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Global Value of the Korean
Culture

It is very moving to be back in Korea today. I still remember my first visit to
South Korea in 1986 and the first person I met when I arrived was Dr. SaKong 1.
Of course, South Korea today is a completely different country. It is different not
only because it is a more developed and democratic country now, but also because
its culture and civilization are now better known abroad.

When I first came to Korea in 1986, Paik Nam-June was the only Korean name
I knew. He was probably the only South Korean that the average person in France
knew. Today, I think many educated Europeans or Americans are able to recognize
more Korean artists. Yi Munyol, who is here with us today, is a very famous writer
and well known in France with a wide readership. South Korean movies have
been extremely popular in Europe with Im Kwon-taek and Park Chan-wook being
particularly well known. In art, we know Lee Ufan and Jheon Soo-cheon. There
are many Korean artists that are now quite well known, at least among the people
interested in culture at large.

My first remark is that there needs to be a focus on the name and personality of
the artist. We can talk about policies from the ministry of culture, but the ministry
cannot produce culture. It can support culture. Culture is basically produced by the

artist. If you forget that the artist is at the center of the discussion, then a coherent

* Transcript of a speech given at the IGE/KT Seminar “Culture, Korean Economy and
the Korean Wave” April 20, 2012
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policy is not possible.

The artist must be at the center of our preoccupation. The more South Korean
artists that are known and promoted, the livelier and more recognized the South
Korean culture would be. Let’s not forget who the main actor is.

I would like to mention a few more detailed observations. First, I do not want to
focus on the so-called Korean Wave, but I would like to react to what has been said
in other speeches. Minister Choe tried to answer the question about how Korean
the Korean Wave really is. There can be arguments made for it being both more or
less Korean. However, being on the receiving end I can say that I do not feel that
it is very Korean. When youngsters in Paris or New York dance to K-Pop, they do
not care if it’s Korean or not. There is some ambiguity about the Korean Wave. 1
think there is somewhat of an overestimation on the Korean side on how Korean it
is. It is not actually received as being Korean on the other end. It is global and that
is good. It is good for South Korea to become part of the global culture and add
an element to it. We should look at K-Pop and other popular music not as Korean,
French, or American but as part of a bigger global culture. Korea should be proud
of adding one element and one Korean dimension to the fusion culture.

I would evaluate the impact Korean Wave as such. One, South Korea has
become part of the global culture. It is not right to see it in a strictly patriotic way
and it does not fit the movement very well.

The second point I would like to make is that Korean artists and writers are quite
isolated abroad. Most of the artists that have gained recognition are known through
their private initiatives, gallery initiatives, and publisher initiatives. They usually
get very little support from the South Korean government or the private sector. For
example, last summer the Guggenheim in New York was dedicated completely to
Lee Ufan. This was the first time it was ever dedicated to a major South Korean
artist. It should be expected that private Korean companies or the government

would bring some support to this exhibition. However, that was not the case.
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I regret that too often South Korean artists are left on their own to promote their
work. Of course, poverty is the price to pay when you are an artist. But there is
quite a discrepancy between the political will to promote and improve their soft
power and not taking care of what is happening with South Korean artists who are
left on their own.

My third observation is something that I have often written about, and that is
that I have always been struck by the fact that leading South Korean companies,
such as Samsung and Hyundai, have been so good at promoting their trademarks
and have become global brands and simultaneously erase the fact that they are
Korean companies. Polls show that when French consumers buy a Hyundai car or
a Samsung phone, 80% of them have no clue about the origin of the product and
this is true in other countries, as well. If they are asked, then they will usually say
that it is made in Japan.

I talked about this with the marketing representatives with these companies in
France and they think that this situation is fine. They believe that if consumers
think the products are made in Japan, it is better for them because Japan has
such a strong brand and South Korea still has a weak brand. The chaebols have
a deliberate marketing strategy of ignoring their South Korean roots. This will
probably disappear, but we are still in a kind of intermediate stage where South
Korea is getting better known through both its artists and its products, but still not
recognized as a global brand.

My fourth observation is really a criticism about the government policy. From
the receiver end, the Korean cultural policy does not strike me as very strong or
coherent. For example, South Korea does not have a logo. There is always debate
about what it should be. France has the Eifel Tower and the United States has the
Statue of Liberty, but what should the logo be in Korea. Of course, a country does
not necessarily need a logo, but the worse thing is to have several logos in conflict

with each other. This is exactly the case in South Korea. On one side we have “Land
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of the Morning Calm” and on the other side we have “Dynamic Korea.” When
somebody arrives at the Incheon Airport, they see both of these, plus the logo of
“Hi Seoul”. People visiting Korea wonder where they are. Korea needs to make a
choice and stick with it.

There is a distinction between civilization and culture. Civilization is eternal,
and culture is something which is dynamic. The promotion of culture is different
than the promotion of civilization. This is an important distinction in the case of
Korea, because there are two Koreas. When we talk about civilization, we mean
the civilization of both Koreas which can become a bit complicated. When we
talk about culture, we talk about South Korean culture because North Korea does
not produce any culture. The North just keeps repeating some eternal aspect of
the Korean civilization. I would stress that cultural policy should come first and it
should support the living artists.

Now, I would like to talk about the relationship between the economy and
culture. I would like to remind everybody what the economic benefits of a
dynamic culture are. First, culture is an industry. It is a bit shocking and is not a
normal industry, but it is still an industry. It has been estimated that in Korea, the
cultural industry represents about 500,000 jobs. This is not a negligible number
and even more so because it is a growing industry. This means that at a time when
industrial jobs are under constraint because of international competition and higher
productivity, culture is a promising market for future jobs.

One of the problems in South Korea is that by being so successful at
industrializing the economy the other part of the economy including culture and
tourism has been a bit marginalized. Jobs in those industries are considered by
many young people to be marginal jobs. It is important to shift the mindset of
people in South Korea, so that they think tourism and culture are real industries
that have jobs for them.

This is part of the larger debate about the South Korean economy. Jobs related
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to service industries will increase and because of productivity gain the number
of jobs in manufacturing will be stagnant. This is the first reason why culture is
directly related to the economy and the creation of jobs.

The second benefit of culture in the economy is that it brings added value to
what is produced. This notion of cultural added value can be seen in the case
of consumers willing to spend more on a French perfume or wine because it
is French. Likewise, people will pay more for a German car just because it is
German. There really is an added value on these products which is based on the
idea that consumers have about the culture of these countries. If somebody buys a
South Korean car, however, it is not because of any notion they have about South
Korea. They buy it because the price is right.

To summarize, the more Korea can create dreams about Korean culture and
civilization, the higher the value of Korean products will be and the greater the
desire of the consumer to buy Korean products will be.

This is beginning to be the case in the telephone industry, but this is an
exception. In most cases the competitive edge of South Korean industries is not
linked to the South Korean culture. This is because of the relative weakness of
South Korea as a cultural brand.

The third benefit of a strong cultural policy is what has been called soft power.
To be heard on the global stage is extremely important for a country like South
Korea because it is under the permanent threat of North Korea. If South Korea
wants to be heard and respected, then it needs a strong cultural brand. I must say
the success of the G20 in Seoul was extremely important to increase South Korea
as a brand and to make South Korea respected. This means that many people
around the world would be more committed to the security and safety of South
Korea. Soft power for a country like South Korea is not a negligible asset.

An active cultural policy is absolutely fundamental for the three reasons of

creation of jobs, added cultural value, and safety through soft power. I have several
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specific recommendations for what the cultural policy should look like.

First, I like to say that Korea is sitting on two gold mines. The first is the Korean
civilization and the second is the Korean culture. Korean civilization is surely a
gold mine and it can be seen at the national museum. I have been there several
times and I was simultaneously full of admiration and extremely disappointed that
the museum is not better known abroad. The museum is unique and it is a jewel
for Korea. There is no other country in Asia which has a museum that equals it. It
lets visitor understand the whole Korean civilization from its beginning until today.
It is a gold mine that should be exploited more. For example, the museum has
two statues of Buddha in a semi-sitting position. One is shown to the public and
the other is not. The Buddha which is not shown to the public should be touring
the world permanently. I deeply regret that I have never seen even one article in a
French or American magazine about the Korean National Museum. I very often
say to foreign friends that the museum is a good enough reason on its own to come
to Seoul. They can spend a day there and discover an unknown civilization. As you
know, the Korean civilization is still a hidden secret in the West. People are not
aware of the Korean civilization and Korea does not promote it sufficiently.

Another thing Korea should be promoting is that South Korea is a success
story. It is one of the very few success stories after the Second World War. The
combination of democratization, economic development, and cultural progress
is unique, but it is not promoted as such. South Korea should send speakers and
academics abroad to express that it is possible to combine culture, development,
and freedom. It is important to promote this combination of values right now
because there are other models like the Beijing model. The Chinese are saying that
there can be development, but culture is something else and democratization is
something that we might see a century from now. South Korea is in the position to
say that countries can combine all of these elements and it works.

Second, I recommend the public and private sectors to join forces. As I
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mentioned before, I am struck that the Korean chaebols do not play the Korean
card at all. We need to ask them why. What is wrong with being Korean? Does
it prevent Samsung from selling cell phones or Hyundai from selling cars? It is
important to understand why they have this marketing strategy.

Third, turning to the government, I would like to ask them why they do not
have a marketing strategy. It is very clear that the South Korean government has
no marketing strategy to promote Korea as a brand or to promote Korean culture.
I know there are some very nice Korean institutes around the world, but they are
mostly made for Korean audiences overseas. The institutions that do exist overseas
are practically unknown to the non-Korean residents. There is a real deficiency in
marketing-research and marketing-strategy.

What I would suggest is the creation of a cultural foundation to promote Korean
culture abroad. Only a foundation could merge the financial resources, the energy,
and the intelligence of the artists, the private sector, and the government. If this
was done, then there could be a clever and well focused marketing strategy that
emphasizes what others expect from Korea, rather than what Korea wants to send
to them. This would address a problem with the current publicity campaigns for
Korea abroad. The existing campaigns are designed from a Korean perspective
and they probably please Koreans, but they are completely impossible for New
Yorkers or Parisians to understand.

My fourth recommendation comes back to what I said earlier. There can be no
cultural policy that does not support the artists. I know that artists are expected
to be poor, but why do Korean writers not have any support to have their works
translated in many different languages? It does not cost much for the government
to help with translation of books. Additionally, when there is a Korean artist
exhibiting his work abroad, why do they not receive any support from the private
sector or the government? This is really a lost opportunity for Korea.

My final recommendation is to bring more foreign scholars, academics, and
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journalists into South Korea. Culture goes both ways and this is one of the best
ways to promote both the Korean civilization and its culture. South Korea is not
on the map for European scholars, academics, and journalists. For example, Korea
should propose for scholars to come and teach at Korean universities for a couple
of years. If Korea does not bring them, then they will not come.

A dynamic Korea and dynamic cultural policy with positive economic
consequences requires a policy of exchanges. Any foreigner who spends
some time in South Korea becomes an ambassador for South Korea. The best
ambassadors for South Korea are not the officially appointed ambassadors. The
best ambassadors are the South Korean artists and the foreigners that have spent
some years in South Korea and are in a better position to speak abroad about what
South Korea is.
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The debate that we are having today does not only relate to culture.
Rather, it relates to all aspects of Korean society. Korea is at a turning
point. This is true in every area because individualism is competing against
the system. It is true in politics where we see NGOs interfering with
politics. It is true in the economy where we see large companies competing
with small entrepreneurs. It is also true in regards to culture and education.

The question is whether Korea will be able to shift its traditions and
policies towards a more service-oriented and a more individualistically-
oriented society or if it will remain a prisoner of group think, big systems,
and big organizations which have actually been extremely successful so
far.

While I was listening to the discussion today, I was asking myself what
is so unique about Korean culture. What makes it different? There are
basically two things that came to my mind. First, it is very local. When Yi
Munyol wrote about the forgotten war in a part of Korea, it feels very local.
This is why it interests me. Because it is local, it has global appeal. The
Korean civilization is very unique because its focus is so small and precise
and that is what gives it a universal value. I do not think that Yi Munyol is
telling the truth when he says he thinks about his readers when he writes.

At least, I hope he doesn’t. I think it is because he doesn’t think about his
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readers that he became a global writer.

The second aspect of what makes the Korean culture distinct is the
incredible continuity. When I look at contemporary Korean artists such as
Paik Nam-June or Jheon Soo-cheon, it comes to my mind that they could
only be Korean. There is a deep continuity between contemporary art and
Korean tradition. This is quite unique and it is why I have suggested that
part of the Korean National Museum should be devoted to contemporary
artists. When I made that suggestion to the museum, I was told that it was
not needed because there is another museum for contemporary artists.
I do not accept this argument because contemporary artists are part of
the continuity of the Korean civilization. This unique continuity must be
promoted because we do not find it in other parts of the world.

There is a distinction between marketing and culture. We cannot decide
who will become an artist. The only thing that we can do for artists is help
them and promote their work. When an artist emerges, it is always an
unpredicted miracle. We cannot create a system that will suddenly increase
the number of artists. We can, however, create a system that gives artists
support from some foundations and the private and public sectors, so they
do not strive alone. This will let artists express the incredible continuity of

the Korean civilization.
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