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Abstract

Background  In South Korea, washing machines entered the home in two rapid waves of diffusion. This
paper focuses on the first diffusion period, the mid-1980s. There are few studies on household appliances
and their relationship to socio-cultural changes during this period, and there are no studies on washing
machines. In this context, this study aims to expand our understanding of washing machines and washing
machine design culture in the mid-1980s by identifying washing machines, their characteristics, and the
context in which they emerged.

Methods This study considered advertisements as evidence of history and analyzes the forces that
shaped their content and representation. The advertisements were analyzed in conjunction with daily
newspaper articles and related literature. The methods of semiotics and discourse analysis were used in
the analysis, and the findings were structured through the method of critical narrative to reach the study
objectives.

Results The study found that washing machines in the mid-1980s had the following content
and characteristics. First, the capacity of washing machines began to increase in earnest. The reason for
this phenomenon was the liberalization of school uniforms. This led to an increase in the consumption
of clothing by young people, which in turn led to an increase in the demand for larger capacity washing
machines. Second, the focus of washing machines shifted from saving to function. In the early to mid-
1980s, washing machine development began to focus on solving specific laundry problems. Problems
identified included tangled laundry, damaged laundry, clumping, and noise during dehydration. Third,
clothes dryers expanded convenience. Clothes dryers, which began to be sold in the mid-1980s, sat on top
of the washing machine on a separate rack. They were not much different in function and presence than
they are today. Clothes dryers demonstrate that we were beginning to understand laundry as a series of
processes: washing, dehydrating, and drying. Fourth, there was a movement to call out the traditional
way of doing laundry. The fact that the performance of washing machines did not meet expectations at
the time, and that washing machines were included in the import liberalization list in 1983, were the main
reasons for this phenomenon. The washing machines that advocated the traditional way of doing laundry
during this period can be seen as a precursor to the South Korean washing machine phenomenon in the
early to mid-1990s, and as the starting point of the South Korean washing machine phenomenon.

Conclusions  The characteristics of washing machines in the mid-1980s can be summarized as
expanding capacity, adopting traditional laundry methods, developing functional products to solve
specific problems associated with laundry, and expanding convenience through clothes dryers.
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Table 1 The growth rate of washing machine penetration in South Korea from 1979 to 1994 and the temporal scope
of the study (“Washing machine penetration rate,” 2023)
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Table 2 Information about the advertisements and related washing machines in the study
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Figure 1 Advertising of the ‘Samsung Washing Machine’ model SEW-400D (Samsung Electronics, 1983)
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Figure 2 Advertisement for the ‘Daewoo Bong Washing Machine’ model RW-420C (Daewoo, 1985)
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Figure 3 Advertisement for the ‘GoldStar Swan Washing Machine Lady’ model WF-800A (GoldStar, 1983)
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Figure 10 Advertisement for the ‘GoldStar Clothes Dryer’ model DK-250 and the ‘GoldStar Swan Washing Lady’
model WF-800A (GoldStar, June 1984)
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Figure 15 Advertisement for the ‘Samsung Jumbo Crystal Washing Machine’ model SEW-450F (Samsung Electronics,
1985)
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