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The Nature of Korean Selfhood :
A Cultural Psychological Perspective
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The fact that koreans have their own unique cultural history and heritage suggests the possibility that

koreans’ psychology is also unique to koreans and different from the psychology of westerners. It was

attempted here to analyse the psychological concepts in everyday usage which were supposed to

reflect characteristic make-ups of korean psychology. For the purpose the concepts of Cheong,

Woori, Chemyon, Nooachi, and Han were analised from the perspective of indigenous psychology,

finally construing koreans’ self-psychology. Koreans self are characterised as being defined in group

showing great concern about interpersonal relationship having developed very subtle way of emo-

tional and implicit communications, having high seansitivity to social face, and their deep emotional

stratum being stuffed with ambivalent emotional quality of anger and repentance, that is, Han.

introduction

One of the most powerful conceptual forces
represented in the Western, particularly North
American, psychology Is individualism. This
characterization does not just refer to the per-
vasiveness of individualism-related themes or
topics in" a plethora of current psychological
research. It, rather, points to the psychology of
individualism, from which conceptual emulation
has been unwittingly set as a disciplinary routine.

This individualistic orientation is most apparent
in the current representation of the bhasic psycho-
logical unit, the self. As described in the current
Western literature, the self normally refers to an

autonomous, individuated human entity. Individ-

ual beings are fundamentally separable from the
other fellow beings, and exist as self-contained,
unitary, or differentiated unit.

My argument here is not intended to refute the
validity of this shared understanding of the self in
the Western community of psychologists, but to
challenge the cross-cultural applicability of this
individualistic perspective of the self. As far as
the Korean society is concerned, the individual-
ized self is a socioculturally foreign and anony-
mous concept. It does not reflect the indigenous
experiences of the self of the Koreans.

Recognizing the need for constructing a new
concept of the self that can capture the daily
experiential representation of the self of the Kor-

eans, Sang Chin Choi, the author of the present



paper, and his graduate students at Chung Ang
University have been working for the investiga-
tion of indigenous characteristics of the self of the
Koreans. The present essay represents the sum-
mary of research results on the topic that they
have collected for the last decade.

To begin with, I will briefly review existing
cross-cultural literature on the self, which will

include the self of the Japanese.

Literature Review

In general, the self in collectivistic oriental

societies is characterized as follows :

1. There is an emphasis on we-ness, collective
identity, emotional dependence, collective soli-
darity (Hofstede, 1980) .

2. The self is defined by the characteristics of the
group he/she belongs to (Triandis, 1980).

3. There is an emphasis on relatedness(Kagit-
cibasi, 1987).

4. The self has a de-differentiated self boundary
(Choi Soo-Hyang, 1992).

5. The Japanese self has a clear distinction
between the self in a social context and the self
in his/her own consciousness (Doi, 1973 ; John-
son, 1985).

6. The Japanese self manifests denial of itself in
the interaction with other selves(Minami,
1971) .

7. Among the Japanese, the dependent self

(amae) is culturally acceptable.

The self in individualistic Western societies is
represented as follows :
1. There is a strong emphasis on “I, " autonomy,
~ emotional independence, individual efforts,
privacy, and pleasure-seeking.
2. There is an emphasis on exchange rather than

on emotional attachment in interpersonal rela-

tionships(Sinha & Verma, 1987).
3. There is an emphasis on separateness(Kagit-
cibasi, 1987).

The common threads that run through the com-
parison of the self in collectivistic and individualis-
tic societies are that the former emaphasizes
group-solidarity and group-dependent
emotionality, whereas the latter puts forward
individual-based efforts and existence first. To
my view, this dichotomized understanding of the
self in the orient as “not-being-individualistic”
tells only half of the story. To get the hearf of,
say, the self of the Koreans, one needs to look at
the indigenous characteristics that are unique to
the daily experiences of the Koreans. In other
words, the self of the Koreans needs to be told in
its own terms. The following chapter deals with
five indegenous concepts that are believed to be
essential to the portrayal of the daily self of the
Korearns.

The Self of the Koreans :
A cultural-psychological view

1. Cheong (1%)

The Korean culture is often called a culture of
Cheong. To that extent, Cheong is the most com-
mon and pervasive emotionality governing the
Korean’s psychological experiences vis-a-vis inti-
macy, relatedness, and affection in western cul-
tural context. When this attachment-like feeling
is transformed into an appreciative form of the
bond,

Cheong reality comes into existence. Koreans’

affect-natured psychological Koreans’
person-related Cheong is one of the most impor-
tant emotional dimension toning the informal or
personal aspect of their social relationships There
being no exactly corresponding notion in the

West, Cheong can be roughly portraited as feel-



ings of attachment on person, object, or place as
a result of a long-time contact of intimacy, affec-
tion, and self sacrifice for the other person or
objects.

For Cheong to be generated, there first should
be an element of Historicity between Cheong
agent and Cheong object, which can be person,
object, or place. Cheong agent must spend a long
period of time with the Cheong object. When
Koreans have lived in a house for a long period of
time, they often say they have developed Cheong
with the house. When two neighbors have lived
together in a same place for a long time, they may
also say that they have developd Cheong with each
other.

Temporal historicality, however, is not an
enough condition for Cheong to be generated.
While the Cheong agent and Cheong object spend
time together, they should encounter times in
which they come to recognize, confirm and rein-
force the idea that they are not two different
entities. When the two neighbors have gone
through a tough time together living in the same
community, they will develop stronger Cheong
than those who have not got a chance to recognize
that they are in the same fate.

Related to the above Solidarity element, the
Cheong agent and Cheong object should create
opportunities in which they feel they are not two
different entities separated from each other.
Cheong-ful people are, thus, often observed to be
emotionally dependent upon others and not psy-
chologically autonomous. Because of this emo-
tional dependency imbedded in Cheong, Cheong
can be most likely developed among those between
whom intimaty, privity, and warmy shared feel-
ings are experienced.

What is implied in the Korean psychology of
Cheong is that Koreans can develop most intimate
emotional ties when they feel the shared mind ([

A+) in which each individual’s selfhood is ensured
with the co-existence of the other’s selfhood. For
Koreans, giving one’s Checng to somebody mean
giving one’s mind to him/her. They can be most
emotionally close to each other when their individ-
ual selfhood is opened to and merged into the
other’s selfhood, creating a fused unit of mind (—
A»). This collective nature of the self of the
Koreans becomes even more apparent in the Kor-
ean psychology of We-ness to be dealt with in the

following section.

2. Woori (2], We-ness)

We-ness psychology is not unique to Koreans
only. But compared to that of the Westerners,
Korean We-ness psychology features the follow-
ing characteristics that may be regarded to be
indigenous to the Koreans.

@ According to our research, while the Canadian
participants emphasize cognitive awareness of
commonality as a key factor defining a we
-relationship, the Korean participants points
to affective dimensions, such as warmth, inti-
macy, comfort, security, etc., as major asso-
ciation of we-relationship. Two things are to
be noted here. One is that, to Koreans, the
concept of We is not a phenomenon to cognize,
but to feel. Secondly, to Koreans, the concept
of We bring out pesitive interpersonal feelings
that can be felt when the person is socially
accepted in the group.

@ In the Canadian’s representation of we-ness,
the individual “I" of we-members retain an
adamant presence, whereas the Koreans’ idea
of we-ness overlooks the individual parts, and
highlights the fused state of individuality, such
as one-ness and whole-ness. Implicit is a com-
plete absorption of an individual self to the
whole of the group. This I-merged-We-ness

should be distinguished from the Western con-



cept of We-ness in which individual “T's” still
remain autonomous even in the context of We
-group.

What is clear is that the autonomous and differ-
entiated state of individuality is not one of the
primary repertories of the Koreans’ representation
of self. Koreans’ selves lack the cognitive power
to recognize the others as well as themselves as
separate, individuated entities. They are very
likely fused to the central power of the assumed
-we-hood-ness. Once fused, they become not only
invisible, but also indivisible. Being capped in this
esoteric power of We-ness, the Korean selves
hardly experience an autonomous individual exis-
tence,

3. Chemyon (&)

If We-ness and Cheong aptly characterize the
Korean grammer of close and informal relation-
ships between individuals, the Chemyon psychol-
ogy of Koreans best reveals status-conscious,
social aspect of the self of the Koreans. Chemyon
is literally the appearance or surface of one’s self.
Self-esteem need not be contingent upon the per-
ceptions of others. Social esteem, however, is
closely tied to Chemyon. So, Chemyon can be
called the social self of the Koreans. The charac-
teristics of the social self of the Koreans revealed
by Chemyon psychology are as follows.

@ Because Chemyon is regulated by societal
norms and rules of propriety, a person must
behave in accordance with his or her social
position. Acting in a manner contrary to one’s
position could result in the loss of Chemyon.
The social selves are required by the society to
act in a manner that is befitting of their posi-
tions.

@ Maintaining Chemyon constitutes a social
action carefully orchestrated by oneself or with

the assistance of a partner in front of an audi-

ence. Thus, maintaining one’s social face in
Korea requires not only the individual person’s
discreet behavioral codes but also a highly
complex inter-personal maneuvering skills.

® Chemyon needs to be maintained mainly in
formal and public settings. If Chemyon is
regidly observed even among close friends, the
relationship will be strained. Implying is the
multi-layered structure of Korean’s social self
that needs to be adopted to different social
contexts.

@ Chemyon is an important phenomenon in a
hierarchically relationalized society where one
must be aware of one’s own position and
others’ perception of self. In Korea where the
selves abe not only un-differentiated but also

the “watchful

attitude” toward the others and one’s own self

relationalized to the others,

is an essential social technique to learn to

survive.

4. Noonchi(E%|)

If the social currency of exchange between indi-
viduals in Western culture is overt behavior and
its outcomes resulted, its corresponding currency
for Koreans is the nature of the inner mind
motivating and directing the overt behavior
manifested. The concepts of Cheong and Woori
(We-ness) which represent Korean psychology of
interpersonal intimacy and close relationship com-
monly refers to certain state of inner mind of the
persons involved in interactions, instead of de-
scribing particular form or nature of the overt
behavior manifested or its outcomes.

Accordingly, Koreans are always alert on read-
ing and conjecturing the nature of inner mind
hidden behind the other person’s overt behavior.
The Korean concept of Noon-Chi literally mean-
ing reading or conjecturing someone’s mind includ-

ing emotionality, therefore, finds its functional



values in Korenas interpersonal and com-
municational psychology.

The Koreans’ Chemyon psychology also posi-
tively contribute to the development and activa-
tion of Noon-Chi behavior. In Chemyon relation-
ship where hierarchical formality is relationally or
situationally precipitated, persons involved in
interaction are likely to confront subtle conditions
where the overt expressions of one’s inner mind
and emotionalities are better to be avoided. Under
that condition, both Noon-Chi-gaving and Noon
-Chi-reading behavior/activities are likely to
become a viable mode of interpersonal and
situational adaptations. Implicit and covert,
instead of explicit and overt, language of Noon
-Chi is coded/decoded through multiple verbal and
nonverbal channels in dynamic and situational
context. As reasons for undertaking Noon-Chi
behavior, Koreans gave the followings .

(D When I sense that the other parties appear in

their behavior and speech to desire to convey
some messages.

@ When [ feel a Noon-Chi figuring-out process
will be more advantageous than a direct com-
muication in maintaining a smooth relationship
with the other parties.

@ When I need to know how the other parties
think about or evaluate me.

@ When the other parties show an unusual behav-
ior not previously observed.

® When I am in the lower position in the
relational hierarchy or not very sure of the
acceptability of my own behavior in a given
context.

® To make the others feel at easy by making
them feel understood.

In sum, Koreans use Noon-Chi behavior to
make the interaction smooth or maintaining the
relationship on favorable terms, and avoid a prob-

lem-laden situation by taking a cautious attitude.

Social interaction is a risk-taking behavior, to
Thus,

develop various social strategies to minimize and

some extent. people in most societies
if possible, to avoid having the risk given the
chance. Politeness is the most well known strat-
egy. The main difference between the Western
notion of politeness and Korean Noon-Chi is that
the former is a more explicit form of communica-
tive interaction to save each other’s face.
Definitionally, Noon-Chi is also a form of
politeness communication. But unlike the Western
Noon-Chi

behavior does not execute that "Excuse Me” atti-

form of politeness communication,

tude freely and overtly. When the Westerners
have a tacky question to ask, for instance, he/she
will first excuse himself/herself asking such a
question to the other person. When Koreans are in
that kind of situation, they wouldn't dare to say to
excuse themselves. They will silently monitor the
situation until they figure out on themselves the
sign that it will be O.K. to utter the question at
all.

One of the main reasons for the Koreans to take
such a reserved and passive communicative behav-
ior is that their selves are so relationally and
hierarchically entangled that the “in-hetween”
interpersonal dynamics preclude any openly ex-

pressed politeness approaches.

5. Han(IR)

Han is the inmost emotional fabrics constituting
the basic, foundational structure of Koreans’ cul-
tural self, It is basic in the sense that Koreans'’ life
including arts, literature, and even any daily
activities can not be understood without modest
understanding of Korenas’ Han psychology. If
asked for even any naive Korean to single out the
most Koreanistic ethos reflected in Korean litera-
ture and arts, Han would never fail to be the

theme of unanimous consensus.
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Han refers to the complex psychological state of
multiple pent-up emodions such as resentment,
anger, grief, regret, hatred, etc., engendered by
undefensible and/or irreversible tragic events.
Those aversive emotions of Han remains, un-
resolved or not vented outwardly, in the deep seat
of emotional structure. The concept of Han might
be better understood only through looking at the
temporal process of it's development and transfor-
mation occurring intra-psychologically in the
mind of the person involved in tragic events. The

nature of Han state varies according to temporal

Fig. 1. Four Stages of Han development

sequence. Four developmental/transformational
stages were identified in Figure 1 presented
below.

In Stage 1, three typical episodes producing
Han were described : 1) being discriminated un-
justly by others. 2)serious deprivations in basic
improtant needs. 3) grave regret associated with
unrevocable mistake. These episodes produce
untamed, raw emotions such as fury, anger,
vengence, frustration, and outrage.

In the second stage, these raw emotions are

transformed into Han emotion and further develop

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4
Reactive Transformation Reflective Transcendental
Phase Phase Phase Phase
Tragic Acceptance Protest
event or ¢ P v fat Detachment
situation or trageay ate
Deprivation Self-blame Yes, but- disengaged
Injustice Fatalism Why me ? Aloof
Mistakes Nihilism Optimism Impartial
Rationalize Other-worldly
Raw Internalization Emotional Emotional
emotions of emotions release serenity
fury suffering grief & calm
anger pain elation peace
vengence SOITOW sorrow & joy Void
frustration helplessness sadness & Nothingness
outrage hopelessness happiness tranquility
Social Social Social Cultural
pressures tolerance acceptance Glorification
passive distancing consolation celebration
acceptance sympathy empathy collective
pity Cheong consciousness
SUppress raw compassion verification glorification
emotions reification
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into Han psychology when the external sources
engendering these emotions can not be removed or
straightened. Instead of venting out their anger
and vengence, they come to accept the given
reality and gradually come to attribute the whole
happening of the event as part of their own fate
against which they can do nothing. When convin-
ced that the cause of the event is lying within their
own fate, there exists no more anger directed
towards external sources, Yet, there still remains
a lamentable feeling toward his/her own fate that
has brought forth the whole circle of tragic experi-
ences.

In Stage E where reflective pondering over the
tragic episode occurs, the question of “why did
this happen to me ? "-confront against the accep-
tance of the tragedy as one’s own fate or fare.
Here two contradictory emotions, one is outra-
geous, and the other self blaming, are to coexist
in a single mind with a ever recycling superiority
of one emotion over the other.

In the last stage of transcendence, the contradic-
tory coexistence of anger emotion and cognitive
acceptance of the externally forced tragic events,
and ambivalent emotions of blaming both self and
others are gradually transformed into personality
orientation toward external world and life. This
phase meets with Buddhistic sentiment of empty
mindedness, transiency, and positive acceptance
of ordeal and hardship.

If Koreans do not convince themselves that the
cause of the tragic event is part of their own fate,
and keeps on attributing it to the external sources,
they would not develop Han({E) but Won(4®8),
that is, revengeful mind, instead. A person of
Han who has much Han in his personality and
emotionality is likly to attribute the externally
caused pains and hardship to one’s own lot and

thus to have highly developed secondary controls.

Conclusion

A few years age, | had an opportunity to have
dinner with my Korean friends at one of restau-
rants in Hawaii. In the restaurant we were served
by a Hawaiian waitress. She was smiling at us,
helping us choose our menu. At the table, we were
talking about Hawaijian personality. All of my
Korean friends simultaneously made the same
voice shouting “Oh! the Hawaiian waitress has a
deep Cheong for us Koreans” . As a matter of fact,
that was a Hawaiian hospitality instead of Korean
“Cheong”.

This is a clear example showing how one’s own
culture influences perceptions of peoples’s behav-
ior in another culture. Culture not only conditions
the nature of our experiences but also programs
the very psychology of our cultural behavior. The
cultural psychology operational in a particular
society is transformed into psychology of people of
the particular culture, and vice versa.

Koreans have a long, unique cultural history
and heritage. This iraplies that they have unique
and rich, culturally toned “mind” psychology.
The Koreans’ mind psychology has been studied
with the Western psychology of behavior. The
psychological concepts developed in individualis-
tic Western culture such as identity, self, ego,
exchange, autonomy, self- actualization, aliena-
tion, growth psychology, guilt feeling, involve-
ment, etc., might be imposed upon Koreans but
can not be assimulated as such by Korean students
or even by Korean scholars. If assimulated, they
are likely be distorted in Korean cultural way.

In the present paper, five psychological con-
cepts of Korean cultural heritage were analyzed ;
Cheong, Woori, Chemyon, Noon-Chi, and Han.
These concepts were taken from living everyday
The

abstracted as follows.

language. results were distilled and



First, while Westerners place primary signifi-
cance on manifested behavior and its outcomes,
Koreans put more emphasis on the inner mind (.(»
%) which are assumed to be responsible for the
behavior produced. This points to the necessity of
Korean psychology for incorporating social psy-
chology of inner mind (-(+/%) of Koreans.

Second, the Western concept of individualistic
self can not be applied directly to the understand-
ing of Koreans. The concept and theories of
Koreans’ self need to reflect Koreans’ cultural and
historical experiences and the process of their
transformation into Koreans’ psychological prop-
erties,

Third, Koreans’ social self has a multifaceted
nature. In close in-group relations, the selves of
individuals are fused to each other, forming a
collectivistic we-group self. On the other hand,
the self in social relations is oriented toward one’
s social face and status. On this level of interac-
tion, Noon-Chi and Chemyon are sensitized and
activiated.

Fourth, Koreans’ emotional self is best char-
acterized with Han emotion. Han emotion pene-

trates through Korean literature and arts.
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