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Seoul, October 3, 2005

Dutchman's book offers honest view of Koreans and their culture
 

Koreans tend to pay keen attention to how foreigners view their culture, society and lifestyle. Major newspapers in Korea routinely report on how foreign press covers what's happening here. 
But a big chunk of the reports are just positive news or views (any negative perspective usually sparks a huge backlash, especially from the Internet chatting rooms and bulletin boards operated by overly patriotic and nationalistic Koreans). 

 

"What's So Good about Korea, Maarten?" (Hyeonamsa; 327 pages; 12,000 won) is a book that offers a balancing perspective, with the author providing both positive and negative aspects of Koreans and their culture. 

 

Make no mistake, however. Maarten Meijer, 47, is deeply in love with Korea and its people. And his passionate affection toward Korea has been the key motive to write this informative and entertaining book for both Koreans and foreigners (Korean and English versions were published simultaneously). 

 

Meijer, who spent his childhood years in a small town in the Netherlands, traveled extensively and received his Ph.D. in Russian literature from Moscow State University. In Russia, his family befriended Korean-Russians and Korean natives and developed a taste for kimchi and Korean hospitality. This inspired a move to Korea in 2000. Meijer taught English at a Seoul university for several years. 

 

"I love Korea, and I like and admire Koreans. Together with my wife and four children, the last of whom was born in a Seoul hospital, I have lived in Korea for nearly five years," Meijer says. 

 

Five years may not be long enough to have accumulated in-depth knowledge about a country and its people, but it seems that the period - and the intensity of living here - has prompted Meijer to take what he calls "a much-needed, direct look at Korean people, life, and culture." 

 

On education, Meijer says most of the problems at Korean universities seem to be structural in nature. Citing statistics, he notes that 30 percent of the undergraduate students at Seoul National University, regarded as the Harvard of Korea, regretted they hadn't gone abroad to study, and SNU - the envy of all other Korean colleges - rates at the same level as average or below-average state universities in the United States. 

 

More serious is the old boys' club that is prevalent at Korean colleges. He says, "The core faculty at Korean colleges is remarkably uniform in background and outlook," an indication of the dominance by SNU graduates in key positions that range from government to business to education. 

 

Meijer also points to the problems facing Korea's English language education. It's a huge industry valued at $3 billion a year, and some English-only preschools in the posh Seoul district charge a hefty $800 per month in tuition fee. 

 

"Still, a lot of this investment in the very young proves ineffective. As an English-speaking foreigner walking down a Korean city street, you often would like to plug your years because children appear mostly versed in English curse words," Meijer says. 

 

In analyzing the male-dominated tradition and preference for boys, Meijer says that Korea is often referred to as a "republic of abortion," citing local newspapers. "A new problem for Korean society is the abortion of female fetuses," he says. "The elimination of female fetuses is beginning to have an impact on Korean demographics. For every 100 girls born there are 110 boys. In some elementary schools the number of boys is nearly double that of girls." 

 

Meijer's take on Korea's "class-consciousness" is also incisive. Despite the country's emphasis on national homogeneity, collectivity and social harmony, Koreans are quite class-conscious. "A significant step up the corporate ladder by a Seoul executive inevitably requires a move to a Gangnam apartment and trading in the four-cylinder Hyundai Sonata for a six-cylinder Grandeur. The competitiveness appears in its crudest form during mundane affairs such as a clearance sale at a department store: Women, all properly dressed and made up, lose themselves in virtual hand-to-hand combat over coveted sale items." 

 

He also finds that Koreans have an "emotional capacity beyond that of most ordinary Americans or Europeans" - one of the great strengths of Koreans. The downside: because of Koreans' passionate nature, Koreans have a hard time thinking in a calm fashion. And the "black or white" way of thinking is also widespread, thereby pushing Koreans to think that something is either perfectly fine or totally wrong. 

 

Although Meijer reveals a host of negative aspects about Koreans, the book is indeed about "what's so good about Korea." As the book cover's advertising sentence sums it up succinctly, many Koreans want to escape from their country, but this "Dutchman sticks it out!" 
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