introduced 

alternative concepts of primary and secondary ideologies to 

social justice research. By primary ideology, they meant an 

ideology that is held  by the majority of a society, ideally by 

all of its members, whereas secondary ideology is an 

ideology endorsed only by particular groups in a 

society—possibly simultaneously with primary ideologies. 

The advantage of this conceptualization is that the concept of 

justice ideologies is no longer bound to a ruling class that 

forces the dominated into believing existing distribution to 

be just. Instead, primary  and secondary ideologies are simply 

distinguished in quantitative terms. The primary justice 

ideology, according to Wegener and Liebig, characterizes a 

whole society in a quantitative sense and serves as a 

mechanis m to create an encompassing consensus in society 

and provide a basis for a society‟s legitimization by exerting 

a normative influence on the beliefs that most, or even all, 

people have about how goods should be distributed. These 

justice beliefs, they argued, reflect the cultural values 

characterizing the society in which those beliefs are 

anchored, and therefore, can be reconstructed by going back 

to the cultural values that have developed in a society‟s 

history. 

Whether we experience and see economic inequality 

through the ideological lenses of the dominant class or the 

cultural history of a society, what matters is that such justice 

values that people hold, namely what ought to be, influence 

the subjective elements of perceptions of inequality, namely 

what is. Verwiebe and Wegener[32] further articu lated this 

premise by emphasizing a conceptually separated, but 

functionally connected, relat ionship between the two modes 

of justice judgments: order-related and result-related 

judgments. According to them, order-related judgments are 

about principles of justice and in particular the institutional 

frame for distribution processes in a society (e.g., 

preferences for market principles versus state regulated 

principles). Result-related judgments, on the other hand, 

focus on the consequences of distribution rules. It measures 

the extent to which a given d istribution is considered as just 

and tolerable. Verwiebe and Wegener suggested,  

From an analytical point of view, these ideological 

preferences (i.e., order-related) and the (result-related) 

justice evaluations of the income distribution are 

independent of each other. They address different 

justice objects: distribution principles and distribution 

results. Cognitively inconsistent as we are as human 

beings, our ideological preferences need not be in line 

with and may even contradict our justice perceptions of 

results in concrete cases. It is nonetheless possible that 

order-related preferences may affect  the evaluations of 

distribution results. The extent to which individuals 

perceive an actual income justice gap in their society, 

for instance, may well be contingent on their 

ideological preferences for distributing income and 

wealth. (P. 134)  

The key claim here is that our ideological p references for 

certain distributive principles may become of enduring and 

central criteria in  terms of which  the fairness of distribution 

results is evaluated and affect, wittingly  or unwittingly, our 

perceptions of inequality. Findings from prev ious research 

directly and indirect ly hint at this possibility. Headey[30], 

for instance, compared  actual incomes of selected 

occupations in Australia with both perceived incomes and 

incomes regarded as leg itimate, and d iscovered that most 

respondents grossly misperceived the actual income 

distribution and erroneously equated perceived incomes with 

legitimate incomes. These results, Headey argued, are 

attributable to the popular egalitarian justice sentiments 

among the Australian public and people‟s desire to avoid a 
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sense of personal deprivation or social in justice. That is, not 

only did public support for much greater income equality 

than now facilitate a corresponding increase in the 

discrepancy between actual, on the one hand, and perceived 

and legitimate incomes, on the other hand, but also people‟s 

desire to construct a picture of economic reality that enables 

them to feel reasonably satisfied with their own economic lot 

within the society motivated them to level off d ifferences 

between perceived and legitimate incomes and to believe 

that there is virtually no d ifference between legit imate and 

actual incomes. Following the speculations above, Headey 

concluded  

It should not be assumed that public perceptions of the 

distribution of social goods are even remotely accurate, 

and a normat ive standard of equality appears 

systematically to distort perceptions of reality. What 

ought to be largely influences perceptions of what is, 

rather vice versa. Perceptions of justice determine 

perceptions of fact. (P. 593)  

Similarly, Austen[37] discussed cross-country variations 

in public attitudes toward earning inequality in reference to 

justice norms, and argued for the importance of p revailing 

norms of inequality in  societies as an explanation fo r the 

variations demonstrated. According to her, d ifferential 

material environments between countries rendered only a 

partial explanation, and other factors should be taken into 

account. She argued 

Despite this, significant intra - and inter-country 

differences in attitudes to wage inequality exist that 

cannot be explained by the different economic 

circumstances of individuals or nations. It  appears that 

some countries, such as the United States, have social 

“norms” that tolerate relatively  high levels of inequality, 

while the citizens of other countries, such as Australia, 

generally share a belief that the wage structure should 

be more compressed. Thus , an important dynamic 

relationship appears to exist between levels of 

inequality and the normative structures that relate to 

them. (Pp. 441-442)  

In a country like the United States, despite the rapid 

increases in wage inequality in fact, people showed a greater 

range of tolerance to inequality than in other countries, and 

Austen attributed it to the community‟s compliance with 

“market-based pressures,” namely, acceptance of the justice 

of inequality in the market. Indeed, copious opinion research 

in the United States[3-9, 38-42] has demonstrated robust 

tolerance to inequality among the American public, e.g., 

opposition to welfare programs and stigmatization of the 

poor for their poverty, and scholars ascribed such attitudes to 

Americans‟ commitment to meritocratic justice ideologies; 

that is, prevailing meritocratic justice norms, or strong 

rejection o f material egalitarianism, buttressed popular belief 

in the benefits of inequality, and rendered people tolerant of 

poverty and income inequality, and intolerant of welfare 

programs[3, 4]. 

Therefore, the Korean public‟s critical concerns about 

economic inequality  are more likely to be contingent on 

Koreans‟ commitment to egalitarian rather than meritocratic 

distributive justice ideologies. In the fo llowing, using data 

from the ISSP module on social inequality, I measure how 

popular distributive justice norms of Korea are compared  to 

those of other OECD counterparts and examine how they 

relate to public perceptions of economic inequality (or in this 

case income inequality) across countries.  

3. Data 

For empirical and comparative analyses, I use data from 

the 1999 ISSP module on social inequality. As a 

representative survey of population aged eighteen and older, 

the 1999 survey collected attitudinal data on various  issues 

regarding economic inequality in twenty-seven countries 

between 1998 and 2000. From this survey, fifteen OECD 

countries—Australia, Austria, Canada, France, Germany, 

Japan, Northern Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Great Britain, the 

United States, Portugal, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and 

Poland—were selectively chosen based on their different 

orientations toward free market and capitalis m. According 

to Esping-Anderson‟s typology[43], Nordic countries such 

as Norway and Sweden are well known for their social 

democratic welfaris m, which promotes the principle of 

universalism, granting access to benefits and services based 

on citizenship, and limit the reliance of family and market to 

provide a relatively high degree of autonomy against social 

inequality and commodification of social provisions. In 

contrast, liberal welfare states such as the United States, 

Canada, Australia, Japan, and increasingly the United 

Kingdom are based on the principles of market dominance 

and private provision, idealizing the freedom of market 

competition and minimizing the state intervention. As the 

ideals of liberalis m incorporate the maximization of the free 

market  and hold all indiv iduals responsible fo r their own 

economic fates, a low level of decommodification and a high 

degree of social inequality prevail. Countries such as 

Germany, France, and Austria are considered conservative in 

that while market justice norms still remain at the center of 

social justice, people who are unable to succeed in the 

market competit ion due to no fault of their own are salvaged 

through governmental intervention in  the name of 

communality unlike in the individualistic liberal welfare 

states. Portugal is categorized as a Southern European 

Welfare regime[44, 45]. But, as Ferreira[45] argued, its 

welfare policy is considered a failure, since both the public 

and policy makers lack strong commitment to equitable 

social justice. Finally, the two post-communist countries, 

Hungary and the Czech Republic, are undergoing 

confrontation between the old and new social orders. Under 

the new market  economy, more people than ever are 

becoming marginalized  due to the growing economic 

disparities in the society, and this renders people feel 

nostalgic for the culture of equality experienced under 

communis m[27, 46]. 

Unlike the data for the fifteen OECD countries, the data 
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for Korea came from the partially replicated 1999 ISSP 

module on social inequality, which was fielded in Korea 

alone in  2003. It was not until 2003 that Korea acquired 

official membership in ISSP, and later the same year the 

Korean General Social Survey (KGSS) carried out the 

survey. Comparable to the original 1999 survey, survey in 

Korea was also admin istered to a nationally representative 

sample o f respondents aged eighteen and older, using 

multi-stage stratified sampling. Thus, it is noted here that 

using the 1999 survey for analysis entails a temporal 

difference in the data collection periods between Korea and 

fifteen other OECD countries .  

This difference, however, does not necessarily risk the 

usefulness of the 1999 data for comparison. In fact, using 

data from the 1999 survey rather serves the said purpose of 

this research well, rendering ensuing analyses and findings 

more relevant and comparable to Korea. As well 

remembered, between 1998 and 2000, when the survey was 

fielded, the world economy p lunged into unprecedented 

waves of financial and economic crises. Immediately 

following the Thai crisis, the shock spread uncontrollably to 

other economies in the region and beyond, pulling down 

many East Asian developing and even developed countries 

like Japan whose macroeconomic fundamentals  had been 

considered strong. The continued deterioration in the East 

Asian economies, coupled with the Russian financial crisis, 

subsequently depressed many European and North 

American markets as well, escalating fear of serious damage 

to major financial markets . Given the socio-economic 

circumstances of the period that spans the 1999 survey, no 

data would provide a better comparative outlook than the 

1999 survey on how people around the world, not just 

Koreans, in times of growing instability and the crisis of 

local and global economies, shaped their beliefs and norms 

regarding economic inequality. 

4. Measures and Methods 

4.1. Popular Justice Sentiments  

Given that justice is essentially a matter of establishing a 

fair equilibrium of d istribution of desired  goods and 

undesired ills between individuals, an  important normative 

question of distributive justice arises when one tries to 

decide what the relevant characteristics of distribution 

should be. That is, by virtue of what attributes or 

characteristics is each person‟s due to be decided? As much 

as controversy has abounded among the normative theorists 

of justice over the question, empirical studies of public 

opinion have demonstrated the diversity of lay  beliefs about 

distributive norms as well. Such pluralistic beliefs about 

justice, as Miller[47] stressed, may occur as people invoke 

several criteria of d istribution and reach an overall judgment 

by balancing these criteria against each other. 

While a varying number of general principles of 

distributive justice have been put forward in many theories 

of justice, the fo llowing three norms-equity (or desert), 

equality, and need—have been most widely recognized as 

the main p rinciples of distributive justice, and lay beliefs 

about justice have been analyzed in light of them. First, the 

principle o f equity, also known as the principle of desert or 

merit, assumes that the only fair way of allocating benefits 

and burdens between individuals is to ensure that each gets 

the share he deserves according to his desert, or 

contribution[48-52]. Those who contribute more should get 

proportionally more than those who contribute less. If the 

relative rat io of contribution to share is unequally maintained 

for the indiv iduals involved in a g iven distribution, then 

justice is violated. In other words, unequal distribution per se 

is not unjust under the princip le of equity; injustice, instead, 

occurs, when people who are not equal are assigned equal 

shares. By this logic, the principle of equity, or desert, 

reflects the meritocratic discourse of distributive justice. 

The basic contention of the meritocratic justice approach 

is that justice must be able to identify and connect reasons for 

differential treatment that results in  inequality. That is, 

justice requires treating like persons alike, not all persons 

alike. The moral justification of differential, or unequal, 

treatment of ind ividuals in the meritocratic justice discourse, 

however, does not result from the premise of the unequal 

worth of all human beings. On the contrary, the discourse 

assumes that each individual, as a responsible sentient 

creature, is equally worthy in h is experience and action, and 

is equally entitled to pursue his own happiness. Thus, 

whatever choices each individual makes, as long as the 

choice is dictated by deliberate free will, it is just for 

individuals to assume a corresponding responsibility for 

their own conduct and to be treated accordingly. 

The princip le o f equality, just like the principle of equity, 

or desert, draws upon the same premise of the equal divine 

worthiness of each individual. Each person, as a responsible 

sentient creature, is equally  worthy in h is experience and 

action, and is equally  entitled to  pursue one‟s own happiness. 

The two princip les, however, stand apart, as the premise of 

equal worthiness in the egalitarian justice discourse extends 

beyond the moral worth of an individual; it further requires 

equality of outcomes regardless of relative distributions and 

inputs. Equal shares in the distribution of outcome are 

supported, because individual distinctions based on 

generalized, situationally irrelevant, and evaluative 

comparisons of people run a risk of lead ing to the total 

neglect of an individual or a group of people by denying an 

entitlement to be considered merely as men of equal moral 

worth, regard less of their conduct or choices. Accordingly, 

economic egalitarian ism stresses the limitations on income 

and hierarchical d ifferences with the purpose of keeping 

individual d istinctions to a min imum. This is achieved either 

by raising a wage floor, which ensures that everyone receive 

a decent minimum, or by suppressing the ceiling so that no 

one exceeds the limit, or both.  

Finally, the princip le of need constitutes another widely  

recognized d istributive principle. According to  Campbell  

[53], the language of need is distinguished from equity (or 

desert) and equality, in the sense that it is subject to a 
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teleological interpretation; that is, pursuing need per se is not 

an ultimate end state of distribution, but a precondition for 

real human fulfillment. As Marx h imself acknowledged, 

meet ing basic needs is of great importance, not only because 

neglect of them generates great suffering, but also because 

the manner in which a society goes about satisfying the 

material needs of its members determines everything else. 

This is why, in the communitarian context , need as a 

principle of justice dictates that resources be directed toward 

eliminating human suffering. Only after the material 

deficiencies that cause suffering disappear can human beings 

reach their fu ll potential, and live together in harmony as a 

creative social entity and pursue genuine happiness . 

In sum, some similarit ies and differences between the 

three princip les are noteworthy. On  the one hand, they are 

similar to the extent that they all draw upon the common 

moral axiom of equal worthiness of individuals, according to 

which each person, as a responsible sentient creature, is 

equally worthy in h is experience and action, and is equally 

entitled to pursue his own happiness. They are different, on 

the other hand, to the extent that they disagree with the 

justification for differential treatment that results in 

inequality. The desert- or equity-based meritocratic justice 

discourse finds its ground for unequal treatment of 

individuals in the moral axiom of equal worth iness of 

individuals, in the sense that all individuals, since they are 

viewed as equally  free-willed agents who can intentionally 

intervene in natural events through their own choice and 

intention, should be accountable for the consequences they 

have brought up. As a result, those who contribute more 

should get proportionately more than those who contribute 

less. 

Unlike this meritocratic justice discourse, both the 

equality- and need-based justice approaches refute the moral 

justification of treatment that results in inequality. Their 

aversion to distinctions between individuals turns a blind eye 

to generalized, situationally irrelevant, and evaluative 

comparisons of people, and thus finds economic fairness in a 

condition where more individuals, ideal-typically all 

individuals, have an  equal claim, regardless of their relative 

inputs and contributions, to the social benefits that afford 

them real human fulfillment, not simply the mere satisfaction 

of instant desires. 

Therefore, along the continuum of justice ideologies, the 

principle of desert constitutes a meritocratic justice ideology 

on the one end, and the principles of equality and need, 

coupled together, constitute an egalitarian justice ideology 

on the other end. Drawing upon this conceptual typology, I 

measured popular sentiments toward distributive justice 

principles of Korea and other OECD countries, using the 

following five questions from the ISSP survey.  

1. PERFORMANCE: In deciding how much people ought 

to earn, how important should (How well one does the job) 

be? 

2. EFFORT: In  deciding how much people ought to earn, 

how important should (How hard one works at the job) be?  

3. FAMILY: In  deciding how much people ought to earn, 

how important should (What is needed to support a family) 

be?  

4. CHILDREN: In deciding how much people ought to 

earn, how important should (Whether the person has children 

to support) be? 

5. EQUALITY: It  is the responsibility of the government 

to reduce the differences in income between people with 

high incomes and those with low incomes . 

The orig inal five-po int response scales for PERFORMA

NCE, EFFORT, FAMILY, and CHILDREN (1=essential, 

2=very important, 3=fairly  important, 4=not very important, 

and 5=not important at all) and for EQUALITY (1=strongly 

agree, 2=agree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=disagree, 

and 5=strongly disagree) were reversed for analysis. In light 

of the foregoing discussion of normative justice ideologies, 

these five items capture the central aspect of justice norms 

that normative theorists have discussed. The first two items, 

PERFORMANCE and EFFORT, measure adherence to the 

desert-based meritocrat ic justice ideology according to 

which unequal treatment of people by virtue of the effort and 

contribution that each individual makes is just and beneficial 

to society. The second two items, FAMILY and CHILDREN, 

conversely, measure adherence to the need-based egalitarian 

justice ideology according to which meet ing basic needs of 

human beings is a precondition for ach ieving the genuine 

happiness to which every individual has an equal claim. Thus, 

prioritizing the basic welfare o f the family, as the two  items 

indicate, amounts to accepting need-based justice ideology. 

Finally, the last item, EQUALITY, measures adherence to 

the equality-based egalitarian justice ideology since forced 

government interruption arbitrarily changes the initial 

equilibrium of d istribution in the market by allowing the 

poor to get more and the wealthy to get less than they 

deserve. 

For analysis, a two-step factor analysis was applied, where 

a country specific analysis was fo llowed by a pooled-country 

analysis. In my study, these two factor analyses serve a 

different purpose. With a country-specific factor analysis, I 

test the cross-national commonality of the latent factor 

structures that I outlined for the five distributive 

considerations above. To this end, a separate factor analysis 

is carried out in each country on the correlation matrix of the 

five variables with pair-wise deletion o f missing cases and 

“no answer” and “cannot choose” responses. Next, principal 

component analysis and scree tests with percentage of 

variance explained by each factor are used to obtain and 

screen an initial estimate of the number of factors to rotate. 

For rotation, orthogonal varimax is used. If respondents in 

given countries share comparable justice perspectives and 

the resulting factor structure (supposedly three factors: 

equity, need, and equality) is sufficiently similar and 

interpretable across countries, it suggests that there are no 

country differences in public understanding of the three 

justice norms.  

In such cases, a pooled-country factor analysis follows. 

Unlike the country-specific analysis above, a pooled-country 

analysis combines all respondents together, treating them as 
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one single large pool. The purpose of pooling all countries 

together is to construct the common starting point fro m 

which each respondent‟s relative factor scores are computed. 

That is, in a country-pooled analysis, unlike in a 

country-specific analysis, the computation of factor scores is 

carried out on the single common factor loadings which are 

derived from all respondents involved. Therefore, the 

ensuing factor scores make a better indicator of the 

respondent‟s relative spacing for inter-country comparisons. 

For analysis, the unequal number of respondents in each 

country is adjusted by applying weights so that the same 

number of respondents represents each country in the pooled 

data set. Once individual respondent‟s factor scores are 

computed, they are aggregated at the country level by sorting 

and tallying them up accord ing to each respondent‟s 

nationality, and are averaged for each country. Using those 

averaged scores as an index, I determined which of the three 

distributive justice principles embodies a dominating justice 

norm in each nation.  

4.2. Perceived and Actual Income Inequality 

The goal here is to measure the extent to which 

respondents in individual countries are over- or 

under-conscious of the issue of income inequality fo r the 

current level of income inequality in their society. To assess 

perceived income inequality across countries, the following 

question was employed from the survey. 

● Do you agree or disagree differences in income in (your 

country) are too large? 

Respondents specified their level of agreement to the 

statement, using a five-point scale—„strongly agree,‟ „agree,‟ 

„neither d isagree nor agree,‟ „d isagree,‟ and „strongly 

disagree.‟ Since vary ing public awareness of economic 

inequality across countries is of interest, I estimated the 

proportion of respondents who believed that differences in 

income in  their nation were too large. To this end , 

percentages corresponding to the two positive responses, 

„strongly agree‟ and „agree,‟ were summed for each nation. 

The following four income inequality measures were 

employed to estimate the actual level of income inequality in 

each country.  

● The Gini index (GI) 

● Half the squared coefficient of variat ion (½SCV) 

● The mean log deviation (MLD) 

● The P90/P10 rat io 

As Schwartz and Winship[54] and Allison[55] note, early  

empirical studies of inequality committed the 

methodological erro r of drawing  upon a s ingle index of 

inequality. Th is is problemat ic in that inequality is not 

necessarily a one dimensional concept; in order to 

encompass and measure its diverse aspects, they argue, 

different indices should be considered together. Given that 

different measures may yield different results and 

interpretations of income inequality, it is important to 

provide multip le, but more importantly, p roper, measures of 

inequality. Schwartz and Winship[54] suggest three general 

criteria for selecting measures of inequality: princip les of 

transfers, population symmetry, and scale invariance.  The 

first criterion, also known as the Pigou-Dalton princip le of 

transfer, is simply the idea that, if t ransferring money from 

the rich to  the poor makes one distribution match another, the 

former distribution is less equal than the latter. The second 

criterion requires two d istributions of unequal size to be 

made comparable by adjusting group sizes. That is, if two 

groups are of different sizes, comparison is made possible by 

weighting the populations. The final criterion requires 

measures to be robust in response to changes of measuring 

units. The currency used to measure income should not 

change the result. In addition, Allison[55] argues that 

measures of inequality should respond to relative, not 

absolute, differences among individuals, since, as Blau[56] 

notes, people are more sensitive to their relative position in 

the income d istribution than to absolute differences in 

income level.  

Given the basic criteria, the following four indices—Gini 

index (GI), half the squared coefficient of variation (½SCV), 

the mean log deviation (MLD), and the P90/P10 ratio—are 

used in this study. These indices differ in their sensitivity to 

income d ifferences in different parts of the distribution. For 

instance, the GI is sensitive to the middle of the distribution 

in that the change in the GI is a linear function of the number 

of people who are positioned between two points of the 

income distribution. Given  that most individuals are located 

in the middle of the income d istribution, the GI will give 

more weight to transfers among people in the middle of the 

distribution than transfers at either end of the distribution, i.e., 

the rich or the poor. 

Unlike the GI, the ½SCV and the MLD are members of 

the Generalized Entropy (GE) family of inequality indices. 

Depending on the level of α, the weight given to the 

difference between incomes at different parts of the income 

distribution, the GE shows varying degrees of sensitivity to 

income d ifferences in the distribution; larger values of α 

correspond to greater sensitivity to income differences at the 

top. According to the recent work of Cowell and 

Flachaire[57], the GE measures with α > 1 are very sensitive 

to high incomes in the distribution, while the GE measures 

with α ≤ 0 are very sensitive to small incomes in the 

distribution. Thus, the ½SCV where α = 2 is very sensitive to 

the individuals with high incomes in the distribution, 

whereas the MLD where α = 0 is very sensitive to the 

individuals with low incomes in the distribution.  

Finally, the P90/P10 ratio is the ratio of the ninetieth 

income percentile to the tenth income percentile in the 

distribution. Unlike the first three measures above, this 

measure highlights the gulf in income between the top and 

bottom of the middle 80% of the distribution. It compares the 

income of an indiv idual „near‟ the top of the income 

distribution with the income of an individual „near‟ the 

bottom. Thus, it does not capture the overall income 

inequality in the distribution, but provides a readily 

interpretable measure and an intuitive sense of polarization 

in the distribution.  

Due to the differing characteristics of inequality measures, 



50 Jeong Won Choi:  Public Perceptions of Income Inequality and Popular Distributive Justice Sentiments in Korea   

 

 

as illustrated above, it is better to compare a set of measures 

than to use a single parameter, whether the scope of 

comparison is within a nation or between nations. Jarvis and 

Jenkins[58], for instance, used five indices of inequality that 

differ in their sensitivity to income in different parts of the 

distribution, including a high income-sensitive index (the 

½SCV), middle income-sensitive indices (the GI and the 

Theil index), and low income-sensitive  indices (the MLD 

and the variance of the logarithm), in order to capture the 

longitudinal impact of income mobility among the 

individuals (or groups) over time in Britain. Similarly, 

Goodman and Oldfield[59] used four measures —the GI, the 

P90/P10, income shares of d ifferent decile and percentile 

groups of the distribution, and the ½SCV—in order to detect 

changes in global inequality over time. Firebaugh[60], to 

challenge the polarizat ion thesis of dependency theory, also 

used four indices—the GI, the Theil index, the SCV, and the 

variance of the logarithm—and showed that different 

interpretations of inter-country income inequality could be 

produced by the choice of index. Thus, employing multip le 

indices of income inequality is crucial to comparisons of 

inequality. The three measures of inequality discussed in this 

paper—the ½SCV, the GI, and the MLD—can provide a 

balanced view of income inequality because the indices 

represent “high income sensitivity”, “middle income 

sensitivity,” and “low income sensitivity,” respectively. In 

addition, the P90/P10 ratio serves as an alternative index of 

income disparity, particu larly between the rich and the poor 

in society. A large disparity between the two groups suggests 

that the society is polarized. 

In order to investigate in comparative terms the extent to 

which the Korean public‟s perceptions of income differences 

deviates from reality, I used Korea and fifteen other OECD 

countries as a unit of analysis, and the total percentages of 

the respondents perceiving income inequality as too large (as 

a dependent variable) were regressed on each of the four  

income inequality measures that the country has (as 

independent variables). The underlying assumption is that if 

perception exactly mirrors reality as it is, a  country with  a 

lower income inequality in reality should have a 

correspondingly smaller percentage of respondents 

perceiving income inequality as too large than a country with 

a higher income inequality in  reality. If a country does not 

fall within this linear prediction and shows a certain degree 

of deviation, the country is a case where discrepancy 

between perceived and actual income inequality exists. To 

elaborate, if a  country falls above the predicted linear line, 

more of the public in the country than expected actually view 

income inequality in their country as severe for the actual 

level of income inequality. Conversely, if a country falls 

below the pred icted line, less of the public in the country than 

expected view income inequality in their country as severe. 

In other words, fo r its actual level of income inequality, less 

of the public than expected are conscious of its severity. 

Given the foregoing logic, I used the sum of the four sets of 

residuals obtained in each regression analysis as a measure 

of the discrepancy between perceived and actual income 

inequality of a g iven country. 

5. Analyses and Findings 

5.1. Popular Justice Sentiments: What Koreans Believe 

and how do They Compare? 

Table 1 presents results from the country-specific factor 

analyses. As we can see, resulting pattern matrixes are 

almost identical across countries. Not only do three factors 

commonly account for between  85 and 90% of the variance 

in all countries but France, but also they are sufficiently 

similar and interpretable across countries to suggest that they 

tap the same underlying justice ideologies , where each of the 

three factors principally  comprised items that represent the 

principles of need, equality, and desert, respectively. 

The presence of a common factor matrix across countries , 

therefore, warrants a pooled-country factor analysis . With 

the same screening and rotating procedures used in the 

country-specific analysis, the pooled-country analysis also 

results in a three factor solution. According to Table 2, not 

only do three factors account for 86.7% of the variance, but 

also, after rotation, each factor exclusively loads on 

variables representing different princip les of distribution. 

F1, for instance, comprises variables that justify the 

principle of need, FAMILY and CHILDREN, F2 comprises 

variables that justify the princip le of desert, 

PERFORMANCE and EFFORT, and F3 comprises 

EQUALITY. 

Given pattern matrix in Table 2, the factor scores on the 

principles of need and equality (F1 and F2) were combined 

to measure the strength of popular sentiments toward 

egalitarian distributive justice ideology (EDJI),  on the one 

hand, and the factor score on the principle of desert (F3) was 

used to measure the strength of popular sentiments toward 

meritocrat ic d istributive justice ideology (MDJI) , on the 

other hand. Results are quite telling. As compared in Figure 

4, Korea marks the highest EDJI score of .581 of all, 

indicating that Koreans, compared to any of their OECD 

counterparts, retain the strongest egalitarian justice 

sentiments. Similarly, the Portuguese also retain as strong 

egalitarian justice sentiments as Koreans. Though not as 

conspicuous as these two, the mass publics in France, 

Hungary, and Austria also possess a relatively h igh level of 

egalitarian justice sentiments. Australia and the United 

States, in contrast, mark the two lowest EDJI scores of -.635 

and -.499, respectively, indicat ing that the mass publics of 

these two countries retain the weakest egalitarian justice 

sentiments of all. 
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Table 2.  Rotated Pattern Matrix from the Pooled Country Factor Analysis 
(Varimax Rotation, Factor Loadings > .20) 

Factor F1 F2 F3 

CHILDREN .930 
  

FAMILY .921 
  

PERFORMANCE 
 

.893 
 

EFFORT 
 

.883 
 

EQUALITY 
  

.990 

Variance Explained 39.9 28.8 18.0 

Cumulative Variance 

Explained 

(percent) 

86.7 

 

 

Figure 4.  Mean Factor Scores on Meritocratic and Egalitarian 

Distributive Justice Ideologies 

Table 3.  Multiple Comparisons of the EDJI Scores between Korea and 
Other OECD Countries 

I J I-J SE 

Korea 

Australia 1.216* .044 

Germany .594* .045 

Great Britain .543* .046 

Northern Ireland .469* .046 

United States 1.080* .051 

Austria .318* .045 

Hungary .263* .045 

Norway .729* .048 

Sweden 1.071* .049 

Czech Republic .502* .048 

Poland .457* .047 

Canada 1.031* .051 

Japan .897* .049 

France .196* .049 

Portugal .035 .043 

*P<.05 

To better demonstrate significant country differences in 

public justice sentiments between Korea and other OECD 

countries, one-way ANOVA test was conducted, using 

Dunnett‟s C method to address the issue of unequal 

variances. As compared in Tab le 3, the EDJI score of Korea 

is significantly higher than that of any other country but 

Portugal, where the largest difference of 1.216 comes from 

the comparison with Australia and the smallest difference 

of .196 from France. Only in the comparison with Portugal, 

the difference turns out to be insignificant, indicating that 

the mass publics in  these two countries share a similar level 

of egalitarian justice sentiments. 

With respect to Korea‟s MDJI score, as summarized in  

Table 4, significant differences come from the comparisons 

with a few countries as well. They are Australia, Great 

Britain, Northern Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Japan, France, 

and United States. Amongst them, on ly the comparison with 

the United States yields a negative difference of -.152, 

whereas the rest yields a positive difference ranging 

from .188 to .331. Th is suggests that Koreans, as much as 

they prefer egalitarian distributive justice ideals, also retain 

relatively strong meritocratic justice sentiments in their 

scheme of distributive justice. 

The presence of both positive meritocratic and robust 

egalitarian distributive justice sentiments among Koreans 

may seem baffling in that the two ideologies, as I highlighted 

in the earlier discussion of the theories of justice ideologies, 

project incompatible viewpoints on the justice of inequality. 

If people were to configure their justice schemes in reality 

in accordance with such theoretical discourses, popular 

justice sentiments toward the two distributive norms would 

assume a zero-sum relationship like in the United States and 

France, where public endorsement of one ideology (MDJI in 

this case) corresponds to public disapproval of the other 

(EDJI in this case).  

However, looking at Figure 4, it is apparent that public 

sentiments toward the two ideologies in many countries do 

not necessarily assume a zero-sum relationship. To this 

seemingly  contradictory state of justice beliefs in public 

opinion, scholars have introduced the theory of 

split-consciousness for explanations[3, 5, 27, 61-64]. The 

split-consciousness perspective assumes that people‟s justice 

beliefs are compartmentalized, in Lane‟s expression[5], 

rarely encompassing and consistent. That is, people would 

endorse more than one, and even contradictory ideologies, to 

form their beliefs about inequality.  

Table 4.  Multiple Comparisons of the MDJI Scores between Korea and 
Other OECD Countries 

I J I-J SE 

Korea 

Australia .188* .035 

Germany .084 .036 

Great Britain .312* .037 

Northern Ireland .173* .038 

United States -.152* .036 

Austria -.037 .035 

Hungary -.086 .037 

Norway .318* .037 

Sweden .433* .036 

Czech Republic -.048 .038 

Poland .129 .038 

Canada .006 .037 

Japan .246* .037 

France .331* .037 

Portugal .119 .037 

 *P<.05 
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The key proposition of the theory is that the two bodies of 

beliefs, one being primary and the other being secondary, 

might well coexist without either threatening to transform 

the other. That is, they would simply occupy separate places 

in an indiv idual‟s consciousness, and remain compartmental

ized. For this reason, the theory argues that people might 

rarely, if ever, bring them together in their consciousness, 

and that they never would act ivate a potential challenge to 

each other. Using the theory, Kluegel and Smith[3], for 

instance, exp lained the duality of justice beliefs among the 

American public, where a majority acknowledged the justice 

of economic inequality in  the market, while a substantial 

portion of people also preferred to take egalitarian measures 

to reduce inequality. These challenging beliefs were clearly 

inconsistent with the princip le market  justice norms of and 

beliefs about inequality which have characterized the 

macro-level justice ethos of America.  

Table 5.  Paired Differences between the Two Factor Scores on the EDJI 
and MDJI 

Country EDJI-MDJI Std. Deviation Sig.  

United States -.776 1.807 .000* 

Australia -.572 1.587 .000* 

Canada -.569 1.922 .000* 

Japan -.194 1.734 .000* 

Sweden -.182 1.727 .000* 

Czech Republic -.095 1.888 0.061 

Germany -.054 1.555 0.209 

Norway .044 1.797 0.356 

Austria .099 1.509 .016* 

Hungary .105 1.649 .016* 

Poland .128 1.756 .008* 

Northern 

Ireland 
.159 1.676 .000* 

Great Britain .224 1.666 .000* 

Korea .455 1.402 .000* 

Portugal .540 1.621 .000* 

France .591 1.692 .000* 

*P<.05 

In light of the theory of split-consciousness, I identified 

primary and secondary justice ideologies in indiv idual 

countries by carrying out the paired samples t-test. 

According to Table 5, significant differences between EDJI 

and MDJI are observed in most countries. Only in Germany, 

Norway, and the Czech Republic, the two ideologies are not 

differentiated as public supports for the two are tied. In the 

rest where the differences are significant, a positive 

difference defines EDJI as the primary and MDJI as the 

secondary justice ideologies of the society, whereas a 

negative difference defines MDJI as the primary and EDJI as 

the secondary justice ideologies of the society.  

Given identification, countries where EDJI represents the 

primary justice ideology of the society comprise France, 

Portugal, Korea, Great Britain, Northern Ireland, Poland, 

Hungary, and Austria. In contrast, countries where MDJI 

represents the primary justice ideology of the society 

comprise the United States, Australia, Canada, Japan, and 

Sweden. It is notable that the relative preference for MDJI or 

EDJI across countries conforms well to Esping-Anderson‟s 

welfare regime typology, particularly, among the l iberal 

welfare reg ime countries. In the United States, Australia, 

Canada, and Japan, for example, their MDJI scores 

consistently exceed EDJI scores by the widest margins of all, 

ranging from .194 to .776, concurring with the liberal 

welfare reg ime‟s fundamental commitments to market 

justice. Unlike in the liberal welfare regimes, MDJI scores in 

the conservative regimes such as Germany and Austria are 

less differentiated from EDJI scores. In Germany, for 

example, the two ideology scores are tied and, therefore, 

neither ideology wins the mass public‟s primary 

commitments. Similarly, in Austria, public supports for the 

two ideologies are d istinguished only by a margin, where 

EDJI score exceeds MDJI score by .099. France, another 

conservative regime, however, does not assume this pattern 

as its EDJI score far exceeds MDJI score by a marg in of .591. 

The social democratic reg imes such as Sweden and Norway 

render the poorest fit of all. Despite their established 

welfarism, not only  does EDJI score give in  to MDJI score in 

Sweden, but also neither ideology wins the mass public‟s 

primary commitments in Norway as was the case in 

Germany.  

In sum, in light of the foregoing cross-national and 

within -country comparisons of the two ideology scores, it is 

now evident that not only are Koreans more supportive of 

egalitarian distributive justice ideology than most of their 

counterparts, but also Koreans prioritize egalitarian 

distributive ideology over meritocratic d istributive ideology 

in their pursuit of economic justice.  

5.2. Distributive Justice Ideologies and Perceived 

Income Inequality: What do Koreans See and why? 

Having identified the nature of the primary and secondary 

justice ideologies of Korea and other OECD countries, I 

examine the effect that the prevailing  justice ideology in  a 

society has on people‟s perceptions of existing inequality. 

How do justice ideologies interact functionally with our 

judgments of inequality in reality?  

Table 6 compares the four income inequality measures, 

between Korea and other OECD countries
1
. Depending on 

the choice of measures, countries do vary in their relative 

ranking against other countries. In the case of the MLD, for 

instance, the United States has the highest level of inequality 

amongst all. Similarly, Po land, Korea, and Portugal all 

exceed the value of 20, comprising a h igh-inequality group. 

Considering that the MLD is  sensitive to inequality near the 

bottom of the distribution, these countries have a relatively 

higher level of inequality at the bottom of the distribution 

than other countries. In contrast, Austria and Sweden rank 

last, suggesting that they have greater equality at the bottom 

of the distribution than most other countries. 

Measured by the P90/P10 ratio, the United States again 

marks the highest level of inequality amongst all. The 

                                                                 
1
 In accordance with the survey year, the four income inequality measures for 

countries except Korea refer principally to the year 2000. The measures for 

Korea refer to the year 2003 as the survey for Korea was fielded in 2003.  
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ninetieth percentile household earns more than five times as 

much as the tenth percentile household. Similarly, in both 

Portugal and Japan, the n inetieth percentile household earns 

five times as much as the tenth percentile household. In 

contrast, the two Nordic countries, Norway and Sweden, 

mark the smallest ratio of 2.8, indicating a very  low level of 

income polarization between the top and the bottom of the 

distribution. In case of Korea, its relat ive stance does not 

appear as bad as it did with the MLD. The ninetieth 

percentile household earns four times as much as  the tenth 

percentile household, and this gap is seventh largest from the 

top, putting Korea at the medium position. 

Table 6.  Comparison of Income Inequality Indices across Countries 

 MLD P90/P10 GI ½SCV 

Average 16.46 3.91 .299 23.26 

 

United 

States 

24.8 

Poland 

23.7 

Korea 

22.7 

Portugal 

21.4 

Japan 

19.6 

Great 

Britain 

18.8 

Australia 

17.4 

Canada 

16.2 

Northern 

Ireland 

16 

Hungary 

14.7 

Germany 

14.4 

Norway 

13.5 

France 

12.8 

Czech 

Republic 

11.2 

Sweden 

10.6 

Austria 

5.6 

United 

States 

5.4 

Portugal 

5 

Japan 

4.9 

Northern 

Ireland 

4.4 

Poland 

4.2 

Great 

Britain 

4.2 

Korea 

4.1 

Australia 

4.1 

Canada 

3.8 

Hungary 

3.6 

Germany 

3.5 

France 

3.4 

Austria 

3.3 

Czech 

Republic 

3 

Norway 

2.8 

Sweden 

2.8 

Poland 

.367 

United 

States 

.357 

Portugal 

.356 

Great 

Britain 

.326 

Japan 

.314 

Korea 

.306 

Australia 

.305 

Northern 

Ireland 

.304 

Canada 

.301 

Hungary 

.293 

France 

.273 

Germany 

.273 

Norway 

.261 

Czech 

Republic 

.260 

Austria 

.252 

Sweden 

.243 

Poland 

59.15 

United 

States 

37.75 

Great 

Britain 

30.2 

Portugal 

29.6 

Canada 

27.95 

Sweden 

22.7 

Korea 

18.87 

Northern 

Ireland 

18 

Czech 

Republic 

18 

Hungary 

17.8 

Australia 

16.85 

Japan 

16.8 

Norway 

15.8 

Germany 

15.75 

France 

15.65 

Austria 

11.25 

The other two measures, the GI and the ½SCV, also 

provide a comparably  positive outlook for Korea‟s income 

inequality. In terms of the GI, Korea ranks sixth with the 

value of .306, fo llowing Poland, the United States, Portugal, 

Great Britain, and Japan. While Korea‟s GI is slightly higher 

than the overall average GI of .299, Korea‟s income 

inequality still clusters around the middle-ranking countries 

such as Hungary, Canada, Northern  Ireland, and Australia. 

This indicates that, in contrast to a relatively h igher level of 

inequality at the bottom of the distribution, inequality across 

other parts of the income distribution of Korea is relat ively 

moderate. Similarly, the ½SCV measure provides another 

positive, if not moderate, outlook of economic inequality of 

Korea. Ranking seventh, the ½SCV of Korea is 18.87, which 

is much smaller than the average ½SCV of all. Considering 

that ½SCV is sensitive to the top of the distribution, the 

below-average ½SCV value of Korea suggests that income 

concentration at the very top of Korea may be relat ively 

moderate, compared to other countries.  

Given the comparisons of different inequality measures 

above, Korea‟s income inequality may well cluster around 

both the top and middle of the ranking. When compared by 

the MLD, Korea has greater income disparities than many of 

other OECD counterparts. However, the relative inequality 

level of Korea, as measured by the P90/P10, the GI, and the 

½SCV, becomes moderate and s maller. Unlike Korea, some 

countries are fairly robust to the choice of inequality 

measures in terms of their relative position. In general, 

higher inequality levels are consistently marked by the 

United States, Poland, and Portugal, whereas lower levels of 

inequality are marked  by Sweden, Austria, and Czech 

Republic. 

Turning to the public perceptions of income d ifferences in 

their country, Figure 5 displays the percentages of the 

respondents agreeing that income differences in  their home 

country are too large. While in all sixteen countries a 

majority, or over 50%, of the respondents universally 

expressed their consents, it is also important not to overlook 

variation in the percentages of the respondents between 

countries. With the range running from 61.8% to 95% across 

countries, the United States and Japan mark the two smallest 

percentages of 61.8% and 63.8%, respectively, whereas 

Portugal, Korea, and Hungary mark the three largest 

percentages of 95%, 92.9%, and 90%, respectively. This 

clearly shows that even from a cross national perspective, the 

Korean public‟s beliefs about large income inequality are 

more conspicuous than most of other counterparts‟. 

Table 7.  Standardized regression residuals for sixteen OECD countries 

COUNTRY RES 1 RES 2 RES 3 RES 4 SUM 

Portugal 1.814 1.605 1.531 1.531 6.481 

Korea 1.449 1.434 1.363 1.363 5.610 

Hungary 1.281 1.313 1.333 1.333 5.259 

Czech Republic .674 .809 .877 .877 3.237 

France .655 .720 .767 .767 2.910 

Poland .618 .624 .523 .523 2.289 

Austria .437 .449 .581 .581 2.047 

Great Britain .154 .114 .079 .079 .426 

Germany -.547 -.471 -.439 -.439 -1.897 

Norway -.773 -.551 -.506 -.506 -2.336 

Sweden -.907 -.714 -.632 -.632 -2.885 

Australia -.771 -.792 -.803 -.803 -3.169 

Canada -1.016 -.981 -.977 -.977 -3.952 

Northern Ireland -1.008 -1.107 -1.102 -1.102 -4.319 

Japan -.996 -1.165 -1.202 -1.202 -4.566 

United States -1.064 -1.287 -1.393 -1.393 -5.137 

What is also noteworthy here is that varying public 
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perceptions of large income d ifferences across countries do 

not necessarily correspond to, or reflect, the reality of 

income inequality that they are rooted in. For instance, in 

the foregoing discussion, it was noted that both the United 

States and Portugal consistently topped the list across the 

four inequality measures. However, when it comes to the 

public perceptions of inequality, the two  countries 

demonstrate a sharp contrast as the United States and 

Portugal comprise the two extreme opposite ends of the 

range. This weak association between real and perceived 

income inequality in fact is not confined to these two. 

Korea‟s being in the second place where as much as 92.9% 

of respondents perceived income differences of Korea too 

large, also does not mirro r, not even in a remote sense, the 

previous discussion of Korea‟s income inequality. The same 

discrepancy extends to Austria and the Czech Republic as 

well, where both countries consistently marked the lower 

ends of the four inequality measures  but rather have 

relatively large percentages of respondents  perceiving 

income inequality in their society too large. 

Given init ial observation, Table 7 shows comparatively  

and quantitatively how this discrepancy between perceived 

and actual income inequality is actually manifested across 

countries. RES 1, 2, 3, and 4 are the standardized residuals 

obtained from regressing the percentages of respondents  in 

Figure 5 on the P90/P10 rat ios, the MLD, the GI, and the 

½SCV in Table 6, respectively. Negative residuals in the 

table are the cases where the observed percentages of 

respondents in given countries are smaller than what they are 

expected to be, after controlling for country differences in 

inequality measures compared. That is, negative residuals 

are obtained when the mass public in a given country 

underestimate the severity of their income differences, and 

as a result fewer people than expected perceive their income 

differences as too large. This case is called a „deflated public 

perception of income inequality.‟ In contrast, positive 

residuals occur in the opposite case, where the majority of 

public, after controlling for country differences in inequality 

measures compared, overestimate the severity of income 

differences in their society, and as a result more people than 

expected believe their income inequality too large. This case 

is called an „inflated public perception of inequality‟. The 

last right-hand column in Table 7 tallies up the four residuals 

for individual countries.  

It is evident from the tallied residuals  in Tab le 7 that all 

countries experience certain degrees of discrepancy between 

perceived and actual inequality since no country has a zero 

sum of residuals. Only Great Britain, with the lowest sum of 

residuals of .426, approaches closer to the zero point than 

any other country. This implies that the Brit ish perceptions 

of income inequality, compared to their counterparts‟, more 

approximate to their reality and may well serve as a 

mid-point of d iscrepancy continuum. Along the continuum,  

the most deflated perception of income inequality is found in 

the United States, followed by Japan and Northern Ireland, 

whereas the most inflated perception of income inequality is 

found in Portugal, fo llowed by Korea and Hungary. 

 

Figure 5.  Percentages of Respondents Perceiving Income Difference as 

Too Large 

It is thus evident from the forgoing analysis that not only 

is the threat of large income differences of Korea 

overestimated in public minds , but also the extent of 

overestimation is more conscious in Korea than in any other 

country (except Portugal). It is also notable in Table 7 that 

many advanced Western economies, including Japan, are 

characterized by a deflated public perception of income 

inequality, whereas all post communist nations  such as 

Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland are characterized 

by an inflated public perception of income inequality. This 

contrast in public perceptions of income inequality between 

the two may substantiate the conventional arguments about 

different economic attitudes between the West and the East, 

where the long-standing and established capitalist 

experiences in the West have diffused widely market justice 

norms and beliefs that favor and tolerate inequality in 

Western public opin ion whereas the relat ive absence of 

capitalist experiences and the heritage of socialist justice 

norms and beliefs in the post communist states make 

citizens of post-communist more sensitive to inequality and 

tolerate only a limited range of inequality. The fact that 

Koreans, despite their lack of socialist heritages in their past 

political and economic cultures, are as sensitive to and 

intolerant of a greater range of inequality as citizens of 

post-communist states are ironic and worth noting.  

Why, then, is such a false perception of large income 

inequality prevalent among the Korean public? What renders 

Koreans more vulnerable to inflated perceptions of income 

inequality? In the foregoing, I introduced the ideology thesis 

to theorize how our normative beliefs about distributive 

justice, as a filter, mediate our perceptions of inequality in 

reality, and hypothesized that the Korean public‟s critical 

concerns about economic inequality are more contingent on 

Koreans‟ ideological preferences for egalitarian, rather than 

meritocrat ic, distributive justice. Results in Tables 8 and 9 

lend support to this hypothesis. When the tallied residuals of 

individual countries in Table 7 were regressed on both EDJI 

and MDJI scores in Figure 4 and the difference between the 

two, using the stepwise solution, not only did EDJI only 

remain  in  the model, exp laining 72.2% of the variat ion of the 

discrepancy across countries , but also a positive coefficient 

of 8.521 confirmed that a country with stronger egalitarian 

justice sentiments tend to have more inflated public 
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perceptions of large income difference.  

Table 8.  Regression Coefficients 

Variables Coefficients (SE) 

Intercept .058 (.525) 

EDJI 8.521 (1.414)* 

MDJI .060
a
 

EDJI−MDJI -.138
a
 

F-value 36.336* 

R .850 

R
2
 .722 

*P<.05 

a. Excluded from the stepwise selection mode 

Looking into residuals from the foregoing regression 

analysis, as listed in Table 9, further evidences that this 

mechanis m fits Korea better than others . A residual, by 

definit ion, is the difference between the observed value of 

the variable and the value predicted by the regression model, 

representing unexplained variation after fitting a regression 

model. Regard less of its sign, therefore, a smaller residual 

in its absolute value indicates a better fit. Given definit ion, a 

negative residual of -.134 of Korea is only fourth smallest of 

all, which accordingly makes Korea, as opposed to others 

with larger residuals, a better case exemplify ing the 

influence of egalitarian justice ideology on the discrepancy 

between perceived and actual income inequality.  Countries 

like Northern Ireland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary, in 

contrast, demonstrate a relatively large departure from the 

prediction, suggesting that the role of egalitarian 

distributive justice sentiments in these countries may not 

play as essential a role in facilitating discrepancy between 

perceived and actual income inequality as in Korea and other 

countries with smaller residuals . However, a large 

coefficient of determination of .722 of the model suggests 

that despite some variat ions between countries, egalitarian 

justice ideology still operates as an influential factor that 

shapes public perceptions of large income inequality across 

countries.  

Table 9.  Residuals 

Country Standardized Residuals
a
 

Northern Ireland -2.523 

Czech Republic 1.308 

Hungary 1.189 

Australia 1.082 

Japan -.994 

Sweden .831 

Germany -.759 

United States -.594 

Portugal .591 

Poland .494 

Norway -.308 

France -.149 

Korea -.134 

Austria -.037 

Canada .019 

Great Britain -.017 

a. ordered by an absolute value 

6. Conclusions 

In this paper, I have investigated empirically and 

comparatively how the Korean public‟s justice sentiments 

and perceptions of income inequality compare to other 

OECD counterparts‟ by using data from the 1999 ISSP 

module on social inequality. My analyses revealed that 

Koreans, compared to other OECD publics, not only  placed 

a much stronger egalitarian  strain in  their scheme of 

distributive justice, but also were largely concerned about 

the presence of large income differences in the society, the 

fear of which in fact was unduly overstated for Korea‟s 

relatively equitable income distribution. Based on the 

ideology thesis, I fu rther investigated the hypothesized 

mediating effect of popular justice sentiments on public 

perceptions of income inequality, and found that not only 

did egalitarian justice ideology, as opposed to meritocrat ic 

justice ideology, facilitate public misperceptions of large 

income inequality across countries, but also this mechanism 

fit better to Korea than to others. 

Considering the dire economic circumstances of the 

period during which  this survey was fielded across 

countries, namely transmission of Asian financial crisis into 

global economic crisis, increased perceptions of risk and 

negative prospects for growth must have been a common 

social milieu around the world, not just in Korea. 

Nonetheless, as manifested through my analyses, the 

Korean public‟s general economic attitudes were much 

more rad ical and critical than others‟ to the extent that not 

only did Koreans place much stronger egalitarian strains in 

their pursuit of distributive justice, but also the majority of 

Koreans believed in  the crisis of large income inequality, 

the perceived threat of which was in  fact considerably 

overstated for what it really was.  

Due to the temporal limitat ion of the data, this research 

cannot evidence, or claim, whether and, if so, to what extent 

the said radical and crit ical aspects of Korean beliefs about 

and norms of income inequality are generalizable to 

different time periods. That is, with find ings from this 

research alone, it is hard to conclude for sure what 

constitutes the fundamental nature of Korean  beliefs about 

and norms of inequality. Therefore, it is acknowledged that 

future research needs to address this problem in  more detail 

by using additional data collected at different times, ideally 

before and after the year 1999. Th is comparison will allow 

us to track changes over years, if any, in public norms of 

and beliefs about inequality of Korea and identify  the core 

Korean beliefs about and norms of inequality.  

Even in the absence of such comparable datasets, 

nonetheless, it is still worth noting that the radical and 

critical aspects of Korean beliefs about and norms of 

income inequality that my research disclosed approximate 

very closely to what Western scholars  described earlier 

about Korean society during the 1980s, namely, pervading 

public anxiety over and critics of economic inequality and 

social hostility toward the wealthy. Recalling that the overall 

economic circumstances of Korea during the 1980s, as I 
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discussed earlier, were not as dire as they were in the 

aftermath of Asian financial crisis, this considerable overlap 

of public attitudes toward inequality between the two  time 

periods hints at the possibility that the radical and critical 

nature of Korean views of inequality, in both descriptive 

and normat ive aspects, may well be a habitual practice, 

namely social habitus.  

In that economic inequality is an inevitable feature of the 

socio-economic structure of capitalist societies, the success 

of stable capitalist development, as Lane and many other 

students of social justice study have articulated, depends in 

large part  on people‟s ability and willingness to adapt to the 

cyclical nature of free market system. That is, the extent to 

which people can perceive and legitimize persistent 

inequality in the society in the context of social justice and 

these favorable perceptions and norms subsequently can 

keep in check rad ical struggles against inequality becomes a 

critical requisite for the development of stable capitalis m. In 

this regard, the Korean public‟s unfavorable perceptions and 

norms of economic inequality, as diagnosed in this paper, 

appear to cast a bleak, if not worrying, outlook on the 

development of harmonious capitalis m in Korea. As long as 

Koreans place a strong egalitarian strain on their schemes of 

distributive justice and as a result are provoked to see more 

inequalities than are there, Korean society would become 

more vulnerable to the outbreak of unnecessary social 

conflicts over the issue of inequality.  
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