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Dedication

This book is dedicated to

the people of Korea

who taught me not only

all I know about Korea,

but also much about

my own country, America,

and about Life,

and about who I am.
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Foreword: My Love Affair with Korea

Not too long ago, I celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of my love affair with Korea. Long before most Americans* had even heard of Korea, it was in my blood and a regular part of my daily thoughts.

When I graduated from high school, I was fortunate enough to have had an uncle who decided that the best gift he could give me, before I went off to university, was to let me have a profound personal experience with Asia, so he sent me off to spend a couple of years in Japan and Korea at his expense.

I have not been the same since. That experience literally changed my life, and although I could not know it at the time, it set the course of my future and prepared me for a profession that did not even exist at the time—preparing people who were born and raised in one country to live and work effectively in other countries.

My uncle was your uncle, too—Uncle Sam—and the time was the end of the Second World War. I was one of the U.S. Army troops who liberated Korea from its Japanese occupation period (1910–1945). That much is certain. But what I cannot comprehend or explain is why, among all the hundreds of G.I.s I knew who had the same experience, I was the only one who fell hopelessly in love with Korea.† Why was I the only one who found Korean culture fascinating and rich and even familiar, although it was so completely different from my own? Why was I the one who would be pulled back to Korea again and again for the rest of my life?

After my Korean experience, I returned to the States to finish my undergraduate degree, to marry Norma, and to begin teaching in a small community college in northern Iowa, all the time with an eye to figuring out how to return to Korea. When the Korean War (1950–1953) broke out, my mission changed slightly; I began to focus on finding ways for Norma and me to return to Korea as soon as the war ended, to assist in repairing the devastation taking place. I was fortunately able to infect Norma with my contagious love for Korea, so she was as eager to go help as I, in whatever way we could, with Korea’s reconstruction; she was to become the first foreign civilian woman to be allowed into the country in 1953.

In the small Iowa town where I was teaching, the principal of one of the elementary schools happened to be a Mennonite who had served as a relief worker with the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) in China between 1945 and the communist takeover in 1949. Aware of my desire to return to Korea, he urged us to consider serving with MCC. After the end of the Korean War, MCC accepted us as relief workers—our assignment, to establish and build (from the ground up) a vocational school, middle school, and high school for boys orphaned by the war.

As a result, Norma and I are the “parents” of two hundred Korean sons, now in their fifties and sixties, spread over South Korea, all still useful and contributing citizens of the country. The three years (1953–1956) that we were headmaster and headmistress of the Mennonite Vocational School for Older Orphan Boys in Kyong San, Korea, were among the most difficult, but also the richest and happiest years of our lives, and nothing describes them better than the Peace Corps motto, “The toughest job you’ll ever love.” We have also described these three years as “our Pre-Peace Corps Peace Corps assignment.” The MCC was one of the private voluntary organizations whose relief programs served as a model for the newly formed Peace Corps in 1961.

Our next call to return to Korea came in 1963, just as I was finishing my Ph.D. thesis. Our good friend, the director of the Korea office of Christian Children’s Fund (CCF) in Seoul, asked me to serve as acting director of CCF during his year’s furlough at CCF headquarters. We quickly accepted and spent 1963 and 1964 in Korea. CCF is one of several similar organizations that manage the contributions of thousands of sponsors who send monthly contributions to support children in dozens of countries around the world. At that time CCF supported one hundred orphanages all over South Korea. During this period we adopted our Korean-American daughter, Kathy.

My next contact with Korea was as a trainer for Peace Corps in 1967. Through a series of contacts and some fortuitous good luck, I was hired by Westinghouse, the first of a number of major private companies to be granted contracts by the Peace Corps, to design and conduct a training program for the Peace Corps. It was at this time that the new field of training was being reshaped. The then-ubiquitous on-the-job training (still very similar to the apprenticeship learning of the Middle Ages) was miraculously being transformed into the experiential learning we know as training today. At that time the Peace Corps was one of the most exciting clients of this new cross-cultural training. They were then sufficiently funded to allow a favorable ratio of trainers (and returned Peace Corps volunteers) to trainees, and they were willing to trust the trainers to experiment in inventing new ways to orient the young volunteers to the reality of living and working in Third-World‡ and non-Western countries they had little if any knowledge of.

My initial venture into Peace Corps training, then, gave me my first experience as a cross-cultural trainer. The ultimate effect of this experience was to make it extremely difficult for me to return to the university classroom, where class size and the physical limitations of the teaching environment made it impossible to employ the dynamic experiential methods I had been introduced to in the Peace Corps training programs. Consequently, I had enormous reentry problems returning to the university classroom.

Even so, when Westinghouse phoned me to get my agreement to direct two more Peace Corps-Korea training programs the following summer (overlapping again into the fall semester), I had no alternative but to turn them down. I could not, after all, expect the university to give me a leave of absence every other semester forever or to impose the burden upon myself of re-experiencing such difficulties in returning to the classroom over and over. Westinghouse wasn’t finished with me, though, and kept pursuing me to do more Peace Corps training until, finally, they offered me a full-time position at twice my university salary.

In brief, this is how Korea and my experiences there were responsible for converting me from university professor to cross-cultural trainer, and now author of this book, which is aimed at helping other Americans learn to think Korean.

Norma and I plan, if we can squeeze it in before this lifetime ends, to spend two more years in Korea, two more in China, and two more in Japan. While we have experience living in all three East Asian countries, we want to be able to sort out more systematically and at greater depth than we have been able thus far the specific similarities and differences among these three Confucian-based cultures that are so dear to us.

I want to close this personal account of the past half century of my life by sharing a secret with my readers. I must ask you to keep this in absolute confidence, however, because evidence of bias circulated about a cross-cultural trainer is not good. In half a century of interacting with Asians from all fifteen countries§ on the Asian side of the Pacific Rim, Norma and I have personally found Koreans to be among the warmest, most congenial people we have ever gotten to know. We have also found it possible to have the most emotionally rewarding relationships with Koreans of any people anywhere in the world.

So, we recommend Korea to you, without reservation, and we hope Learning to Think Korean will provide guidance on how most effectively to interact with Koreans and adapt to their culture. This book is designed to help you understand how Koreans think, to provide insights into value differences that affect behavior, and to offer specific recommendations on how to make your stay in Korea as rich and rewarding as possible.
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Some Facts about Korea

If a poll had been taken in 1940, perhaps as many as 98 percent of Americans would not have been able to answer the question “What and where is Korea?” The Korean War (1950–1953) changed that, and the 1988 Olympics, hosted by Seoul, brought international recognition to South Korea. And, of course, in the year 2000 the surprise meeting between Kim Jong Il of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and President Kim Dae Jung of the Republic of Korea in the south has been the most recent reminder of the reality of the two Koreas and of the desire that they will one day reunite. Even now, Americans know remarkably little about this tiny peninsula that was once so isolated that, until as late as the early twentieth century, it was known as the “Hermit Kingdom.”

For at least a couple of decades, all that most Americans knew about Korea was the misinformation channeled into American homes through the popular sitcom M*A*S*H. Its portrayal of the cultural setting was a mishmash of things Chinese, Japanese, and Korean—with Koreans sometimes played by Japanese actors speaking Japanese!

Korea is one of the two oldest continuous civilizations in the world,* second only to China. It was the first East Asian country to absorb Chinese culture. Among the Chinese treasures Korea received between the first century B.C. and the fourth century A.D. were its writing system of ideographs, literature, poetry, music, architecture, astronomy, astrology, medicine, metallurgy, the calendar, Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism. Korea was the bridge that passed Chinese culture on to Japan, beginning in A.D. 552, the date considered to be the beginning of Japan’s historical period.†

The Korean language provides us with a clue to the origin of the Korean people, who are not ethnically related to the Chinese. The Korean language is generally considered to belong to the Ural-Altaic language family, originating between the Ural and Altai Mountains of Central Asia (the Koreans are thus related ethnically to the nomadic peoples of Central Asia, who ranged widely in all directions). As such, it is unrelated to Chinese. It is related to the Japanese, Mongol, and Manchu languages and is distantly connected to Turkish, Hungarian, and Finnish.

For years, Korean civilization was considered to be nothing more than a provincial offshoot of Chinese culture, because for many centuries it had been a heavy borrower from its larger neighbor, and for the six centuries immediately prior to being subsumed into the Japanese Empire (1910–1945), Korea was under the suzerainty of the Yuan, Ming, and Qing (Ch’ing) Dynasties of China.

Evidence of Korea’s native Altaic beginnings has surfaced only relatively recently, but it is overwhelming. It consists of comma-shaped, stone-carved jewels of Siberian shamanistic origin,‡ thought to represent bears’ claws; early shamanistic legends of Korea’s mythical founder, Tan’gun; the so-called “Scythian flying gallop” depictions of galloping horses in the Koguryŏtombs of ancient Korea; stone dolmens (huge stone burial monuments) of Neolithic origin; and pre-Buddhist animistic religious rituals (related to Siberian shamanism).

In the eighth century, the capital of the Chinese T’ang Dynasty, Ch’angan (present-day Xian), was the largest city in the world, closely followed by the Korean capital of Kyŏngju, with more than a million citizens. Most Americans are unaware that today Seoul is one of the dozen largest cities in the world.

Contrary to what Americans and Europeans are taught in school, Johannes Gutenberg did not invent movable metal type. The Koreans did, two hundred years before Gutenberg’s time. The earliest recorded date for Korean moveable bronze type is A.D. 1234, but its invention is quite possibly even earlier. (Gutenberg did invent the press that holds the type bed, speeding up the printing process.)

Koreans have long been painfully aware that geography has determined the country’s fate. Korea is situated on a small peninsula§ in the midst of larger, more powerful neighbors—China, Russia, and Japan. Koreans speak of being a “shrimp among whales,” and they say, “When the whales play, the shrimp get their backs broken.”

Seoul is almost equidistant from Beijing, Tokyo, and Vladivostok (about seven hundred miles from each). Because of this precarious position, Korea has, throughout its history, been the recipient of continual intimidation, long periods of foreign domination, and frequent and ominous threats to its existence.

Korea has been forced to be a buffer between the great powers of China, Japan, Russia, and the United States, and invading armies have often trampled Korean soil: the Mongol invasions (1234, 1274, 1281), the invasions of the Japanese warlord Hideyoshi (1592–1598), and the Manchu invasions (1627, 1636). It was forcefully absorbed into the Japanese Empire in 1910 and not freed until the end of World War II.

Until the mid-1960s, Korea was one of the poorest, least developed countries in the world. No one expected the “economic miracle” that would enable Korea to become the first of the Four Little Dragons (sometimes called “Four Little Tigers”) of Asia to develop into a major world economy (Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore are the other three).

In 1986, Forbes magazine made the surprising prediction that in twenty years South Korea would become one of four new nations to rise to leadership in the world’s economy.|| In November 1994, the Economist in Britain shocked its readers when it suggested that by the year 2020, South Korea would become the seventh largest economy in the world, surpassing those of France, the United Kingdom, Italy, Russia, and Brazil. When projections of Korea’s future are presented by such respected sources, they must be seriously considered. This is true despite the economic setback Korea experienced in 1997. In 1996, South Korea was accepted as a member of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the first Asian nation after Japan to be admitted to this otherwise Western club. Korea’s membership is an indication of its status as a fully “developed” country.

Here are some other surprising facts:

• South Korea has only 1 percent of the land area of the United States but has one-sixth as many people, making it sixteen times more densely populated than the United States

• South Korea has more citizens with Ph.D.s per capita than any other country

• South and North Korea together represent the thirteenth largest ethnic and the sixteenth largest language group in the world
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Critical Incidents

Introduction

One of the best ways to attain quick, sharp insights into the nature of a foreign culture and the manner in which you will respond to it in a cross-cultural encounter is to attempt to figure out the meaning of realistic incidents that are similar to what you are likely to experience there. Called “critical incidents” by cross-cultural trainers, they are descriptions of interactions involving clashes or misunderstandings arising out of cultural differences that are very likely to occur.

We ask you, the reader, to assume the role of protagonist in these incidents: imagine yourself in the role of an American on your first overseas assignment with the responsibility for managing the Seoul office of an American-based partner in a Korean-American joint venture. Your task is to analyze, interpret, and/or explain what in each case is causing the clash or misunderstanding.

Then as you read the rest of the book and plumb the intricacies of the Korean personality, the answers will become clearer—and they will be richer and more meaningful by your having puzzled over the critical incidents. The critical incidents are followed by a separate discussion of the meaning of each. They will be referred to from time to time, as they relate to later chapters in the book.

While these incidents did not happen to me personally, they do represent the real experiences of hundreds of Americans I have known, and in Korea you are bound to have scores (if not hundreds!) of experiences so similar to these that you will think I have written them all just for you.

The Incidents

Incident 1: Mr. Choi Deserves a Little Praise

You are the American manager of a Korean-based American multinational company at its office in Seoul. You have been on the job in Seoul for nearly a month, and you are pleased that things no longer seem nearly as strange and foreign as they did when you first arrived. Much of your success in adjusting to your new environment is obviously due to one of your employees, Choi Byung Doo, who has been particularly helpful.

Mr. Choi’s helpfulness undoubtedly stems from his familiarity with the English language and with American culture, having spent five years in the United States. He immediately took it upon himself to attend to your every need from the moment he met you at Kimpo Airport. He has been especially helpful in acting as go-between with the other Koreans on your staff, convincing them to accept the changes you have made in office procedures since your arrival. Consequently, you are most grateful to Mr. Choi and are determined to acknowledge all he has done for you. You decide to recognize Mr. Choi at the regular morning meeting with your top office staff. By doing so, you will kill two birds with one stone—you’ll make Mr. Choi feel good in front of his peers and give the rest of the staff a model to emulate.

As the first order of business at the next meeting, you proudly announce, “Before we hear the reports from the division chiefs this morning, I have an announcement to make. Since I first arrived in Seoul, one member of the staff here has gone far above and beyond the call of duty, sometimes putting in long extra hours of his own time—without any extra compensation—to help me become adjusted to the environment here.…”

As you talk in glowing terms, you glance repeatedly in Mr. Choi’s direction. Even before disclosing his name, you want to give everyone an idea who it is you are describing. To your surprise, Mr. Choi, rather than expressing appropriately modest pleasure at the remarks which he and everyone else realize are being directed at him, is displaying what appears to you to be a flushed face and an expression that seems to indicate he is being reprimanded rather than praised. Seeing this, you immediately set out to correct his obvious misinterpretation. “Don’t be mistaken,” you say, “I’m not criticizing; I’m praising. Your behavior, Mr. Choi, has been in every way exemplary.”

To your utter surprise, this only seems to make matters worse. Mr. Choi looks as though he wants to crawl under the table. He seems relieved when Mr. Park, the oldest and senior-ranking official on your staff, interrupts to say, “Forgive me, sir, I am dreadfully sorry to interrupt you, but is it possible for us to move on to our division chiefs’ reports? I am so sorry I have to excuse myself in fifteen minutes to attend to a business meeting. I am so sorry.…”

You get the message and move on quickly to the reports.

Now, since the meeting, it seems that Mr. Choi is deliberately trying to avoid you, and there is an icy chilling in your relationship with all the division chiefs. Your good intentions have obviously backfired.

As you try to analyze the situation, the only interpretation you can make is that the other division chiefs must be jealous of Mr. Choi having been singled out for praise. But that’s your style: good work will be openly praised and bad work straightforwardly criticized. It has always worked in the past.

As you consider the matter more, however, you are still puzzled. Your analysis doesn’t explain Mr. Choi’s obviously negative reaction. You would think that at least he would be pleased with the praise he has received.

What could be the real reason for everyone’s negative response?

Incident 2: “Hey, Mister, That’s My Cab!”

You have been in Korea about three months, long enough to be shocked by the way Koreans sometimes treat each other.

You have encountered or observed a number of instances of rude public behavior, but one in particular stands out in your memory. You were standing on a busy street in Seoul patiently signaling for a taxi. When one finally pulled up, a Korean businessman suddenly appeared from nowhere, and without so much as a “pardon me,” he yanked open the door, jumped in, and rode off.

When it happened two more times, you mentioned the experience in conversations with other American expats and found that they had had the same experience.

What could explain this rude behavior?

Incident 3: “But Why Did You Deliberately Lie to Me?”

You have just discovered that your Korean interpreter and intermediary with your Korean staff, Mr. Lee Bong Gap, has deliberately concealed from you a piece of vital information about a problem your business is experiencing for more than three weeks. He told you several outright lies, and then, when you suspected something was wrong and began asking pointed questions to get to the bottom of the matter, his answers misled you.

The most embarrassing part of the incident is that you only learned about what was going on when one of your friendly competitors, another American manager (who had heard about it from his senior Korean administrator) passed the story along to you.

Now that it is out in the open, you are livid and ready to take action, but what should you do?

Incident 4: Why Can’t These People Be More Direct?

Although you had fully intended when you accepted the Korean assignment to learn enough Korean to be able to function on the job in the language, doing so has proven much more difficult than you had anticipated. Consequently, you have been relying on an interpreter most of the time or have tried to communicate directly with some of the braver members of your staff willing to use their less-than-fluent English.

Neither of these solutions is very satisfactory, however, and you feel you never fully understand what is going on (and certainly not the subtle innuendoes). This state of affairs is particularly frustrating because the entire Korean staff seems to look to you to give them the final, authoritative word on every issue. They also seem to feel most comfortable presenting everything to you in the most ambiguous and uncertain terms; yet they expect you, as boss, to be as definitive as possible in giving them precise orders regarding exactly what to do.

You are finally beginning to suspect that whenever someone comes to you with a carefully crafted statement such as “It seems as though it might have been that Mr. Hwang may possibly have told Mrs. Noh that perhaps it was not wise for her to do certain things,” what the person is actually trying to say is this: “Mr. Hwang definitely told Mrs. Noh not to do that certain thing ever again.”

Such extreme indirectness is driving you crazy. “Why can’t these people say what they mean? Why don’t they tell me about potentially dangerous situations before they happen? Are they intentionally trying to cause me problems?” You doubt any deliberateness, but this constant state of ambiguity is intolerable.

What shall I do? you ask yourself, getting angrier and angrier.

Incident 5: Caring for People in Need: Insiders and Outsiders

You were having lunch the other day with Mr. Pak Yoon Goo, a Korean acquaintance you had met through activities at the Seoul Rotary Club. Mr. Pak was talking about his experiences during his three years in the United States, when he said, “The one thing that shocked me most about the U.S. was the poor homeless people on the streets of Washington, D.C. Why, they were right in front of the White House! How is it that in the U.S.—one of the richest countries in the world, a model of democracy, and where you are always accusing other countries of human rights violations—you treat your homeless people so callously?”

You sputtered, trying to find an acceptable answer to a question you had not thought about before, but you could only come up with a reply so lame that it was not even convincing to yourself. “Well, if they really wanted a job, they could find one.”

You were surprised by Mr. Pak’s accusation, and it made you pause, stirring in you feelings of compassion for people who were probably trapped in their condition in ways you could not fully understand. But the real surprise was yet to come. It occurred a couple of days later, when the two of you were walking together in one of the outlying districts of Seoul. As you approached a subway entrance, you passed an obviously destitute mother with a dirty, ragged, and ill-fed baby. Mr. Pak, apparently having completely forgotten the charge of callousness he had leveled at the United States a few days before, muttered, “Why does she have to impose her ugliness upon us?” In his tone was a curious bitterness, as if by her very presence she
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* Although I am well aware that the United States is only one of the many countries that share the two continents of the Americas, I have elected to follow the convention of referring to the citizens of the United States as “Americans.” I have decided to do this because it is such a well-established convention and because we do not have a simple, satisfactory alternative. I humbly ask the citizens of Canada, Mexico, and all of the Central and South American countries to allow me to refer simply to Americans in this book.

† Although I was the only one I knew in the 24th Corps who seemed to be favorably impressed with Korea from 1945 to 1950, indeed, several others eventually became Korea experts.

‡ I am, of course, aware of the trend to refer to what we once called the Third World as “Newly Industrialized Countries” or “Emerging Economies,” but these designators do not cover the countries that are still not developing, industrially or economically, and that show no indication of wanting to do so. The term Third World is not meant to imply that the countries so designated are not first or second in terms of importance in anyone’s estimation. It still describes countries (about 120 or 130 of them at last count) that have made a conscious decision to follow their own way, a third way—neither the capitalist nor the communist political philosophies (as it was first intended) nor the Western or Asian philosophical approaches to the interpretation of reality. I am therefore forced to use it until we are able to create a more acceptable label.

§ Australia, China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, New Zealand, North Korea, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam.


* Mesopotamia, Egypt, and India all have civilizations that predate China, but the later Arab invasions of Mesopotamia and Egypt and the Aryan invasion of India changed the indigenous populations of these countries and the course of their history to such an extent that they are not considered continuous civilizations.

† It is not, however, Korea’s earliest influence on Japan.

‡ Best known in the literature by their Japanese name magatma, having been found in prehistoric Japanese burials, though they were introduced into Japan from Korea probably in the fifth century A.D.

§ South Korea is often compared in size to Indiana and both South and North together, to Idaho.

|| South Korea was the smallest of the four. The others were China, India, and Brazil (Forbes, 5 May 1986).
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