
		
			[image: Cover for Flawless: Lessons in Looks and Culture from the K-Beauty Capital, Author, Elise Hu]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, Flawless: Lessons in Looks and Culture from the K-Beauty Capital, Author, Elise Hu, Imprint, Dutton]

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2023 by Elise Hu

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			DUTTON and the D colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

			ISBN 9780593184189 (hardcover)

			ISBN 9780593473801 (export edition)

			ISBN 9780593184202 (ebook)

			Cover design by Kaitlin Kall. Cover image by Elwynn via Shutterstock.

			book design by ashley tucker, adapted for ebook by molly jeszke

			While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers, internet addresses, and other contact information at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors or for changes that occur after publication. Further, the publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			pid_prh_6.0_151959343_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			For Eva, Isa, Luna

		

	
		
			
			
				I wonder if you are the pretty girl in question. I wonder what you do with a power which, though potent, makes you vulnerable to every probe, every demand, every infiltration? I wonder what you do with a power that turns you into an open atlas upon which any idiot can map their own route?

				—ZADIE SMITH[1]

				‘To be born woman is to know—

				Although they do not talk of it at school—

				That we must labour to be beautiful.’

				—YEATS[2]
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			A note on romanization of Korean: Korean-language names and terms have been romanized using the Korean government standard system adopted by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. Following Korean custom, surnames precede given names. Exceptions are made for those whose English names have been published with alternate transliterations or with English spellings that are more widely known and commonly accepted (e.g., Syngman Rhee, Seoul, etc.).

			A note on Chinese romanization: Mandarin has been romanized using the pinyin system, except in certain place names, personal names, and other proper nouns that are standard in English in older forms (e.g., Taipei).
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			I’ve seen the future, and it’s poreless. In 2015, I moved from Washington, D.C., to a city I’d never previously stepped foot in—Seoul, South Korea—to be an international correspondent and the first-ever Korea and Japan bureau chief for the American broadcaster NPR. Almost immediately, I realized that by making the move, I had time-traveled forward and was face-to-face with the future of how we might live, look, and relate to one another.

			South Korea’s capital is an endless assault of images blasting in your direction on every street corner, at every hour. Many of them are faces. They tower above you on digital signage glowing from the sides of skyscrapers, flash by in subway stations deep underground, or whip past on cars topped with oversized screens. What I found after I moved there (with my journalist husband, toddler daughter, geriatric beagle, and two cats) was a city that felt like a living monument to conspicuous consumption, with upscale malls, blinding lights, and blinding wealth—everything hitting you with its height and size and newness. Looking at all the floor-to-ceiling ads featuring faces, I started to notice they had a uniformity to them, as if they were variations on a prototype.

			In the bustling Myeongdong shopping district and along the supercool streets of Gangnam, there were so many skincare and makeup stores that I could stand on a corner and see a Face Shop across from a Face Shop across from a Face Shop. It was common to spot women walking around with silicone nose covers and medical tape, following cosmetic procedures. I sometimes spied even more dramatically bandaged bodies of tourists, with full-on Freddy Krueger–style post-op masks, moving about the crowded spaces of Seoul.

			The obsession with appearance runs deep—you’re expected to include a photo, height, and weight on résumés for jobs across various industries—and the country’s wide and early embrace of digital technologies has turned its society into an overlap of selfie culture and “self-care” consumerism. South Korea is leading the way on bringing these trends to global consumers—South Korean cosmetics exports quadrupled from $1.6 billion to $6.3 billion between 2014, the year I got assigned to Korea, and 2018, the year I moved back to the United States.[1] Having gained a cultlike following around the world, the K-beauty industry is projected to be worth $13.9 billion by 2027.[2]

			Korea’s advancements include an enthusiastic embrace of consumer beauty, for everyone, and a look that’s free of surprises—no blemishes, bulges, or hairs out of place. Equally embraced is support for the idea that digital filters can be less imperative if you perfect your look not with temporary cover-ups but with a more permanent alteration of the canvas—the body itself. That’s possible thanks to developments in science and technology—skincare products, injections, and plastic surgery. But the sought-after result of all the beautification work is for it to appear like there was no work done at all. The future I glimpsed brought technological innovation to the surface of our faces and bodies, while promising consumers “choice” and self-expression for the whole process.
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			Within my first year in Seoul, I found that the flaws I only privately identified when I stood before a mirror were amplified constantly—either out loud through comments from strangers or through the incessant reminders of the criteria for what counts as pretty. At the same time, I couldn’t, nor did I truly want to, escape all the beauty consumerism of the place. I went back and forth over those years on whether to give in and try a medical spa procedure or dip into Botox because everyone did it. At some point, it stopped feeling like a choice I wasn’t making but instead a mandate I was refusing. Though I never could commit to injections and surgery, I did go all in on face massages, pore vacuuming procedures, and skincare products that lured me in with sumptuous packaging. Do I want an affordable eye cream so I can wake up looking fresh when I’m not? Yes. Or foot masks that get my feet to feel as soft as a baby’s bottom? Get me that twelve-pack, please.

			For those with the money to self-optimize, what kind of relationship with ourselves—and one another—are we ultimately pursuing? How do we reconcile the idea of self-care through consumer spending . . . and actual care? As technology and medicine make it possible to be more “beautiful,” where do we draw the line on the work of improving our exteriors? Especially when upgrades require upkeep?

			I wrestled with these questions for years and still do. But these pages reflect a shot at considering a topic that’s overlooked as a transnational cultural force. It’s a key lever in our relationships with ourselves and each other. South Korea, which rocketed to become a beauty product superpower, is a place where the dominance of the beauty industry and the dominance of an appearance standard feed off each other in an endless loop. But the pursuit of beauty is a tentpole of the modern female experience everywhere. It informs how we perceive ourselves and how we perceive others. Global consumers have nearly doubled their spending on beauty and personal care products and services in the past fifteen years, as beauty has moved into a phase of “total pop-culture domination.”[3] Its impact on modern-day meritocracy, meaning-making, and the experiences of women, who bear the most pressure to look a certain way, deserves more examination and reflection.

			We’ve all become more aware of our appearances these days because we can’t escape our digital reflections and the many options available to improve them. We’ve grown accustomed to Facetune and features like built-in skin smoothing, jaw narrowing, and eye enlarging that now come standard with social apps like Snapchat or TikTok. But living in Seoul made me hyperaware of how I look and how others saw me on the surface. The availability—and expectation—of enhancements fuel an existing societal competitiveness in South Korea, where it seems the only way to boost social status is to spend more to become more “attractive” by industry-led, algorithm-fed standards. The winners look like K-pop idols, actors and beauty influencers who set specific aesthetic markers for the rest of us to follow. Their choices in fashion, footwear, skincare—even their signature selfie poses—are replicated in nanoseconds on the social web.

			They are so successful in exporting aesthetics thanks to the strength of Hallyu, the Korean cultural wave that’s spread across the globe and become part of South Korea’s public image. The influence of Hallyu carried K-beauty products, services, and surgeries along with it, as they promise to help people get ever closer to reaching the reigning beauty norms of the day. Beauty, “in the form of cosmetics products and cosmetic surgery,” researcher Sharon Heijin Lee writes, “is one of [Korea’s] most profitable export industries, even economically outpacing its manufacturing and shipbuilding industries, the two industries upon which the Korean economy was first built.” [4]

			I would spend nearly four years in Seoul, from early 2015 to the end of 2018. During that time I observed the place with both a microscope and a telescope—examining the aspects of K-beauty that enchanted me up close, but also finding that sometimes it’s easier to see certain realities from a distance. In Myeongdong and Gangnam and other commercial parts of Seoul, where a specific standard of beauty prevailed and consumerism dominated, I thought, Wow. There’s something that seems both strange but also familiar about this situation. I wanted to better understand.

			Through my research and interviews of hundreds of Korean women, ranging from age seven to age seventy-three, I have held close the notion of “speaking nearby,” a concept brought forward by the filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha. She takes the “speaking nearby” approach when making art about a culture that’s not her own: “Although you’re very close to your subject, you’re committed to not speaking on their behalf, in their place or on top of them. You can only speak nearby, in proximity . . . By not trying to assume a position of authority in relation to the other, you are actually freeing yourself from the endless criteria generated with such an all-knowing claim and its hierarchies in knowledge.”[5]

			My nearness is nuanced. I lived and worked in Seoul as an Asian woman, but as a Chinese and Taiwanese American and not a Korean native. That meant I could simultaneously feel the burden of expectation for Asian women and sometimes escape it, simply by switching into my “foreigner” identity. I felt no shame moving about the city having just rolled out of bed, not an ounce of makeup on my face. My Korean women friends would catch far more disapproval for doing the same. Because for better or for worse, the bodies we occupy affect our interactions with the world and the way the world interacts with us. The experience of occupying my body—long-limbed, feminine, but with a proud gait—is distinct from the experience of a Korean woman or a white European man.

			So many outside observers who have written about Korea in English are European or American men. When I prepared to move there, I found that the vast majority of go-to, mainstream English language texts about modern Korea are written by non-Korean white dudes. By the time I came home in 2018, I could see the glaring blind spots my aforementioned colleagues did not interrogate: namely, the persistence of South Korea’s conservative, patriarchal gender norms, including what these norms mean for the women there and how a strict gender binary shows up in insidious ways, for everyone. Discourse is useful—it’s both a source of power and a means of exerting it, as the philosopher Michel Foucault has pointed out. It can reinforce the status quo, but it can also undermine and expose it. I craved a wider conversation about norms for women that became so embedded that they’re nearly imperceptible.[6]

			South Korea remains one of the most unequal societies in the world, despite being one of the richest. The gender wage gap, women’s labor participation rates, and the number of women in leadership positions are the worst among developed nations, and the number of women CEOs in the country hovers around 100, total.[7] (Many of those women leaders are descendants of their firm’s founders.) “Accounts of the nation’s stunning pace of development and the millennial success of its culture industries as a dominant source of pop culture content . . . disavow this inequality,” Korea studies scholar Michelle Cho writes.[8] Perhaps the punishing gender imbalance in contemporary Korea is missing in English-language books about it because they’re written by those who don’t have to feel the blunt end of it.

			Today, Seoul remains a dynamic epicenter of global beauty innovation, leading the world in plastic surgery rates and churning out new products faster than its European or American competitors. At the same time, some young women in Seoul are divesting themselves from consumer beauty culture and redefining the ways beauty and power intersect. In 2018, hundreds of thousands of young South Korean women started the “Escape the Corset” movement, in which they spurned makeup, long hair, and tight clothes.[9] Women who once looked like the standard-bearers for East Asian beauty posted pictures of their crushed cosmetics on social media and now talk about how much mind space and money they freed up. These gestures carry a meaning and a weight that they wouldn’t in the United States, because the rejection of basic appearance norms comes with punishing social sanctions for Korean women. These activists have become outcasts at school and at work. Sometimes they’re even uninvited to their own family gatherings. In their activism, these women show us a competing vision of the future.

			They’re a fascinating community, challenging a self-care culture that tells us to fix problems we didn’t know we had while putting profit in businesses’ pockets. We’re familiar with this exchange because it transcends East and West. As long as “women are broadly objectified, beauty will function as value, and its absence as lack,” observes American writer Jia Tolentino.[10] Korea is a place where this tension plays out palpably.
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			What goes through your mind when you see yourself in the mirror? If I linger too long, I start noting where I could look better. Maybe smoother skin. A skinnier face. Shinier hair. If something is off enough about my reflection, my entire mood can take a hit. I know better than to conflate external appearance with self-worth, but a good hair day puts a bounce in my step and getting pampered at a spa feels good. The vacillating enthusiasm and unease I feel for beauty culture underlines the tension at play—skincare or spa services allow us to care for our bodies, finding ways to nurture ourselves in these turbulent times. But market-driven standards for female beauty are also tools of powerful systems. They sustain the idea that looking better—and spending energy and money to do so—is a worthwhile pursuit in the first place.

			This complex, often contradictory relationship has nagged at me for as long as I can remember. In South Korea, I found a dizzying, dynamic place where looks matter in a way that felt exacting and extreme—but in the end, illuminating. Because I don’t think I’m alone in struggling with where to draw the line on self-improvement, now that selfie culture and self-care culture collide. As the rest of the modern world develops into what Seoul already has been for years—an image-laden, social-media-driven landscape, where digital representations of us can be automatically filtered to have longer lashes or poreless skin, and digital makeup can be instantly applied before we show up on our video meetings—it makes clear Korea’s looks-obsessed culture, where appearance norms inch further and further out of reach, isn’t some anomaly. It presents a vision of a future that’s already arriving. And it offers a lens through which we can ask the larger, thornier questions about the power we give commercialized beauty itself. It’s reflected in systems: economics, the workplace, our home lives. As the old saw goes, the personal is political. Or it gets political once you look beneath the filters and the face masks.

			Ultimately, it’s not just Korean women but all of us who must wrestle with a system that sells us on the notion that we are insufficient and that consumption can cure it. What today’s beauty imperative lays bare is how the core promise of capitalism—transformation through spending—can now be expertly and inexpensively carved on our faces. In South Korea’s super-intense interpretation of “making something of yourself,” that means remaking our very bodies with fast-improving technologies. Like everything else, it comes at a price.
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			Beauty Is a Beast

			Our new Seoul home spread across half the thirty-fifth floor of one of the tallest high-rises north of the Han River, which famously bisects the city. We never got a key to the place because every unit was fitted with an electronic keypad for entry. The door played a trill or a five-note ditty, depending on whether it was unlocking or locking. The first week, I padded around in my socks on gleaming white heated marble tiles that were warmed underneath by Korea’s traditional ondol floor heating. My feet never once went cold in that apartment.

			I learned you could un-press the elevator buttons to deselect destination floors, which saved me many times when my then two-year-old Eva would get trigger happy with all the buttons. I marveled at the central vacuum system, in which every room had a conduit to plug in our vacuum hose, so we’d never be bothered to push around a vacuum cleaner from room to room. Down in the underground parking garage, maintenance workers waxed and buffed the floors so often that when we eventually bought a used Hyundai to drive, the tires would squeak when we parked, as if we were backing up on the surface of glass.

			In the comfortable confines of my tower, I lapped up my initiation to Seoul. From our apartment’s floor-to-ceiling double-paned windows we could see everything, from the grassy patches of the U.S. Army base next door to the Lotte World Tower—Seoul’s tallest skyscraper, a 45-minute drive away—to the numerous green-clad mountains that surround the city. Compared to most American cities, Seoul is first-world plus. It has all the advancements and conveniences of the world’s most developed places, but shinier, sleeker, and more efficient. Ours was just one of the many buildings pushing high into the cloud of pollution above the city. Like the rest of them, it was mixed use, so we had access to a coffee shop, nail salon, convenience store, and restaurant right in our apartment building. Underground, subway cars come with heated seats from which I could stream my favorite shows on my phone, the Wi-Fi never interrupted. If I ever missed a bus, the next one reliably showed up two minutes later. And absolutely everything—everything—could be delivered straight to our door. Furniture, food, convenience items. Agencies even send actors to your doorstep if you need extra party guests—or a fake spouse—in a pinch.[1] The futuristic place and its on-demand, always connected consumer culture was the opposite of a hardship post. It felt like a vortex and a privilege.

			I settled in by the summer of 2015 and spent the early weeks of June waddling around the apartment heavily pregnant with my second daughter, unpacking our clothes and housewares after they finally came off a container ship. At night I’d go live from Korea for NPR’s Morning Edition in America, which was thirteen hours behind. Reclining on the slipper chair in my windowless home office, I used my belly as a handy shelf to rest my Comrex audio transmitting device on. The baby used my insides as a speed bag, doing nightly workouts on the lower part of my belly. Just enduring this was enough to wear me out.

			That summer was sticky and smelly, as hot as Seoul’s winter is cold. The humidity hung so thick that the barbecue smoke, diesel fumes, and steam from the sidewalk grates packed a pungent punch. Women scurried down the street hovering battery-powered pastel fans in front of their faces, and my husband Matt would come in from his commutes joking that he lost six pounds from sweat alone.

			I eventually dropped eight pounds—and four ounces—when Baby Isabel Rock made her entrance in early July, officially kicking off my maternity leave. We gave her the middle name Rock partly as a play on the Republic of Korea (ROK) acronym that U.S. soldiers throw around. My parental leave allowed for eight weeks of nursing, sleeping in three-hour stretches to match the newborn’s schedule, and altogether sweating a lot in my postpartum husk. I stayed at home as if I were quarantining, which made sense because that summer MERS, a mysterious respiratory virus, came in from an airline traveler and spread rapidly through the city.

			In my reflection I saw all the nights of interrupted sleep and the heaviness from carrying a baby for nearly ten months. Dark circles parked under my eyes, and frown lines carved themselves between my brows. The hair on my head and body had grown thick from the hormones of pregnancy. A little patch of fur even sprang up somewhere it never existed, on the front of my neck. Pregnancy and postpartum are the only periods of my life I have ever had boobs, so I enjoyed that at least, though less perhaps because they constantly leaked milk.

			Up until that point, my skincare routine consisted of a drugstore cleanser (thank you, Clean & Clear), followed by a moisturizer before bed. I had finally made myself at home in a skincare product mecca and suddenly had nowhere to go and a lot of time on my hands. I decided it was time to try all the goop I’d seen and read about.

			When my unapologetically capitalist brother Roger came over to visit from Beijing, where he was also living as an expat, I knew he’d be game to go spend money in the name of self-improvement. He particularly wanted to shop for trendy clothing “where the hot Korean girls are, in Gah-roh-soo-geel,” purposely drawing out the Korean. He was describing a tree-lined shopping street in the glitzy Gangnam district (made famous by the eponymous song) that’s a Korean equivalent to Rodeo Drive. I learned the phrase one-minute bags to describe luxury handbags so trendy that on Garosugil you’d spot one on someone’s arm every minute or less. When Louis Vuitton was the most popular brand in South Korea, its handbags would flash by at an even quicker rate, earning them the nickname “three-second bags” because of their ubiquitous appearances.[2]

			To wander these shopping streets, I brought along the two-week-old baby Isa. I strapped her onto me with one of those single pieces of stretchy cloth used to harness a sleeping baby onto your body, tangling myself and the baby together into an elaborate knot. (This required watching the manufacturer’s YouTube instructional video several times.)

			I had researched what to buy for this time of maternity-leave-slash-product experimentation before we set off for Garosugil (for my brother) and Myeongdong (for me and Isa). Myeongdong is the Korean mecca for skincare and makeup stores. Walking through a busy neighborhood in Tokyo—say, Shinjuku—can feel like walking through a video game. Walking through Myeongdong in 2015 assaulted your senses with the same amount of neon and noises, but with notes of spa-like smells of lavender or jasmine, because it’s the cosmetics that reign there. An old cathedral, the seat of Seoul’s archdiocese, sits out of place among glossy department stores, as shoppers rushed past it to worship at the altar of consumer beauty. They packed themselves into promenades and narrow alleyways lined with one glittering shop after another, looking for the hottest products to improve their faces and bodies in a hundred different ways. If you missed one Nature Republic store, there was another one across the street, and another one a block down. Same for Aritaum, or Etude House, or Olive Young, the Korean drugstore equivalent of Sephora. (There is also one actual Sephora store in Myeongdong.)

			Having at least enough knowledge to know I possess either dry or combination skin, I cribbed from lists compiled by Instagram influencers and fashion magazines that featured moisturizing products suited for my particular skin and circumstance. For good measure, I also jotted down whatever the go-to Korean beauty staples seemed to be at that time.

			I came home with bags full of products and the generous samples they throw in with all Korean beauty purchases. The clerks knew which items the out-of-towners liked best, so they went straight to offering me creams to prevent wrinkles and concoctions involving snails, since that ingredient was all the rage that year. After taking time to unwrap each product’s packaging, I lined up the bottles and tubes and sticks on a mirrored tray on a counter in our vanity area that connected my closet to the bathroom. Almost all these products come with English instructions, so I studied what I was supposed to do with each item. It was complicated, and I struggled in particular with the sequencing of the Laneige Water Bank line, which includes at least ten products. Over the coming months of experimentation, I eventually tried most of the brand’s aqua-blue bottled products on my face, but almost definitely not in the correct order or at the frequency and consistency they recommend. Was it toner, then essence, then serum? Eye cream goes last, pretty sure of that. I dabbed that product under my eyes obsessively in the days after I bought it.

			The blue bottles of Laneige were encircled on my vanity by a buffet of sheet masks from the beauty retailer Olive Young, and fruit-shaped containers of creams and lip balms from Tonymoly. By my sink, I kept the product I fell most sincerely in love with—a black sugar face scrub from Skinfood and eye cream in a mint-green frosted glass container from belif. K-beauty packaging changes every season, but at the time, Skinfood’s dark brown scrub with its paste-like consistency came in a little tub with a screw-on cap. Once a week, I scooped out one glob at a time with my pointer and middle fingers and spread it over my face, standing over my sink with a stretchy terry cloth cat ears headband holding my hair back. For thirty minutes I left the surface of my face—everything but the eye area—blanketed by the thick sugary scrub. The sandy stuff sent my older daughter into screams and giggles when I approached her. “Momma aaaaaaah!!” she squealed, before bolting in a blaze of laughter. One night, out of curiosity, I reached my tongue over my top lip to taste the scrub, since it was brown-sugar-based, after all. Nope, not sugary sweet. It tasted more like a grainy hair pomade.

			My clumsy product testing was strictly out of curiosity, since I was drawn in not as a reporter but as a woman who wanted to try these things and see what they might do for me. I was attracted to the promise of improvement and possibility that came with each series of bottles, to their colors and design. And ultimately, all the dabbling in the products helped me better understand what makes the Korean beauty industry unique. It also underscored just how little about skincare I’d absorbed until that point, probably because I grew up in America during a time when actively frying our skin in tanning beds was the thing to do. Tanning sessions came free with gym memberships in the late 1990s, and I remember tacking tiny palm-tree stickers on my hip to see how tan I got in those pneumatic-tube-looking UV-ray-blasting pods. It seems jaw-droppingly irresponsible now, like how our parents would let us ride bicycles without helmets or down two-liter bottles of Coke.

			As I futzed around with my potions, the difference between my cultural understanding of skincare and that of native Koreans could not have been more pronounced. Most middle- and upper-class Korean women my age, in their mid-thirties, had practiced protecting and caring for their skin practically all their lives. My twenty-six-year-old assistant Haeryun, a K-beauty skeptic, shared with me the supposedly correct temperature of water that Koreans believed you should use to wash your face in the morning. The other moms at preschool, as well as my Korean Pilates teacher Soomi, all had go-to facialists for regular treatments and various oils and serums they could recommend off the tops of their heads. These regimens weren’t about covering up blemishes, they were about caring for the canvas itself.

			The cultural know-how is immense because consumer beauty matters more in Korea than in any other place on earth. South Koreans spend twice as much on skincare products as consumers in the United States, the UK, and France.[3] The entire country is small enough to fit in the space between Los Angeles and San Francisco, but its beauty brands number in the 8,000s.[4] Demand drives a geyser of cosmetic offerings, and a saturated market drives demand, and on and on it cycles. Beauty practices that only recently became common in the West, like microblading eyebrows or laser facials, were mainstream in Korea a decade or more ago. The Korean beauty industry invented the cushion makeup compact now emulated by more established brands like L’Oréal, Clinique, and Lancôme.[5] Same goes for the now widely desired effect of “glowy” or “dewy” skin—an ideal for Korean men and women alike. This is a country and a culture that knows its stuff when it comes to skincare.

			Sales success is owed in part to a selling point the K-beauty industry carved out—heritage ingredients—“natural” or herbal product sources that represent a connection to a land’s heritage. AmorePacific has staked its Innisfree brand on using plants and other sources grown in Korea—ginseng, fruits, certain herbs, and flowers—to advance skincare and its bottom line. Plantations on Jeju Island grow one such ingredient in abundance, helping sell millions of units and launching an entire product line.
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			Jeju is South Korea’s southernmost island, a former volcano small enough that it takes only forty-five minutes to drive across it and a few hours to drive its perimeter. Koreans often refer to it as the Hawaii of Korea. Like Hawaii, Jeju impresses with its natural beauty, unpolluted air, and untouched patches of lush greenery.

			I ventured to Jeju for the first time about a month after Isa was born, and only five months since our arrival in Seoul. This was a family trip, where the four of us were joined by the Yau family, fellow American expats and new friends we met in Korea. (They became such frequent travel companions that my daughters refer to their kids as their cousins.) I hadn’t left my apartment in weeks save for my shopping trip with my brother. So the morning of the flight marked only the second time since Isa’s birth I ran a brush through my bird’s nest of hair. Isa was strapped to me in a BabyBjörn, her sweaty face pressed to my chest and the steady weight of her sleeping body resting on me for most of the trip.

			In Jeju, humidity hangs thick in the air, and the sea breeze sends you the faint smell of the abundant shellfish from the ocean. I saw endless stretches of fertile fields as we whipped past horses milling by the roads that ended just before the shore. We visited a beach where everyone took off their shoes and neatly lined them up on the boardwalk before stepping onto the sand.

			There is a vastness to Jeju. An emptiness. A few four-way intersections have no stop signs or traffic lights, leaving you on your own. And the attractions there are strange in their own way. I saw a UFO-themed restaurant in the shape of a silvery disk, with no patrons. I saw a rock formation labeled a waterfall that lacked falling water. My travel squad visited a completely empty—yet weirdly, open—theme park the size and scale of a large city zoo. Clerks and ticket punchers appeared when we passed through, but if you went back five minutes later, they were gone. The park called itself Psyche World until it changed its name to something equally puzzling: Ecopia. We wandered into a butterfly exhibit with only three butterflies. A castle-looking structure displayed a jewel museum featuring fake but famous jewels, like that blue one from Titanic that the old lady dropped into the ocean in the end. A giant marquee promised CSI: THE EXPERIENCE, but no showings were scheduled. A concert park with gleaming white seating in the grass was devoid of humans except for a display of two life-size crocodile statues. I am not sure what explains this total weirdness, though our not going as part of a group tour package probably had to do with it.

			All these amusements obscured a key Jeju commodity, growing right under our noses—green tea. I didn’t know it at the time, but the beauty giant AmorePacific owns several tea plantations on the island, and most of its crops aren’t used for drinking. They’re for skincare.

			In 1979, AmorePacific began cultivating green tea on a private farm for its products, claiming to be the first company to use the ingredient in makeup.[6] Green tea produces antioxidants that, depending on your skin, gently exfoliate, clear clogged pores, and fight the signs of aging. “Green tea’s truly one of my favorites,” beauty author and aesthetician Rio Viera-Newton told me. “It’s a soothing and calming ingredient, but it’s also so hydrating and helps with fine lines. People also believe that it helps with sun damage.” Today the company owns four green tea farms across Jeju and, it says, produces a quarter of all South Korea’s tea. Ongoing research has led to the expanded use of various parts of the plant—leaves, flowers, seeds, and roots—for skincare concoctions.[7]

			Not content to rest on its tea leaves, AmorePacific developed its own green tea plant varietal—Jangwon No. 3—which the company says delivers “high levels of amino acids” for moisturizing and green tea seed oil for clarifying benefits to the skin. Even if you’ve never heard of Jangwon No. 3, you may have already tried it on your face.[8] The varietal is found in the Innisfree brand’s entire Green Tea product line, whose standout is a sleeping mask you can get practically anywhere around the world. I bought my first green tea sleeping mask canister at the Incheon International Airport, sold on it because I am a sheeple. The salesperson said it was one of the hottest duty-free purchases for travelers to fly away with, so I gave it a go. The goop felt cool on my skin, and as a final step in a skincare routine, it seems to effectively hydrate my dry face by morning or by the end of a long flight. I still buy it and currently have two tubes of it on my bathroom sink.

			The use of green tea—and before that, of other plant products like mung beans and barley—as a key ingredient in Korean beauty products tracks with a history of farm-to-medicine-cabinet skin therapies made with red ginseng, rice, or honey.[9] Korean beauty today continues to differentiate itself by leaning into this nature notion in making and marketing its products. The Face Shop plays up the “pure vegetarian elements” in its products. Skinfood markets products made of fruits and vegetables under the slogan “Feed Your Skin.” In addition to its green tea, Innisfree is known for its product lines made from natural ingredients. “Tradition, culture, it really influences what we do and how we do it,” said Jessica Hanson, AmorePacific’s U.S. president from 2017 to 2020, and a former executive at L’Oréal. “The pride level went up for me significantly knowing where our brands come from, the stories that were developed.”

			Naturally, modern tradition and culture in Korea is often linked to the Confucian-influenced Joseon era, as it lasted for centuries, ending only in the early 1900s. An emphasis on harmony and appearing “natural” is evident in modern K-beauty ingredients and marketing. The “heritage ingredient” play works—it’s now emulated by the growing Chinese beauty brand Pechoin.[10] But in K-beauty it’s a both/and proposition, drawing on what seems “natural” about the olden days, while also maximizing on the newness of tech-fueled invention. So two opposing tropes about Asia are deployed simultaneously. On one hand are traditional, “heritage” laden products; on the other, K-beauty projects an aura of being on the bleeding edge of the research curve, with scientifically perfected, futuristic innovations. Companies roll out unique botanical ingredients discovered and perfected by R&D, one after another. Think snail mucin, bee propolis, or shark’s liver oil. Korea’s cosmetics industry is lauded globally for its churn in quickly retiring what doesn’t sell and putting new products out into the market, unique among the world in its speed.

			“It does have that kind of scientific, technical, marketing glaze,” says Asian studies researcher Emily Raymundo. “It’s like, ‘Yes, we’ve developed the secrets.’ But they’re also Oriental secrets, you know? Of forever. So it’s somehow both ancient and current . . . which is tied to how a lot of Asian countries are selling themselves and selling their exports in global markets. It’s kind of like self-orientalizing, or using that discourse to their advantage.”[11]

			AmorePacific is a multi-tentacled conglomerate behind a parade of brands: its namesake AmorePacific line, the higher-end Sulwhasoo, the more accessible Laneige, Mamonde, Innisfree, and Etude House, all of them offering a never-ending bounty of beauty products. In Korea, AmorePacific competes in dollar value among South Korea’s better-known exports of electronics, cars, and shipping. It’s now the eleventh biggest beauty brand globally and remains the top Korean seller,[12] bringing in $5.3 billion in revenue in 2019, the last year before the coronavirus pandemic.[13] The quest for poreless skin drives impressive profits.
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			Skincare know-how among contemporary Koreans flows from skinfirst thinking handed down through generations, evolving to fit their contemporary high-paced, growth-minded society, which hinges upon consumers constantly, well, consuming.[14] Korea’s domestic customer base is so accustomed to budget cosmetics brands competing for its loyalties that shoppers have come to expect a lot in terms of quality and innovation. The way K-beauty brands are forced to respond to the demands of their discerning customers gives K-beauty an identity wholly its own, distinguishing it from its industry counterparts in France and the United States.

			Industry sources tell me since about the mid-2000s, the domestic market became so saturated with cosmetics and skincare brands that customers have grown not just savvy but super-selective. These days, the emergence and wide adoption of an app called Hwahae illustrates customer sophistication. Open it up on phones to browse or search for your go-to cream, essence, hair mask, etc., and every ingredient in every product, and sometimes even their formulations, can be verified by an always connected and knowledgeable customer base. Hwahae, on its site, boasts that it’s had more than 10 million cumulative downloads, and it reports that eight out of ten Korean women in their twenties and thirties use the app.[15]

			Hwahae compiles individual ingredient information and ratings of thousands of beauty products sold across the Korean market. You can check for potential parabens or dyes or other add-ins that might irritate your skin or for ingredients that you know your skin needs and responds to. You can also find extensive reviews of every product from users, and filter which reviews you see by skin type or what skin condition you’re trying to solve. Hwahae’s comprehensiveness has no parallel in any other skincare market, partly because no other user base demands this level of product transparency. That the app is so popular and widely used is a testament to the skin savviness of Korean consumers, whose tastes are monitored by cosmetic companies. Women are scrutinizing the cosmetic companies, who are in turn scrutinizing them.

			“Korean customers are so well educated, and they move sensitively to the market,” says Eddie Aram Baek, the cofounder of the direct-to-consumer K-beauty platform Wishtrend. He says the fact that Korean customers are extremely knowledgeable, discerning, and demanding gives the entire industry a leg up. “If we can jump over the hurdle of Korean standards, we can satisfy anyone worldwide.”

			They have to go global to grow. Because with the Korean market both small and already saturated, there is virtually no place left within it to expand. Brands have to create their future by growing into new markets outside the country, or by creeping into new demographics within.
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			Every Wednesday a private Korean-language tutor, whom I called by her first name, Unkyung, would show up at my apartment with a greeting I only pretended to understand and a sympathetic smile. She stood just over five feet tall and wore minimal makeup, leaving visible a constellation of light freckles on both her cheeks. Unkyung was in her fifties and a mom to one college-aged son. It delighted her to come to my home each week and sneak a few moments with my young girls—the toddler Eva and the new baby Isa. Since we had virtually zero friends those early months in Korea, Unkyung was one of the first people to meet the baby.

			My sessions with Unkyung lasted ninety minutes, which was more than enough time for her to work her magic with her other students, like the Australian and British ambassadors to Korea. But very early on, she could tell I wasn’t “gifted at languages,” nor was I inclined to practice between our sessions. In my defense, the Korean language is ridiculously difficult! Unlike English and Mandarin, the languages in which I’m fluent, in Korean the verbs come at the end of the sentence. So if I wanted to say, “I rode a taxi to the airport at ten o’clock,” the language structure made it impossible for Unkyung to rescue me mid-sentence because the verb wasn’t sliding in until the very end. (Feels like it should come earlier, no? Verbs are a communication linchpin! Maybe you can sense why I wasn’t a good student of Korean.) So many times, she would sit next to me at my dining table, not correcting me as I flailed about, spouting out words in any order I pleased, until I reached the very end and tacked on the verb.

			Being the exceedingly patient human she is, Unkyung would still try and get through to me, in some form. After an adequate amount of lesson time trying to teach me Korean grammar and vocabulary each week, she switched into talking with me (using some Korean phrases) about modern culture, social issues, and life in Seoul. This did little to improve my grasp on the Korean language, but it did prove invaluable for story ideas and consistently informed my coverage. Unkyung was the first to teach me about bbali bbali, which describes a sensibility that abhors waiting. Literally translating as “fast fast,” bbali bbali is an ethos and practice of hurrying, rushing, and getting things done as quickly as possible. It flourishes in the country, and as a result, she said, Koreans can be pushy and expect everything on-demand.

			In its most favorable light, bbali bbali means efficiency and is often described by Koreans as evidence of South Korean exceptionalism—the result of or reason for the country’s rapid industrialization and development. A nationalistic need for speed, for instance, led the former military regime in the post–World War II era to push young girls to leave their homes and work in South Korea’s textile factories, hurrying up to make more goods for the national economy.[16] The country came into its impressive wealth and modernity inside of two generations, a singular and astounding speediness known as the Miracle on the Han. Following World War II and the devastating Korean War, South Korea was poorer than sub-Saharan Africa.[17] Today it is the tenth largest economy in the world and has shifted rapidly from being a UN-aid-receiving nation to an aid-granting one. The swiftness of this economic development is something with which its society still grapples.[18] Going from a premodern society to a postmodern one took only thirty-some years, stretching from the early 1960s to the mid-1990s. That’s a fraction of the time it takes other countries, transforming South Korea into the unapologetic celebration of corporate values and business culture it is today.[19]

			The bbali bbali narrative underpins the cosmetics industry, which responds to market wishes faster than other places, for cultural as much as financial reasons. It prides itself on perpetually cycling in new things. Government data shows companies spend an average of 64 percent of their research budgets on creating new products. (It’s hard to make direct comparisons to other countries, because the numbers are tracked differently from one place to another.)[20] This constant and rapid transformation even inside a single brand is another one of the K-beauty industry’s defining traits and, combined with high consumer scrutiny, is crucial to Korean beauty’s influential march across the world.

			South Korea’s industry landscape is dotted with giant R&D and manufacturing clusters that are fueled by a mix of private and public funds to maintain the industry’s fast churn rates. At these Original Equipment Manufacturing (OEM) centers, entrepreneurs can bring a simple concept to a team of R&D professionals and get their product packaged and designed, with an initial order, all in one stop. OEM companies take over the entire process of development from R&D to production.[21] It helps explain how Korea’s cosmetics industry keeps turning out new lines and products so fast—while OEMs can manufacture anything in this way, Korean ones are particularly experienced at cosmetics. There are several in Seoul, and other major OEMs in the port city of Incheon, the second administrative capital of Sejong, and in the central Korean city of Daejeon.[22] Most of the centers have decades of experience in making beauty potions and their packaging.[23] It’s not unusual for a product to go from conception to the sales floor inside of three months, said Eddie Aram Baek, who cofounded Wishtrend. Tonymoly, the brand known for its hand and facial creams packaged to look like tomatoes and bananas, brings products from development to production as quickly as six weeks, a pace similar to that of fast fashion.[24]

			For as little as $20,000, you can have a cosmetic product created, bottled, and (ballparking) a few hundred units of it packaged, says Hellen Choo, who started Swagger, a haircare and cosmetics line in 2009. “They have labs, they have everything. So you go and have a meeting, say this is what I want. You go to their factory and ask them, ‘Hey, I want to make a product that’s exactly like this one.’ They’ll make it for you, and you just give them that design. That’s how fast and easy it would be.”[25] Many of today’s K-beauty start-ups are helmed by individual cosmetics researchers who branched out of established companies.[26] Connections to the OEM clusters helped solo entrepreneurs or smaller companies start their own brands without much friction.

			Twenty-nine-year-old Park Jeong-eun experienced this near-overnight pace of product development—and success—with LUOES, a line of vegan lip balms.[27] (LUOES is Seoul spelled backward.) She came up with the idea based on time abroad during grad school in the UK, where she saw “vegan everything”. She told me she had a gut feeling that a vegan beauty product could set itself apart in the Korean market. In 2019, she went on Wadiz, the biggest Korean crowdfunding site, with her idea and raised enough money to go to Hangkuk Kolmar, a well-known Korean OEM, to design, make, and package the product.[28] In seven months she had 5,000 lip balms in each of her three starting shades. By 2021, LUOES had caught the eye of Olive Young merchandisers, who are power players in domestic Korean beauty, and her line of lip balms got picked up for the retailer’s online emporium. Park, who remains Seoul-based, has since expanded her line beyond lip balms, to masks, face rollers, and tone-up cream. “The merchandisers are gatekeepers. Their preference is really important,” Park says.

			Rapid manufacturing helps boost Korea’s two largest cosmetic conglomerates—AmorePacific and LG Household & Healthcare. They consistently beat out the world’s dominant players—French beauty companies like L’Oréal or Lancôme—in releasing new products and lines, even if these are just remixes or packaging changes. In turn, the world’s larger players, recognizing K-beauty’s promise, have bought in. After Unilever, a massive British consumer goods corporation, acquired the parent company of the Korean beauty brand AHC in 2017, the iconic Estée Lauder followed suit, acquiring the K-beauty skincare brand Dr.Jart+ in 2019.[29]

			In recent years, Korea has competed with U.S. and European companies to become one of the top cosmetics exporters in the world.[30] The fast rise is due in large part to the experience of Korean manufacturing centers, which these days are also trusted to produce and package products for non-Korean brands like the wildly successful American beauty start-up Glossier.[31]

			To reach customers across the region and world, the Korean government subsidizes export-focused beauty start-ups.[32] Government records show that in 2006, only about 350 Korean beauty brands existed. By 2012, the number climbed fourfold, to more than 1,000. In the following decade, more than 7,000 Korean beauty brands were launched, making up the vast majority of the now nearly 9,000 Korean beauty vendors in existence by 2020.

			The Korea Health Industry Development Institute (KHIDI) works with the Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare to help the Korean personal care industry expand overseas. In the 2010s,[33] Chinese consumers were the major market for growth, but in 2020, the resurgence of Chinese nationalism and an increasingly sophisticated Chinese beauty industry coincided with the pandemic. After the Chinese market closed off, industry pivoted. At a 2021 Korean government-sponsored convention promoting K-culture, the KHIDI and Health Ministry promoted a slew of beauty brands to seven targeted growth markets: Chile, Russia, Mongolia, Singapore, Indonesia, Vietnam, and India. According to Kim Mihee, who oversees the KHIDI makeup team, the agency supports K-beauty companies holistically—everything from global market analysis, to running incubators for start-ups that want to expand into exports, to connecting them with buyers in the target countries, to financially backing pop-ups in those markets to see whether brands are catching on. The K-beauty support program started in 2012, and “every year, the funds increase,” Kim says.

			Beauty editors say when it comes to invention and innovation, South Korea’s industry is not just a little bit ahead, but typically at least a decade ahead of the rest of the globe.[34] Jessica Hanson, who led AmorePacific’s U.S. business after several years as an executive at L’Oréal and Sephora, told me the difference between Western and Korean beauty giants was that, in L’Oréal’s case, it was “about domination, market share, a specific way of looking at business.” French companies wanted to be the best, she said. But from AmorePacific’s standpoint, “it’s about being the first.” The challenge, she said, is sticking with that commitment, because the drive for newness is relentless. “We didn’t just look at red ginseng and say, ‘This is a great ingredient, let’s use it.’ [Instead] it’s ‘Let’s study it. Let’s be the first to say what this does.’ Then we have product development like . . . we just debuted the 3D mask at CES [Consumer Electronics Show]. So it’s about being the first.”

			Customers are so accustomed to speed and newness that they expect product lines to appear and disappear as quickly as fashion brands create new looks for each season. Charlotte Cho, a key player in bringing K-beauty to the American masses with her direct-to-consumer K-beauty brand Soko Glam, said K-beauty is about “skincare innovations, whether it deals with packaging . . . formulations and textures, ingredients and format.”[35]

			Take a cleanser, for example. Let’s say that for your whole life whatever cleanser you

			
			
			
			
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/page_xi.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_2.jpg








OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogoCR.jpg
i

DUTTON








OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593184202_cover.jpg
N
\\§
\






OEBPS/images/9780593184202_title_page.jpg
FLAWLESS

[.essons in Looks and Culture
from the K-Beauty Capital

Elise Hu

DUTTON





