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INTRODUCTION



WATCH TEN THOUSAND HOURS OF KOREAN TV AND GET A PHD


People say TV rots the brain. If that’s true, my brain ought to be mush. Pour it into a bowl and call it oatmeal. Stir it around and give it to your kid. It’s gooey! Sell it as a slime toy to ASMRtists! It’s mushy! Call now! I’ll give it to you for a good price.


Like many Americans, I am in debt because I went to college, but because I am addicted to self-inflicted cycles of abuse, I quit my New York office job in 2015 and went to graduate school in Los Angeles, deepening my debt. So please buy my goo-brain. It’s stamped with “PhD” from a prestigious R-1 university. How much would you spend on a brain like mine?


Did you know that you can watch ten thousand hours of television and validate it as “research”? That’s what I did. Hurray, America! I got a doctorate in film and television studies from the nation’s top film school at the University of California, Los Angeles, and my research primarily involved watching ten thousand hours of Korean TV shows over five years. Afterward I was awarded a PhD, and I am now officially a doctor. Can you believe that? It doesn’t matter if you don’t—it happened. My PhD award is sitting in my desk drawer underneath my golden weed grinder and rolling papers. So the next time some know-it-all lectures you on how bad TV is for your brain, tell them that you’re conducting very important research on North and South Korea relations through the Bin-Jin couple’s chemistry on Crash Landing on You (2019–2020). If anyone questions you, tell them that Dr. Grace said it’s okay. It’s okay! You’re participating in the very important work of expanding your awareness.
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The word “television,” broken down to its Latin and Greek roots, means “far sight.” “Tele” means distant, far out (far out!), or operating across a distance. Vision, as we know, is sight. Television refers to the transmission of information entering your vision from a distance. This transmission also refers to where the information is getting blasted from, such as a station, satellite, cable, Wi-Fi, your dreams—basically any imagery that comes together in your view from somewhere afar. Even the distance from the front of an actual television screen is far. “Don’t sit too close to the TV. You’ll ruin your eyes!” my mom shouted at ten-year-old me. I was sitting close to our analog television because my eyes were ruined. It’s genetic. My mother and I come from a long line of nearsighted relatives. Also, it’s a myth that TV wrecks your eyes. Stare at the screen all you want. Oh wait. You already do, except now it’s called a “phone.”


As a culture and society, we’re used to talking shit about television, just like how we talk shit about the rich. We like TV just as much as we like money, but for some reason, we’re taught to disparage both. What’s that about? So many film scholars and cinephiles haughtily pronounce, “I don’t watch TV. I don’t have the time. I don’t even own a television set.” This makes me eyeroll like crazy because the declaration is a self-righteous lie. Everyone watches TV, bro, even if it’s just a little. News counts as TV. Videos on your phone count as TV. Episodic series on streaming services you watch on your laptop and tablet count as TV. Your Instagram stories, mukbang videos, ASMR, Yoga with Adriene, and Maangchi’s bulgogi recipe on YouTube, as well as TikTok dance videos with Gen-Zers drinking dalgona coffee in comfortable pants—yes, all TV. These are another’s vision crossing a great distance to enter yours. We exist in a culture inundated with an infinity of television.


I’m obsessed with Korean TV. I watch it all the time. Korean shows—whether they are K-dramas, reality, or variety—bring me a homey comfort. The combination of language, humor, crying, and music in a K-drama generates a warm familiarity. At the same time, Korean TV shows deeply disturb me. They trigger flashbacks and make my mind traverse back to some of the worst moments in my life that I endured as a child in South Korea and in the States. Watching Korean TV is a very private and personal ritual for me, but I know it is also a shared experience with people around the globe. K-dramas today offer a great deal of reprieve and healing while also addressing trauma. This is why I love Korean television: it offers a multiplicity of experience and reflection.


This book is a journey in analyzing K-dramas in the context of local and international politics, sociocultural issues, histories, and traumas as Hollywood’s TV distribution systems acquire rights to more and more Korean shows due to high demand.


CINEMA AND MEDIA STUDIES, PHD X K-DRAMAS


In any form of Korean studies—whether it be from the department of anthropology, history, sociology, literature, or film and TV studies—there’s always an encounter with national trauma. Korean trauma colors everything in Korean media, but academia cannot effectively nudge trauma toward a productive space for healing because academic language does not give space to feeling or subjectivity.


It is impossible to discuss Korean history without understanding trauma, just as it is impossible to give trauma full attention without inviting feeling. I know this because I’m a trauma survivor. I live with a developmental trauma disorder known as Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, or C-PTSD. It’s a fairly new diagnosis, first named in 1988 by American psychiatrist Judith Herman.


PTSD, which is more commonly known, is often associated with war veterans and survivors of near-death experiences. PTSD gets diagnosed after someone experiences a big trauma (“big T”) in their adulthood, and treatment focuses on helping them return to what their normal self was like before that trauma. But C-PTSD occurs during a child’s formative years when they are still in development, so the person grows up normalized to trauma. There is no return to a self who existed before the trauma. The person’s baseline is a traumatized state, and throughout the years they learn to manage and cope as best they can.


My own trauma disorder originates from my childhood, starting at age four due to prolonged parental abandonment and neglect, physical abuse, sexual assault, emotional abuse, mental abuse, and spiritual abuse in my home, schools, community, and church. One of my C-PTSD symptoms is daily emotional flashbacks. When I get triggered by something in my external environment or by my own thoughts and memories, my mind/body get thrown into an intense feeling of threat, danger, or dissociation as if I am right back in my past. My other symptoms include a constant feeling of worthlessness and defectiveness as well as psychosomatic migraines and insomnia that plague me regularly. With all that said, I’ve been exploring my disorder over the years with a psychologist whose treatment methods and tools have shown effective results. I see evidence of my healing daily, and I know I am making progress because I feel that change inside of me.


When I analyze K-dramas throughout this book, I do so by following my personal language of trauma as I observe characters make their way toward healing. I then reflect this onto my knowledge of modern Korean and Korean diaspora history, culture, politics, and society to offer a layered scope for the shows we watch and love. K-drama is not a single genre of television but rather an umbrella term used to describe a diversity of styles, tones, and stories across genres.


Korean television is here, and everyone—regardless of region, cultural background, gender, sexual orientation, race, or ethnic identity—is into it or, at the very least, has been exposed to it because of Hollywood’s keen attention to Korean media. In 2022 Disney+ acquired exclusive rights to over twenty serialized K-dramas, twelve of which are their own original titles. Disney is harnessing the global fandom power of K-pop stars who spill over to K-dramas, drawing viewers into an expanding market. In 2021 Netflix invested half of a billion US dollars to acquire exclusive worldwide streaming rights for an undisclosed number of K-dramas and films.


Korean entertainment is a multibillion-dollar globalized media ecosystem that closely knits K-pop with K-dramas through their hallyu star system. The K-drama industry also capitalizes on its high production value and compelling storytelling. Netflix’s Squid Game (2021) won six Emmy Awards. Apple TV optioned Min Jin Lee’s bestselling novel Pachinko and turned it into a K-drama written by Korean producer and showrunner Soo Hugh. Pachinko (2022), which won an Emmy for Apple TV, stars top hallyu actors Lee Min-ho and Oscar winner Youn Yuh-jung. Hollywood stars like Steven Yeun and Ki Hong Lee balance jobs with both Korean and American productions. As K-dramas rack up more awards in Hollywood, they continue to gain far greater global attention than they’ve already received.


The old adage among Asian Americans is that we grew up without sufficient media representation. Although things are changing, ample media representation for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) is still an uphill battle with many complex issues to sort through. This is why Korean television was a comfort to me in my youth. I did not feel completely left out because I had access to all the K-dramas, sitcoms, and variety shows my mom rented from our local Korean video store. I saw faces like mine regularly on Korean TV. Growing up, fandom debriefing on seasonal K-dramas was an exclusive community ritual for me and other Korean American kids. Today, we witness a diversity of fan-generated discussions of K-dramas that resounds globally.


I write these pages as a cultural observer and participant in Korean television’s ecosystem. Like all identities, mine is a complex medley. I am a Busan-born émigré, formerly undocumented citizen, cis-woman, neurodivergent, writer, stand-up comedian, Hollywood industry worker, and filmmaker with a PhD and publications in peer-reviewed journals who lives by her virtues as a professional creative and thinker. I wrote my doctoral dissertation on serialized Korean variety shows, but before all that, I am simply a lifelong fan of Korean television.


K-Drama School demonstrates the extent of my learnings through personal accounts melded with academic perspectives on family, gender, sexuality, disability, romance, economics, politics, and education. This book is meant for fans and audiences who want to know more about K-dramas through modern Korean history and the social ailments overcome or currently in battle that produced the shows we binge today. I encourage you to ask questions as an active participant when you watch K-dramas: Why does a particular character, scene, or plot point move you? What is it about this show that has you returning to it? What are you personally seeking when you watch a K-drama, and did you find it? What are the shows you love, and why?


Please don’t think of me as a teacher who is here to “school” you. I’m not that professorial. Imagine me more as the hippie art teacher at an alternative school who doesn’t give out grades, smokes weed, and goes by her first name. Imagine me in big flowy pants, platform shoes, and gigantic costume jewelry. I encourage you to “go deeper,” “explore further,” and “yes!” I don’t walk around with a stick. Screw sticks. Screw grades. Also, I’m not just the teacher at this school; I am also the pupil, textbook, lunch lady, composition notebook, and custodian mopping up some kid’s barf in the hallway.


I want this book to be a source of conversation for you and your friends, colleagues, family, community, and the chatty supermarket cashier to bond over K-dramas you love. K-Drama School is a resource for answering some of your questions and a launching pad for asking more. It is a guide for you to read when you’re onto an interpretation of a show, and you can agree, disagree, subtract from, or add to my analysis however much you please because your analysis is valid! I want these pages to be part of a broader dialogue that I am already having with people through my podcast K-Drama School, which discusses comedy, mental health, culture, education, politics, relationships, society, psychedelics, spirituality, and how we consume and relate to our media as they reflect our subjective and collective experiences.


These pages are meant to be a fun and healing source for you to enjoy these shows just as much as I do. It’s meant to be a deeper reflection on our social psyche and individual minds. Korean TV shows have been a steady companion throughout my life, offering me deep insights, comforts, revelations, agonies, and catharses. I am happy to offer you a friendly and personal reading to carry with you on your journey through today’s maze of K-dramas while you unearth a bigger and deeper you.


Psychoanalyst Clarissa Pinkola Estés says, “Stories are medicine.”1 This point is essential to all my work. Human stories get recycled throughout lifetimes because they offer reprieve.




Although stories are by no means a replacement for therapy and treatment, I do know that engaging in stories is a timeless remedy that expands our understanding for greater compassion. That’s why we read bedtime stories to children to lull them to sleep. That’s why folk traditions from all cultures include stories at their heart. That’s why we tell stories to friends, families, therapists, and ourselves. I apply the same concept when I analyze K-dramas. Stories on TV are stories no less significant than those in literature, cinema, and conversations with Halmŏni.2 I mine K-dramas for medicine to help mend my wounds, face my fears, address what went ignored, speak to my subjective past and present, and inform me with valuable lessons to carry into my future with confidence and anticipation.




Anyway. Class is now in session.


Footnotes






1 Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run with the Wolves: The Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype (New York: Ballantine Books, 1992), 504.







2 “Halmŏni” means “grandma” in Korean.
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LESSON 1:



KOREAN OVERACHIEVEMENT AND SKY CASTLE


My favorite film is the Coen brothers’ The Big Lebowski (1998), which balances brainy profundity and stupid humor in equal measure. What makes this film so lovable to me is Jeffrey Lebowski, aka The Dude, whose rug has been micturated upon in the fair city of Los Angeles. His outfit alone—that vintage knit sweater and jelly sandals from Jeff Bridges’s own closet—should’ve garnered an Oscar nomination for Best Costume. The Dude is an unemployed middle-aged white man living in the Valley who enjoys the company of friends and White Russian cocktails. He represents the kind of lifestyle I strive for—one with simple pleasures like bowling, bubble baths, whale songs, Bob Dylan, a joint, and the occasional acid flashback. He is everything that an anxious overachieving Korean student is not: chill as fuck.






[image: image]








SKY Castle is a good starting point for this book because the protagonists idolize education and schools in a pathological way, getting to the heart of the stereotype that plagues the Asian diaspora around the globe. Where does a Korean parent’s die-hard obsession with their children’s education come from? What does it allegorize in the larger schema of modern Korean history and its “tiger” economy? I don’t know, man. Let’s get there slowly and steadily, starting with the title.


SKY is an acronym for the three most coveted universities in Seoul—Seoul National University (SNU), Korea University, and Yonsei University. Sky Castle is the name of the residence for the show’s characters, although I do wonder why they call their townhouses a “castle.” These houses are swanky but do not aesthetically resemble a castle. Like, where’s the moat? Sky Castle is a gated community of residents obsessed with hierarchy and power. They buy into the fantastical dream that education promises a royal lifestyle, fully lapping up the fruit punch.


EMOTIONAL FLASHBACKS AND POVERTY TRAUMA


The romantic Korean melodramas I grew up watching in the 1990s and early 2000s recycled the same dichotomy repeatedly. There’s the morally upright working-class girl who the rich boy falls in love with, and there’s the bitchy saboteur who spitefully tries to steal the man for herself. Of course, the morally upright one always wins the man, but SKY Castle flips the known premise: What if the bitchy saboteur did win the rich boy and the morally upright girl was abandoned? What if the bitchy saboteur and the rich boy got married and had children? What if the morally upright girl died and the bitchy saboteur is now the show’s protagonist? Oh, ho ho.


The anti-heroine we follow in SKY Castle is Han Seo-jin, and she’s a real piece of work. Seo-jin is the reimagined nineties K-drama mean girl who bagged the rich man by successfully kicking the poor, morally upright girl to the curb. Seo-jin’s whole identity, however, is a complete and utter fabrication. While Seo-jin’s neighbors think that her mother travels to Germany to buy her daughter expensive chinaware and that her father is the former president of Sydney Bank, her childhood friend Soo-im knows the truth: Seo-jin’s original name is Mi-hyang, and she is a working-class daughter of an alcoholic butcher who vends at an outdoor market.


Seo-jin hides her poverty out of shame. In a flashback to her high school days, she runs away from her drunken dad after he berates her in public and throws her a bag of clotted blood to take home to her “bitch” of a mother. Blood leaks from the bag and covers Seo-jin’s clothes and shoes. Then she hears other high school girls badmouthing her.


Poverty is imbued with shame because of class systems that human civilizations built over the eons. Ancestral struggles over limited resources reside in our survival brain. In premodern Korea, prior to the Gabo Reform of 1894, the nation functioned under a rigid caste system. The 백정/paekchŏng (aka the butcher) was regarded as an untouchable—just a notch above slaves. Those in the paekchŏng class not only handled animal carcasses but also worked as executioners. In the present day, paekchŏng is used euphemistically as “butcher” to describe the executioner in organized crime circles like in the show Bloodhounds (2023). In the 1920s members of the paekchŏng community organized to oppose social discrimination, poor working conditions, and low wages, but they were met by opposition from the rest of the country and the Japanese colonial government.3 Socioculturally, the paekchŏng were openly mistreated and looked down upon for generations. Seo-jin’s trauma lies in the shame of identifying with this lower-class rank, which remains stigmatized even after the reform. Seo-jin does everything she can to control her external image through the elaborate lies she constructs out of fear.




In 1992 my parents and I left Busan for New York, where our poverty and ethnic difference cast a shadow over me. Since kindergarten I always felt the need to hide my heritage in this country. It was not welcome. Bringing kimbap to school was unacceptable. Not knowing English was a defect. Not having a pair of formal shoes except for beat-up sneakers to wear on picture day was an outrage. I understand Seo-jin’s pain. Being poor and different creates turmoil and a warped self-perception in a young person’s life. Poverty is a trauma.


When I was four I was sent to nursery school in my neighborhood of Dong-nae, Busan—yes, the city where the train full of zombies with Gong Yoo went to. My school was perched on the second floor of an old building that was a Protestant church on Sundays and a nursery school from Monday through Saturday. My teacher was a tall and lanky woman named Miss So, and she was violent. Corporal punishment was exercised freely at this school.


During art class, all the kids used the same spiral-bound sketchbook and craypas. We sat in long rows, shoulder to shoulder, and were told to draw our family. I drew my parents and me on a sketchpad and colored in my family’s hair with black craypa. “Make sure you save the color black for last. If you use black before you color in the background, it will smudge,” Miss So announced. I immediately felt fear-induced adrenaline shoot down my legs and arms. In a panic, I grabbed a brown craypa and frantically colored in the background because I knew I was going to get hit. I initially wanted to color the background sky blue, but I figured brown would hide the smudges. Miss So caught me before I could finish. The boy sitting to my left had made the same grave mistake. In fact, most of the kids in class had done this because everyone’s hair color was black. Our teacher ruthlessly grabbed my head and smashed it against the boy’s skull next to me. She went around the whole class of four- to six-year-old kids and did this to every child who made the same error, chastising us all the while.


This was fucking art class, bro.


Arithmetic was hell. I did not understand math. Why would a four-year-old be good at math, anyway? Doesn’t make sense. But there were pop quizzes every single day, and I got numerous problems wrong. Instead of teaching math, the teacher would have us stand and wait in a line while she marked the quizzes and ripped through the pages with red ink. She’d raise her switch, a short wooden stick about a foot long and wrapped in black electrical tape to prevent splinters (how considerate!), and make us raise our palms faceup so she could whack the switch over our little hands. If I got four out of ten problems wrong, that would be four whacks. If I got ten wrong, that would be ten whacks. I usually got all ten wrong. I never got better at math. My GRE score in math was in the fortieth percentile even though I studied my ass off every single day for three months, and these were the same few math questions I had studied my ass off every single day since middle school through high school in prep for the SATs. Yup! Beating a kid into learning anything does not work. Even if it does, that kid is now broken elsewhere.


I get triggered multiple times daily. My flashbacks cause obsessive negative thinking and engage imaginary fights with my abusers, but this engagement only causes physical agony and emotional drainage. The only way for me to return to myself is by acknowledging my vulnerabilities and tending to my pain with loving care. I do this by asking questions or mentioning words that land with me until my upset transmutes into an emotional breakthrough. This is a tool I learned in therapy, which serves me well today.


Our anti-hero, Seo-jin, doesn’t have this tool yet. The description I gave you about her is only from the first two episodes of SKY Castle. If Seo-jin went on a healing retreat to Mount Shasta and acquired this tool, there would be no show because screenwriting rule 101 is have conflict. Instead of tending to her triggers, Seo-jin avoids them and does everything to make up for her shortcomings by putting her pride and hopes all into one basket—her eldest daughter, Ye-seo.


OVERACHIEVING TO BE LOVED AND TO LIVE


Ye-seo is a terror. She’s smart as a whip and fiercely ambitious. Her goals as a high school senior are to be the top of her class, get accepted to SNU’s premed program, and become a third-generation doctor for the Kang household to please her paternal grandmother. Ye-seo harbors a protective love for her mother, who is repeatedly disrespected by her paternal grandmother. Ye-seo’s determination is frightening. She throws tantrums when she doesn’t get her way and fawns over authority figures who wield power. She is demanding, narcissistic, and sociopathic in how condescending she is toward her peers. And she’s loud as hell. Ye-seo’s obsession to win and be the best at all costs is driven by spite, and she could not be a more perfect delight in Seo-jin’s eyes.


I invited Dr. Jacob Ham to speak on my podcast about overachieving and trauma. Dr. Ham is a Korean American clinical psychologist serving as the director of Center for Child Trauma and Resilience at Mount Sinai in New York. I asked him why traumatized Koreans have a need to overachieve. He said, “Well, there’s the cultural motivator, which is that the only way you’re going to have food, the only way you’re going to have any status or be able to survive at all is accomplishment.… So there’s this life-or-death urgency to succeed.”4 Dr. Ham followed this with:




On a deeply interpersonal psychological level, I find that overachievement is actually a proxy for seeking love. My thesis is that when our parents are so focused on surviving physically, then our emotional health is put aside. And it’s the next generation’s job to deal with the emotional health once the financial and physical health are secured. And so I think that people just don’t feel loved or valued as individuals. It’s only through what you can produce. And so accomplishment is the only way to garner attention, garner praise. All of those feel good. They feel like love.5




Striving hard feels like a productive means toward staying alive—hence the intensity in characters like Ye-seo. This survival mechanism is tied to the struggle for love. Psychiatrist and trauma specialist Bessel van der Kolk has a similar view in his book The Body Keeps the Score: “Children and adults will do anything for people they trust and whose opinion they value.”6




Educational success for Ye-seo contains an urgent tremor for survival that has been transmitted down from her mother’s life-or-death anxiety around achievement. This life-or-death mentality behind educational success driven by fear dates to the 1970s in South Korea. Only the privileged elite attended universities back then, as South Korea’s middle class was still coming into existence. Historian Nam Hee Lee writes, “Anyone with a university diploma was on the road to becoming bourgeois regardless of his or her current socioeconomic background.”7 South Korean men were more likely to attend schools and enter universities than women; parental sacrifice as well as labor sacrifice by a family’s daughters and sisters were a given in order to send sons to college who were then expected to raise their families out of poverty. My mother and her older sister are examples of this sacrifice. My mother, who desperately wanted to go to school in the 1970s, was not permitted by her farmer father, who considered school a waste of money, especially on a girl. After years of laboring on the farm, my fourteen-year-old mother was sent over sixty miles outside of her village to work at a factory in Ulsan.


Historian Bruce Cumings states, “South Koreans experience a knot of terrible loss, tragedy, bitterness, fate, invisible burdens, an inner negation pushing them down and bending them inward, which they call han.”8 The money my mother sent home while laboring alone as a teenager was put toward educating all five of her younger siblings. The fact that my mom could not attend college is her han—a deeply painful resentment. Her trauma. She still does not stop harping on the injustice she feels for her lost opportunity and the sacrifice she made for her siblings’ upward mobility. My master’s and doctoral degrees don’t mean a whole lot to me right now, as I do not work in academia. They were not even particularly difficult for me to get because reading, developing an argument, writing, and keeping deadlines come easily to me. I wonder if I chased higher ed to its tippy tops in an effort to detangle this han for my mom the way Ye-seo tries for Seo-jin.




This familial sacrifice speaks to the life-or-death urgency behind South Korea’s education fervor. It’s not just one person’s future on the line but rather an entire family’s economic stability. This is why I’ve seen so many Korean families get drunk and fight at reunions. Everyone feels like a victim, and they all point fingers in a drunken rage over what they personally sacrificed for the greater whole. They do this because the roles they each took on did not feel like a choice. They felt like they were pressured into these decisions rather than allowed to make them with clarity, autonomy, and intention. Lee writes that “students agonized deeply over balancing their desire to fulfill their parents’ and their own wishes for success and their sense of responsibility to society.”9




It is no accident that SKY Castle repeatedly mentions the need to create a third-generation doctor within each household. The history of South Korea’s intellectual class as well as the nation’s fledgling middle class that developed in the 1970s was built out of familial pressures, which were rooted in a larger political-economic mobilization by a military dictatorship that envisioned a South Korea with healthy middle and upper-middle classes in its economy. This ambition was driven by the pain of national poverty. This pastime continues into the present day through intense pressure on and high expectations of schoolkids living in the twenty-first century.


My grades throughout elementary, middle, and high school were not great, but they were not shit, either. I was a firm B-average student. When I got to college, however, my grades were stellar. I was also an alcoholic who drank every single night and went to my restaurant jobs and classes hungover in a sleep-deprived foggy haze, but I majored in English, read all the books, wrote excellent papers, and won awards in writing contests for poetry and fiction. A college friend casually observed that I seemed to overcompensate by excelling in school while my personal life was in the shits, and I thought this was an apt assessment. I overcompensated for my self-loathing by overachieving academically. I did not realize I had an addiction to overachievement and overworking until I read Stephanie Foo’s What My Bones Know, in which she mentions workaholism as a C-PTSD symptom—one that causes “moments of intense joy through achievement followed by anxiety over finding my next success.”10 I felt like I needed high achievements because underneath I felt that without such bells and whistles, I am not worthy of anything good. On my podcast Dr. Ham mentioned that praise and recognition for accomplishment feel like love: “It’s the closest thing we know to love, so we chase it with a life-or-death energy that a baby chases being close to their parent ’cause they would die without being close to their parent.”


I added, “Or die without love.”


He replied, “Exactly.”


In a 2019 study by Chae Woon Kwak and Jeannette R. Ickovics published in the Asian Journal of Psychiatry, the authors note that, among the thirty-eight Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) nations, South Korea is ranked first when it comes to suicide. Suicide is the leading cause of death among Korean adolescents. In the journal of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, research documents suicides among Korean children in elementary school as young as the third grade, and many children end their lives by jumping off of high buildings.11 South Korea, according to Kwak and Ickovics’s research, currently lacks “an organization dedicated to mental health research and development,” thus limiting resources and prevention strategies.12 The pressure to achieve academic success and the stress of that pursuit, which determines Koreans’ college entry and job security, are marked as the “major driver” of suicide among South Korean children: “Academic stress accounts for 46% of depression among high school students in Seoul.”13 What drives a student to overachieve to the point of death? They are chasing their parents’ love, because without it, they will die.




REBELS AND THE EDUCATIONAL BATTLEFIELD


My favorite character on SKY Castle is Seo-jin’s younger daughter, Ye-bin, played by the tremendous actress Lee Ji-won. She is in middle school and doesn’t care about grades. She is a rebel cut from a different cloth who doesn’t understand her mother’s and sister’s drive. Ye-bin is an example of a child who remains impervious to the Establishment and the Man. She has no deference to a tyrannical superego like the rest of her family. Ye-bin walks to the beat of her own drum (good for her!), but she does act out by shoplifting at a convenience store.


When Seo-jin finds out about her daughter’s kleptomania, she doesn’t say a word. This breaks Ye-bin’s heart because she was shoplifting to get her mother’s attention. Because Seo-jin is so focused on Ye-seo’s schooling, she neglects her younger daughter’s emotional needs. Ye-bin is highly adept at hiding this need. Most tough girls are needy and hypersensitive empaths skilled at masking their vulnerability with a thick, scaly skin like unfeeling reptiles. Perhaps this explains the punk aesthetic full of leather, chains, metal bolts, and sometimes snakes for pets. Ye-bin has a rough-around-the-edges, Riot grrrl exterior that seems impenetrable, but she is, in fact, merely a child seeking her mother’s love.


Growing up in New York, I used to listen to an East Coast FM morning radio show called Elvis Duran and the Morning Zoo on Z-100. One morning I heard one of the deejays deliver a news story about abused dogs, and she immediately commented that people should be good to dogs because they only want to be loved. I remember wondering, How are people any different? And why is it so hard to admit that?


A Sky Castle resident named Young-jae gets accepted to SNU, and his parents and neighbors praise him, but a dark resentment festers beneath his veneer of smiles and good graces. Young-jae’s mother, Myung-joo, gifts all the mothers at Sky Castle a ceramic Madonna holding a child. The figurine symbolizes a mother’s unconditional love for her baby, but in the parenting styles among Sky Castle parents, the actual holding and bonding are largely absent, especially between Myung-joo and Young-jae.


Young-jae seeks solace in other women due to the lack of warm maternal bonding. One of these is the housekeeper, Ga-eul, who he develops a romantic relationship with. The other is his tutor, Kim Joo-young, a private instructor whose supplementary education guarantees the students’ acceptance into their parents’ dream institution. Her fee costs up to millions. Parents seeking Joo-young’s aid can only access her through invitation as a VIP member at a bank. Her services are reserved for the one percent; she is the Bentley of tutors. Her demeanor is cool, calm, and distant. Her hair is slicked back, and her gaze smolders like hot coal. Her intentions are difficult to read. When Joo-young works with her students, she tends to their emotional needs, knowing full well that their parents are starving them of such. Joo-young harbors a sinister ulterior motive to destroy families by encouraging her students to disappoint their parents.


Myung-joo’s greatest pride as a mother at Sky Castle is successfully getting Young-jae enrolled at SNU’s premed program, which puts Young-jae on track to becoming a third-generation doctor in his family. But as soon as he fulfills his parents’ wish, Young-jae runs away to live with his former housekeeper, Ga-eul. When Myung-joo tracks him down, Young-jae unleashes his pent-up wrath for all the abuse he put up with since he was seven: “You said I didn’t deserve to eat if I wasn’t the top of my class. Didn’t you tell me to go out and die if my grades dropped? I was living in hell. I wouldn’t have survived if it weren’t for Ga-eul.”


Young-jae finds liberation by disappearing as soon as he satisfies his mother’s wishes. Once Myung-joo loses Young-jae, her identity shatters. Myung-joo’s ego had become glued to her son’s achievements. Once this is gone, she loses herself and ends her own life by blowing her head off with her husband’s hunting rifle.


Now, in my talk with Dr. Ham, he noted my way of othering Myung-joo in my analysis. Dr. Ham turned my gaze inward toward my own heart center and got me to see behind Myung-joo’s urgent drive by wondering why she felt the need to go to such lengths. He said,


Somehow this was instilled in her. That if you’re not number one, you will die and you will not eat. She was living that viscerally in her parenting. It was all misattuned to him ’cause he was not hungry or going to get shot if he wasn’t number one. But her survival instincts hardwired into her from the histories of trauma that are hardwired into us intergenerationally—that’s what was ruling her. So, it’s not about ego. It’s just about survival.14




Modern Korean history offers context for such urgent survival methods and where they stem from. It’s more than apparent in the show’s mise-en-scène that Young-jae’s family luxuriates in a lavish lifestyle without any immediate threat of death by starvation and houselessness like Korean civilians constantly felt during the war years. Research investigations conducted by South Korea’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the early 2000s found nearly ten thousand cases of wrongful deaths and civilian massacres during the Korean War. These are the number of incidents—not the complete death toll.


One incident documented by Cumings mentions a massacre from July 1950 in Daejeon, where anywhere between four thousand and seven thousand men, women, and children were killed and thrown into a pit. He writes, “American officers stood idly by while this slaughter went on, photographing it for their records but doing nothing to stop it.”15 The photos were classified and only released in 1999. Even prior to the official declaration of the Korean War in 1950, there were numerous peasant uprisings and guerrilla rebellions that led to countless civil conflicts throughout the divided peninsula, which was occupied by the US and USSR. The country was pulled apart over ideological differences that most locals didn’t understand.




An estimated one hundred thousand bodies—although the exact figure is eternally unknowable—were buried in mass graves or thrown into the sea.16 The names, faces, and stories of these individuals are lost. For this reason, shamanic rituals in South Korea continue the heavy work of appeasing the misery of countless souls. Korean War casualties range between an estimated three to five million. The Korean War’s heated battle where people clashed and killed one another ruthlessly or were mangled, tortured, bombed, and shot by American, Soviet, Chinese, North Korean, and South Korean troops may be a distant memory, but the war rages on in other ways in South Korea’s hypercompetitive society; parents, teachers, and students treat the education system as a war to be won.


In episode nine of Extraordinary Attorney Woo (2022), which is entitled “The Pied Piper,” there’s a character who legally changed his name to Bang Gu-ppong—essentially naming himself “Fart.” Gu-ppong is a self-ordained Commander-in-Chief of the Children’s Liberation Army and wears an army-green jacket as he mobilizes a group of elementary students into excitement before hijacking the school bus and taking the kids to a park to play. Gu-ppong treats his mission to break children out of classrooms like he would a war mission. This is evident in his military rhetoric and outfit. Gu-ppong’s earnestness in his belief that children must play and not be trapped in a classroom lands him in prison for illegally kidnapping grade schoolers. It reveals Gu-ppong’s high-stakes and warlike mentality against adult-induced pressures placed onto children.


Similarly, in episode six of Juvenile Justice (2022), protagonist Shim Eun-seok is a judge overseeing a school case in which over twenty high school students are tried for looking at leaked answers of an exam prior to the test date. One of the defendants is Seok-hyun, whose mother stands on trial and lists what her son’s daily curriculum consists of: private coaching with a required list of books he must read, volunteer job options he should start, clubs he should join to boost his extracurricular activities, 학원/hakwon (aka cram school) for multiple subjects, private lessons to keep up with hakwon, grad students who offload the student’s assignment load, tutors, school reports, contests, admission interviews, and résumé preparation. Seok-hyun’s mom flatly tells Judge Shim that all of this requires money, and therefore the wealthiest students are the ones who get accepted to SNU. She says, “We’re in the middle of a bloody war here.” Seok-hyun’s mom brazenly admits that while her son breached ethics, she does not see how this necessitates legal intervention when the entire educational system is rigged by money for ready-made elite students who come from wealth. War unearths madness. Morality and ethics must go out the window for there to be no regard for human life. The parents of Sky Castle are participants of the same bloody war locked in a vicious cycle of blind ambition for success.


South Korea in the 1960s all the way through the late 1980s was in a constant state of violent political instability. The presidents who came into power in South Korea were not known for being poets, artists, philosophers, or lawyers. They were known for their military service to the Japanese imperial government during World War II and the Korean War. During the military dictatorships of Park Chung-hee and Chun Doo-hwan, many student protestors were arrested and tortured to death. Their bodies were discarded and eternally lost from their family’s reach, just like the civilians who were massacred and then thrown into mass graves during the war.


South Korea witnessed people disappear constantly. Given these historical occurrences, I hear the fear of death in Myung-joo’s extreme parenting methods. It’s possible that Myung-joo’s memory contains headlines of politicians and students getting shot, sights of endless violence on television, and news of losses within her local community and family, not to mention the deeper traumatic well of the Korean War and its devastation that reside within her. South Korea did not develop a stable middle class until the late 1980s, and that class formation was possible through education. Most of the nation was living in poverty after the cease-fire was declared in 1953. Houselessness, illness, and starvation were realities for most Koreans during and immediately after the war. Abject poverty and hunger are part of my own parents’ and grandparents’ memories. Hunger and health neglect due to poverty are part of my own immigrant millennial history in Korea and America. The Korean War never ended. It lives on within me.






[image: image]








My favorite Korean comedian is Yoo Jae-suk. One of the many shows he hosts is You Quiz, where he invites model, comedian, and kimchi-business entrepreneur Hong Jin-kyung and her daughter Rael to the show. Hong comments that as an uneducated mother, she finds herself needing schooling to support her daughter, who is in middle school. Jin-kyung visits the SNU campus to interview students for advice and quickly learns that not a single student had a parent who helicoptered over them and forced them to study. The students say that they forged their own interest in education out of their love for learning.17 So for those of you wondering whether South Korean students and parents really are like the ones you see in K-dramas, there’s your answer. Also, don’t believe everything you see on TV, man. C’mon.


COMBATTING OVERACHIEVEMENT WITH PLAY


We love K-dramas because they use extreme forms of storytelling to moralize the importance of self-care. I see so many ailments among overachieving characters. In Crash Course in Romance (2023) Choi Chi-yeol suffers from an eating disorder, insomnia, headaches, and panic attacks due to gross physical self-neglect caused by overwork. In Reply 1988 (2015) Choi Taek suffers from insomnia, migraines, and an eating disorder due to overwork. In It’s Okay, That’s Love (2014) Jang Jae-yeol suffers from a sleep disorder, tics, and schizophrenia that get triggered by his overwork. In Extraordinary Attorney Woo, attorney Jung Myung-seok develops cancer from overwork and rebukes himself for chasing upward mobility while neglecting his health and partner. All these characters prioritize achievement over self-care, and their overexertion is framed in a pitiful light via the show’s mise-en-scène through sentimental music and sympathetic responses from their loved ones, who rescue them from their dogged routines and habits. Overachievement is self-destruction.


In the portrait documentary Matter of Heart (1986), which is about psychiatrist Carl G. Jung, one of his students recollects how Jung used to take a shovel down to the lake outside his home office and play there for a couple of hours every day before going inside to sit at his desk and work. I came to learn in recent years that I produce my best work when I am in good condition. Balancing work with rest and play are essential to maintain this.


How does one play? Just follow your own joy and curiosity. For more techniques, consult any dog or child. Go on and goof off.


We love SKY Castle because it confronts us with a universally applicable question: Are we motivated each day by fear of our inner critic—the amalgamation of every judgment, criticism, and harsh word we ever heard from authority figures we were so eager to please but were impossible to satisfy—or are we driven by love for ourselves and this life, which is our own and not anyone else’s?


UNSCHOOL YOUR SCHOOLING ASS


I often hear bitter declarations that school is irrelevant. With the massive debt that young adults dig themselves into for higher education, which offers no guarantee of a livable wage in the future, this declaration is understandable. After I graduated with a doctorate degree in 2021 to a desert of an academic job market, recession, and inflation, I sat down and asked myself: Why did I get higher degrees that incurred more debt and didn’t help my relevancy in the job market? A very honest answer came to me: Because I felt stupid. I wanted to prove that I was not a fungible idiot. The abuse and discrimination that I grew up with made me feel like my whole existence was wrong, and my feelings of inadequacy made me chase after higher degrees to compensate for this lack.


Culturally, we go around using the colloquial expression “schooling” like it’s a diss—a way to shut someone down with our intellect, leaving them speechless and floored. Why does knowledge need to be wielded so violently? Also, why do people receive it so violently? When people learn that I have a doctorate, some react with defensiveness and hostility. It’s jarring when it happens, and although I do not to take it personally, I also do not feel the need to dumb myself down or apologize for what I am.


Learning is not a competition, just as not knowing something yet is not a weakness. Furthermore, information and knowledge aren’t necessarily power. That’s an illusion. Our culture has a sick way of making us feel inadequate, then sells us the idea that we need to pay an unreasonable amount of money to go to an institution that teaches us how to arm ourselves with knowledge, like picking up guns as if we’re about to head into battle. All of this estranges us further from ourselves and others.


This false logic makes intellectuals seem threatening. Intellectuals can also remind us of a teacher who made us feel stupid, small, and powerless in the past. Everyone can recall at least one prick of a teacher. Grading one’s intellectual aptitude feels personal, especially to a vulnerable child, and yet we send kids to school when they are just toddlers and use an arbitrary barometer like grades to decide who is better or worse than others, assuming that intellect is singular and measurable: “Get used to it, kids! You’ll never be good enough. Good luck!”


Some schools, like my Busan nursery school, used to beat me on top of making me feel stupid, conditioning me to believe that I deserve to be abused for making errors in class. I only recently learned in therapy that I never deserve to be abused, no matter what. This was radically eye-opening. I didn’t realize how much abuse I tolerated regularly for over thirty years because I believed I deserved it.


Grading never stops. Every job interview triggers the same feelings of panic, worry, and lack, along with the anxiety that some giant stick will come crashing down onto my body. Every Yelp review and every judgmental comment on social media are grades. Grades are judgments. High grades bring on a temporary high by inflating the ego. Low grades trigger shame. But grades are just an illusion. They do not define you or me. Acquisition of knowledge doesn’t make a person any greater or lesser than another. I pursue knowledge the same way I pursue anything else—it expands my conscious awareness by nursing an interest and creating my own meaning to enrich life. It is a very personal experience that matters solely to me.


Knowledge and information are not weapons to use against human vulnerabilities. They are not for “schooling” people to make them feel inferior, even if someone is being ignorant and perhaps hurtful based on their ignorance. Knowledge and information are for sharing and offering people freedom from their miseries by enhancing their consciousness, helping them solve problems, and giving their hearts reprieve through understanding. Grades aren’t real, man. Criticism and judgment from others don’t matter because, as The Dude says, “That’s just, like, your opinion, man.” Opinions are not facts, no matter who tells them.


The great irony to being a scholar is that the more knowledge I acquire, the more the pool of potential knowledge expands. Every subject or idea has a whole field of study behind it with communities, literatures, methodologies, theories, discourses, debates, and histories that I couldn’t possibly master in a single lifetime. The scholar, however, does not give up on her quest for knowledge. That is why PhD is “doctor of philosophy,” as philosophy is a love for knowledge. My degrees are only that—pieces of papers that remind me of what I love. What I’m saying is that it’s okay to not know, even though many of us pretend to know. News flash: scholars are mad insecure. One can argue that I do not know most things, but no one is going to hit me for not knowing something. At least not anymore. And if they do, well, I know how to clap back. [image: image]! [image: image]!


Did you know that you have nothing to prove? Did you know that you’re not an idiot? Did you know that the only thing that matters is whatever you decide for yourself to matter—whatever lights up your eyes and gets your blood moving? Did you know that it is possible to study whatever you want, and find others who share your interest, and have a community that supports and leads you closer to what makes you feel good? Did you know that you never need to waste your precious time or energy on anything that bores you or makes you miserable? Did you know that it’s okay not to be perfect and excel at everything? Did you know that other people’s opinions about you have nothing to do with you and everything to do with themselves? Did you know that it’s okay to live a life that pleases you? I sure as hell didn’t. I only came to these realizations in recent years, and not from school, either. Korean TV played a part in some of these revelations. The rest came from trusty doctors, books, friends, meditation, and acid trips.


I used to wonder what drew me to The Big Lebowski so much when I was a nineteen-year-old college student. I just love The Dude because he wears loose pants, grows out his hair and belly, and lives by his own virtues to stay chill and enjoy life for what it is while doing a J, and I abide. [image: image]
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