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The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.

The Hound of the Baskervilles, Arthur Conan Doyle




CHAPTER 1
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What is Nunchi?


Nunchi (noon-chee): ‘eye measure’, or the subtle art of gauging other people’s thoughts and feelings to build harmony, trust and connection.



Let’s imagine you have just started a new job at a big company, and you’re invited to a party where you want to make a great impression. When you walk into the room, everyone is laughing a bit too hard at the not-particularly-funny joke of an older woman you’ve never seen before. Do you:


	A) Step in with a really funny joke, definitely much better than the one you just heard. Your new colleagues are going to love this!

	B) Laugh along with the others, even though it’s not very amusing.

	C) Find a tactful moment to introduce yourself to the older woman, who you’ve correctly assumed must be the head of the company.



If you chose A, you seriously need to work on your nunchi. If you chose B, good work, you read the room correctly and picked up the right cues from your new colleagues. If you chose C, congratulations, you’re already on your way to mastering the power of nunchi.

Nunchi is the Korean superpower. Some people even go so far as to say it’s how Korean people can read minds – though there’s nothing supernatural about it. Nunchi is the art of instantly understanding what people are thinking and feeling, in order to improve your relationships in life. Having great nunchi means continuously recalibrating your assumptions based on any new word, gesture or facial expression, so that you are always present and aware. Speed is paramount to nunchi; in fact, if someone is highly skilled at nunchi, Koreans don’t say they have ‘good’ nunchi, they say they have ‘quick’ nunchi.

In the short term, nunchi will save you from social embarrassment – you can’t make a faux pas if you’ve read the room correctly. In the long term, nunchi will make the waters part for you. People will open doors that you never even knew existed. Nunchi will help you live your best life.

There’s an old Korean expression about the power of nunchi: ‘If you have quick nunchi, you can eat shrimp in a monastery.’ Admittedly, this makes no sense until you understand that traditional Korean Buddhist monasteries are strictly vegetarian. In other words, the laws bend to your will.

Everyone can improve their lot by honing their nunchi; you don’t have to be privileged, know the right people or have an impressive academic pedigree. In fact, Koreans refer to nunchi as ‘the advantage of the underdog’ for just those reasons. It’s your secret weapon, even if you’ve got nothing else. As for those who were born with a silver spoon in their mouth, well, there is no faster way to lose your advantages in life than a lack of nunchi.

As Koreans say, ‘Half of public life is about nunchi.’ A well-honed and quick nunchi can help you choose the right partner in life or business, it can help you shine at work, it can protect you against those who mean you harm, and it can even reduce social anxiety. It can make people take your side even when they aren’t sure why. Conversely, a lack of nunchi can make people dislike you in a way that is as mysterious to them as it is to you.

So if you’re thinking, ‘Oh dear, not another Eastern fad – I’ve already thrown away half my clothes thanks to Marie Kondo,’ first of all, it’s not a fad. Koreans have been using nunchi to evade or overcome more than 5,000 years’ worth of slings and arrows.

You need only look to recent Korean history to see nunchi at work: the country went from Third World to First World in just half a century. Only seventy years ago, after the Korean War, South Korea was one of the world’s poorest nations – poorer than most of sub-Saharan Africa. To make matters worse, it had no natural resources at all: not a drop of oil, not an ounce of copper. By the twenty-first century, South Korea had become one of the richest, coolest and most technologically advanced nations on the planet.

It now manufactures most of the world’s semiconductors and smartphones. It is the only member nation of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) that started out as a borrower of money and then became a lender of money.1

Sure, some of that was down to the usual luck, hard work, and a little help from their friends, but if it were that simple, any number of other developing nations could have achieved exactly the same thing. Yet none did. The Korean economic miracle has always been based on nunchi: the ability to ‘eye-measure’ other nations’ rapidly evolving needs, to manufacture export products that evolve as quickly as those needs, and to recalibrate plans based on the universe’s only constant – change.

If you still question the value of nunchi, ask yourself why K-pop is even a thing.

Nunchi is woven throughout all aspects of Korean society. Korean parents teach their children about the importance of nunchi from a very young age, on a par with lessons such as ‘Look both ways before crossing the street’ and ‘Don’t hit your sister.’ ‘Why do you have no nunchi?!’ is a common parental chastisement. As a child, I remember having accidentally offended a family friend, and defending myself to my father by saying, ‘I didn’t mean to upset Jinny’s mother.’ To which my father replied, ‘The fact that the harm wasn’t intentional doesn’t make it better. It makes it worse.’

Some Westerners might find my dad’s criticism difficult to understand. What parent would prefer that their child be mean deliberately rather than accidentally? But think of it another way: children who choose to be mean at least know what they hope to achieve by it, whether that’s getting even with a sibling or winding up a parent. But a child who doesn’t even know what consequences their words have on people? A child with no nunchi? No matter how sweet and kind they are, they are likely to be on the losing end of life, unless this cluelessness is trained out of them.

Some are born with nunchi, some achieve nunchi, and some have nunchi thrust upon them. I had it thrust upon me. When I was twelve years old, my family moved from the US to South Korea. I didn’t speak the language at all, yet I was enrolled in a Korean public school. This was the best nunchi crash course I could have had, because I had to assimilate into a foreign culture with zero linguistic clues. In order to work out what was happening in my new country, I had to be hyper-reliant on my nunchi, which became my sixth sense.

What made it even more challenging was the huge nunchi gap between the US and Korea. In the US, interactions are informal, and you can get by with minimal nunchi. Americans don’t bow to each other; the language doesn’t have a ‘polite’ versus ‘familiar’ hierarchy; and you can call grown-ups by their first names. By contrast, the Korean culture and language are hierarchical and full of more rules than there are stars in the sky. For example, Koreans cannot even call their own older siblings by their first names; it has to be an honorific such as ‘older brother’ or ‘older sister’. According to Confucian principles, a harmonious society requires everyone to know their place and act accordingly. Problem: if I didn’t even know what to call my own siblings any more, I was 100 times more clueless as to how to behave in a Korean school.

I had no lever to pull except for watching what the other schoolkids were doing. That’s how I learned two cardinal rules of nunchi: 1) if everyone is doing the same thing, there is always a reason. I had no idea how to stand at attention, or at ease; all I knew was that everyone else was doing it, so I studied their bodies closely and mimicked what they did; 2) if you wait long enough, most of your questions will be answered without your having to say a word. Which was great, because I didn’t know any words.

This nunchi trial-by-fire helped me understand what was expected of me, it opened my mind up to love learning, and it also made the teachers and students more patient with me. Just over a year after arriving in Korea, I was first in my class and a prize-winning maths and physics student. Within eighteen months, I was elected class vice-president and was given the authority to hit other students (a slightly dubious privilege given to the favoured few). All of this, despite the fact that my Korean was still terrible, and I still got made fun of for my Western ways. But I am living proof that you don’t have to be the best in order to win – as long as you have quick nunchi.

Yes, I was a hard worker, but studying alone wouldn’t have got me far without nunchi. Nunchi is what can turn a huge handicap (in my case, no knowledge of Korean) into an unexpected advantage: because the teachers were always talking too fast for me to follow their words properly or take many notes, I had to discern from the teachers’ faces and tones of voice when they were saying something really important, as in they were probably going to include that topic in the exams. Loud voice, I learned = you will be tested on this. I also noticed, for example, that my seventh-grade physics teacher would hit her palm gently with a stick when she was trying to drive a point home. (Teachers carried sticks at all times; they were wooden bits of hardware covered with electrical tape. Usually they were for beating students.) So even though I was still a dunce and could barely take notes, the teachers were ‘telling’ us what was going to be included in the exam without actually telling us.

Nunchi is a part of daily life in Korea, because Korean culture is what is known as ‘high context’, which is to say that a great deal of communication is based not on words, but on the overall context, which has countless factors: body language, facial expressions, tradition, who else is present, and even silence. In Korea, what is not being said is every bit as important as the words that are spoken, and a person who pays attention merely to the words is getting just half the story. But this in no way means that you need nunchi only in Korea. Even in the West, life is full of high-context scenarios requiring your nunchi – even if you didn’t know such a word existed.

You Need Nunchi

You have surely noticed that the more important a situation is, the greater the likelihood that the most crucial information is not expressed out loud, or not expressed truthfully. Nunchi might be your only ally in such moments.

When it comes to the practical application of nunchi in daily life, it’s important to understand that the unit of nunchi is the room. What I mean by this is that the object of your observation should not be an individual, but should be the room as a whole and how the individuals within it are acting and reacting.

Have you ever been in a room when a famous person walks in? Even if your back is to the door, and you can’t see who it is, you know from the reactions of everyone around you that something has changed. That is nunchi in action: an awareness of the cues we get from others.

You may not think of a room as a single living, breathing organism, but it is. It has its own ‘temperature’, ‘barometric pressure’, volume, mood – and these are in constant flux. Koreans talk of a room as having a boonwigi – the room’s atmosphere or wellness level, so to speak. Everyone is a contributing member of this boonwigi just by being there. Act with no nunchi, and you ruin the boonwigi for the whole room. Act with great, or ‘quick’, nunchi, and you can enhance the atmosphere of the room for everyone.

It may help to think of a room as a beehive. Even if everyone seems to be acting independently, a part of their brain is contributing to the hive mind. Everyone has a role. Including you. Your job? To work out what your role is.

Until you discover your role – and even after you do – you should always be ‘eye-assessing’: a fruitful activity with immediate benefits! You don’t have to be anxious about doing or saying the right thing if you remember your primary activity is eye assessment.

So what is it that you’re observing? A skilled nunchi practitioner understands they are seeking answers to these two questions: ‘What is the emotional energy of this room?’ and ‘What kind of emotional energy can I emit in order to flow with that?’

And why should you care about what vibes you are transmitting? It is best expressed in a saying often attributed to Maya Angelou: ‘I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.’

Here are some examples of poor nunchi. If you can recall similar incidents, think about the consequences you or others suffered as a result:


	You walk into a room and see people looking sombre. You joke, ‘Where’s the funeral?’ only to discover that someone’s father literally just died.

	Your boss is slamming doors and for some reason you hear people crying in the office toilets. That’s the day you choose to ask your boss for a pay rise.

	You’re at an ‘open house’ for a prestigious company where you are angling to get a job. You spend the whole time trying to impress an employee because he has a flashy tie and acts important. Only later, when you get a text from him asking, ‘Care for dinner and a play?’ do you discover that he was chatting you up. You also learn that the dishevelled lot whom you’d assumed were interns were in fact the people running the company.



An intrinsic part of nunchi is the dimension of change: understand that everything is in flux. As the Greek philosopher Heraclitus wisely wrote in the sixth century bc, ‘You can’t step into the same river twice.’ Adapting that principle to nunchi: the room you walked into ten minutes ago is not the same room as it is now. Being aware of your preconceptions, and learning how they can inhibit your powers of observation and adaptation, is a key part of honing your nunchi. Most of us understand that different situations require different behaviours – we don’t act the same way at a funeral as we would at a birthday party – but sometimes the very familiarity of a situation can blind us to the fact that everything in it has changed, and so should we.

A successful business person understands the importance of adapting quickly to change. Some investment banks conduct interviews in which the interviewers start fussing with the windows or moving conference rooms midway through, precisely to see how the candidate deals with unexpected changes. Those who are unable to adapt to the unexpected are, in the interview and in life in general, at a disadvantage.

When you enter a room, having good nunchi means observing before you begin to speak or interact. Who is standing with whom? Who has three biscuits on their plate when everyone else has only taken one? We have powerful social instincts that give us strong clues about the room, but we have to be observant – more focused on others than on ourselves – in order to read them.

Sherlock Holmes, the Victorian-era detective conceived by author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, was an expert in reading the room. From his very first meeting with his friend and sleuthing partner Dr John Watson, Holmes is able to deduce that Watson has recently served as an army doctor in Afghanistan, based on his tan (‘his face is dark, and that is not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair’), his haggard face, and the stiff way he holds his arm, denoting an old injury. Later in the stories he gently chastises Watson for his inability to do the same: ‘You see, but you do not observe.’

Holmes is a master of using his observational skills to solve mysteries: a woman’s dress has mud splashes only on the left sleeve, so Holmes can tell that the woman must have been sitting to the left of a driver in an uncovered horse-drawn vehicle. In several stories, he is able to gain clues by studying people’s smoking habits, or the ash they leave behind.

We can’t all be Sherlock Holmes, but we can learn to apply some of his skills in our everyday lives. And just like Sherlock Holmes, whose detections are made in a split second, speed is essential when it comes to nunchi. You must adapt rapidly to every new piece of information and every new person who enters the room.

Let’s say you’re being interviewed for a job by the department manager, Jack, who tells you, ‘The job is pretty autonomous. Would you say you’re good at working solo? That’s what we’re looking for.’ As you are about to answer, in barges a woman introducing herself as Jill but giving no other information about herself. She says to you, ‘Hey, I have some questions too. This job will have you working closely with a team. Are you a team player? Because we’re really not looking for a lone-wolf type.’ In other words, Jack and Jill have given contradictory descriptions of the job.

Do you say you’re a lone wolf to appease Jack? Or do you say you’re a team player to please Jill? You have to decide quickly. You can’t go home and google her title. What you do notice, however, is that Jack is deferential to Jill and keeps his mouth shut while Jill is talking. Also, you note that she didn’t apologise for lateness.

If you are in this situation, do you tell them:


	A) ‘Well, Jack and Jill, you’ve both said totally contradictory things. Why don’t you get your act together and call me then, ha-ha.’

	B) ‘I think I really shine as a lone wolf.’ Your reasoning: Jack was the first one you met and therefore he’s the decision-maker. Jill didn’t apologise for lateness; that’s rude and I’m not listening to her. Plus she’s female and thus probably Jack’s assistant.

	C) ‘Well, I’m equally good at working solo and also in groups. I’m simply good at everything.’

	D) ‘I can think of situations where I’ve done well both solo and in groups, but I think I really excel at cooperative work.’ Your thinking: that’s what Jill said she wanted, and based on her comportment I think she is probably Jack’s boss.



On the balance of probabilities, you are best going with option D. Jill didn’t apologise for lateness because she doesn’t care what Jack thinks. You would be reasonable to conclude that Jill is senior to Jack and it’s Jill whom you have to impress. She’s the decision-maker.

Developing quick nunchi can help you get that job. It can win you more friends. It can make people take your side even when they aren’t sure why. Great nunchi will smooth your path to success. Learning to develop your nunchi is something you can start to do immediately, right where you are, regardless of your education or your job or what you think your prospects are. You don’t need to buy any fancy equipment to become a nunchi ninja, or take training courses. All you need is your eyes and your ears, and some guidance on how to use them wisely.

The popular epic book-and-television saga Game of Thrones could also be called Game of Nunchi: it juxtaposes characters with extremely quick nunchi against those with fatally bad nunchi. The character with the best nunchi by far is the ‘Halfman’ Tyrion Lannister. His defining trait is that he can sense when threats are real and takes them seriously. Almost every other character in the series has bad nunchi, particularly the ones who don’t care that winter is coming and who don’t believe in the existence of the White Walkers – the withered scary ice creatures – despite abundant proof that they’re set to destroy mankind. The entire Stark family starts the series with awful nunchi – particularly Sansa, who ruins everyone’s lives because she’s a bad judge of character and wants to marry the sadistic Prince Joffrey. As the series progresses, and they’re forced to rub shoulders with the worst life has to offer, their nunchi improves … slowly.

Don’t be like the Starks. Improve your nunchi before life forces you to do so, the hard way.

Practising nunchi takes a lot of time and effort. But you know what takes even more time and effort? Cleaning up after you’ve made a bad impression. Dealing with the anxiety of not knowing why people are suddenly mad at you. Unpoisoning a well you didn’t even mean to poison.

This book will show you that nunchi isn’t some quaint Korean custom like taking off your shoes before entering a house. Nunchi is the currency of life.




CHAPTER 2
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The Korean Superpower

Korea, some claim, has been invaded 800 times in its history. Why? It’s on the nexus of both China and Japan and, as any historian will tell you, it’s a curse for a small country to be in such a strategic location.

Yet despite this tumultuous history, Koreans have not just survived as a nation, but thrived. As well as its astonishing pauper-to-prince economic trajectory, Korea has become a cultural dynamo that punches above its weight globally.

According to the concert ticket seller StubHub, America’s third-highest ticket-selling act of autumn 2018 (after Elton John and Ed Sheeran at one and two) was the K-pop boy band BTS.

There is no earthly reason why this should be happening. These songs aren’t even in English; in fact, they’re in a language that is spoken in only two countries in the world: North and South Korea.

Nor is it rational that Korean beauty products have become globally mainstream, and available in major retail chains from Paris to New York. Korean cosmetics are not revolutionarily different from other beauty products, yet they have presented themselves as so cutting edge, so modern, that K-beauty is a recognised influence around the world.

So how does a country that had almost no indoor plumbing just seventy years ago become almost mythically cool?

Nunchi, obviously. Survival of the fittest, to paraphrase Mr Darwin, doesn’t mean survival of the strongest; it means survival of those with the quickest nunchi.

Where Did Koreans Get Their Nunchi From?

Korea’s folk tales celebrate nunchi

























The Nunchi Scale







	I feel awkward saying something without knowing the other person’s mood/mental state.

	Even if someone is saying something indirectly, I still comprehend the subtext.

	I am good at quickly discerning the other person’s mood and inner state.

	I do not make other people uncomfortable.

	At a social gathering, I am able to distinguish easily between when it’s time to leave and when it’s not time to leave.








Everyday Nunchi in Korea







Holding your sleeve


Nunchi’s worst enemy: the smartphone













	‘So what do you think?’ – because you care what they think, and you can’t read their body language over email.

	‘Let’s talk more when I see you’ – in other words, take the conversation offline.




Nunchi for Non-Koreans












QUICK QUIZ



	After a cup of tea, your host says, ‘I’m not sure I bought enough lamb, but would you like to stay for dinner?’ You say, ‘Sure, I’ll just eat the side dishes.’

	At a work meeting, your colleague completes her presentation and says, ‘So if there are no more questions, I guess we can break for lunch.’ At that moment, you say, ‘I have a question, actually.’

	You know your boss stress-eats chocolate bars when he’s in a bad mood, so you glance in his waste-paper basket to see if there are any wrappers before asking for a promotion.

	You barge into a room and tell a joke.
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