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"I used to assume that the direction of "prog
ress" was somehow inevitable, not to be ques
tioned. As a consequence, I passively accepted 
a new road through the middle of the park, a 
steel-and-glass bank where the two-hundred year 
old church had stood, a supermarket instead of 
the corner shop, and the fact that life seemed to 
get harder and faster with each day. I do not any 
more.. .There is more than one path into the fu-
ture ... " --Helena Norberg-Hodge 

Under the influence of Globalization, many na
tions' indigenous cultures are giving way to the 
dominance of Western capitalist culture. As a Korean, 
I can also see that traditional Korean culture is los-
ing its value in the age of globalization. For example, 
Koreans don't wear Korean-styled clothes except on 
special occasions. As global corporations are invading 
all the corners of the world in the world, we are see
ing the influences of these corporations: McDonald's 
fast-food restaurants are now more popular for Ko
rean children than local food restaurants. As English 
becomes the so-called global language, the majority 
of Koreans are trying hard to learn English. Some 
Korean moms are so eager to make sure their chil
dren are fluent in English that they are sending them 
to English-speaking kindergartens even before they 
become proficient in their mother tongue. Also, Kore
ans' view on appearance is being westernized. With 
the great help of the domestic mass media, more and 
more people are trying to look like the Americans they 
watch on TV. In this situation, it is hard to think of 
what's unique about Korean culture. 

What is culture? Culture is about how we live. It 
includes what people wear and eat, how they commu
nicate with others, what kind of houses they live in, 
what they do for fun on weekends and so on. Culture 
is important because it forms a certain system that 
shapes a particular group's way of thinking and liv
ing. In order to make the meaning of culture clear, I 
would divide it into two categories: the first category 

is 'exhibited culture', which is the traditional part of 
culture that we don't live out these days any more. 
Exhibited culture consists of the old culture and ways 
that were popular in real life of days gone by but has 
since lost its practical value. Because it is no longer a 
realistic part of daily life, people exhibit this culture 
in museums, magazines, and tourist centers in order 
to show off the uniqueness of their culture, or they 
participate in it only on special occasions like national 
holidays. For example, the Korean traditional cloth
ing, 'Hanback', which was used commonly in the 
olden days, belongs to 'exhibited culture' because the 
majority of Koreans these days don't wear Hanback 
on a regular basis. Instead, they see it in museums, 
pictures, tourist centers, or worn only on special occa
sions such as New Years Day. 

The second type of culture is 'present culture', 
that culture which is closely related to our real, pres
ent-day lives. Present culture is what we actually live 
with in this day and age. Rather than Korean Han
back, T-shirts and Jeans are closer to present Korean 
culture since these are things more commonly worn 
daily in Korea. When we think about culture, we tend 
to think only of the exhibited culture, so that we put 
ourselves under the illusion that we have a pretty 
unique culture, distinct from the rest of the world. 
However, it is the present culture that largely shapes 
our daily lives and our way of thinking. Thus it is not 
exhibited culture, but present culture that has a more 
real and deeper influence in the shaping of our lives 
and values. 

Although Korea has a uniquely attractive exhib
ited culture in the museums, the present culture of 
Korea is, or is becoming, almost same as that of every
where else in the world. Not only Korea, but many 
nations are losing the uniqueness of present culture. 
It is a dangerous phenomenon, and we should try to 
preserve each nation's own culture. 

The reason for preserving indigenous culture is 
that doing so will keep the world more diverse. It is 
not about being diverse merely on the surface so that 
each nation has something different from another to 
put in the tourist center or museum--that is, the diver
sity of exhibited culture. By diversity, I mean the es
sential diversity of present culture, the diverse system 
of our life today. We need the diversity of the world 
for practical reasons. We need to ensure the world's 
diversity in order to make it stronger. 

It's easy to understand when we compare our 
world with the ecosystem of a certain area. The eco-
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system that has more diverse species is considered 
stronger than the ecosystem that has less diversity. 
A diverse ecosystem is stronger because it is more 
likely to survive an unexpected natural crisis. The 
survival that is written into the code of the more di
verse ecosystem is the main reason why we are trying 
to keep the ecosystem more diverse-it is essential 
to the ecosystem's existence. We preserve many en
dangered species despite the fact that humans don't 
benefit from them directly. Just like the more diverse 
ecosystem is stronger and more likely to survive an 
unexpected crisis, the world that has more systems, or 
more diverse cultures, is stronger and more likely to 
survive any crisis. 

In the powerful book Ancient Futures, Helena 
Norberg-Hodge stresses the importance of diversity 
in the natural world. She points out that more people 
are "just beginning to discover how important even 
the most 'insignificant' insect or plant can be for our 
survival. ... Biologists are now corroborating the life
sustaining importance of species diversity, and some 
are speaking out about the danger of erasing it for the 
sake of short-term gain (182)." This natural diversity 
is not something distant from the cultural diversity 
of the world. Norberg-Hodge writes that: "Cultural 
diversity is as important as diversity in the natural 
world and, in fact, follows directly from it (182)." 
Cultural and natural diversity are evidently insepa
rable. 

There is one actual case that clearly shows the 
danger of a mono-cultural world. In 2002, an un
known disease which was later named 'SARS' (Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome) broke out in East Asia 
and then spread to the rest of Asia, Europe, and North 
America. Although many nations surrounding Korea 
produced a number of SARS patients, Korea didn't 
have a single victim of SARS. Scientists are assuming 
that it is because of 'Kimchee,' Korean traditional food, 
or the uncooked garlic in Kimchee that prevented 
Koreans from acquiring SARS. Scientists base the as
sumptions on the fact that Kimchee and raw garlic 
are the ingredients that distinguish Korean foods from 
other Asian foods. It is unknown whether this as
sumption is true or not. But if it is true, Koreans owe 
a great deal to Kimchee and uncooked garlic. Sadly, 
these traditional staples of the Korean diet are giving 
way to McDonald's French fries as the younger gen
eration of Koreans becomes more in favor of Western 
foods. Fortunately, SARS was not strong enough to 
spread all over the world and destroy our entire civili
zation. We can imagine, though, what it would be like 
if another disease arose even more devastating than 
SARS. If the whole world was eating the same kind of 
food, like the McDonald's cheeseburger, the disease 

could hypothetically kill human beings more eas
ily, especially if the ingredients for proper immunity 
aren't present in McDonald's cheeseburgers. 

Some might say globalization brings more di
versity of culture, but does any diversity really exist 
when Americans and Indians both eat McDonald's 
Hamburgers and Indian Curry? In Ancient Futures, 
Helena Norberg-Hodge writes, "In a modern setting 
it is easy to believe that economic development has 
increased diversity. Efficient transportation and com
munication bring together a vast array of foods and 
products from different cultures. However, the very 
system that facilitates these multicultural experiences 
is helping to erase them and to eliminate local cultural 
differences throughout the world. Lingonberry and 
pineapple juice are giving way to Coca Cola ... Diver
sity does not mean having the choice between ten dif
ferent kinds of blue jeans all made by the same com
pany (182)." Globalization might bring more choices 
to the individual, but it destroys the actual diversity 
of the world. 

By preserving the indigenous culture, I do not 
mean that each nation should remain the same for all 
time. Every culture naturally changes as it associates 
with other cultures. But accepting some aspects of 
foreign cultures that suit one's condition is very differ
ent from accepting another whole culture and aban
doning one's own culture. Welcoming another culture 
as a whole and trying to abandon one's own culture is 
often caused by the attitude of being ashamed of one's 
own culture and fantasizing about another culture. 

This may sound far-off, but it is currently hap
pening all over the world, especially in the so-called 
"developing" nations. The younger generations tend 
to fantasize about Western culture. One student from 
my school in Korea pointed out how the younger 
generation in Korea fantasizes about American foods. 
Self-styled American "family restaurants" are becom
ing popular in Korea. Because they are usually more 
expensive than other kinds of restaurants, Koreans 
anticipate attending these kinds of restaurants when 
they want to have a nice and pricy meal. While they 
are enjoying the food and the atmosphere with their 
friends, they take pictures of the food they eat. They 
like to show their pictures of the American food to 
others by putting them on their own Internet web 
pages. This behavior, so popular among young Kore
ans, well shows the habit of fantasizing about Western 
culture, despite the fact that most Koreans are not 
aware of it. Although I used examples from Korea 
because I am most familiar with my country of origin, 
this fantasizing about Western culture is happening 
in other parts of the world too, whether it's known or 
unknown. 
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Although the majority of people are rushing into 
the flow of globalization, there are some hopeful 
movements towards preserving individual cultures. 
For example, some Koreans are trying to preserve 
Korean culture. They insist on living in a Korean 
traditional house rather than an apartment building 
although it costs more money and is regarded as old
fashioned by the majority of Koreans. They insist on 
an "old-fashioned" way of life even though it is more 
expensive and not as fast and convenient as mod
ern living. It would be much easier for them to eat 
McDonald's Hamburgers and to live in an apartment 
than to eat rice with homemade Kimchee and live in a 
Korean traditional house. However, those people are 
so determined to not to join the flow of globalization 
that they are willing to make the sacrifices involved. 
There are many good reasons for them to go against 
the flow even while the majority of people take life 
way too easy. 

Western capitalist culture, which prevails in the 
open-market, is already so dominant in the world 
that many people tend to assume that there is no 
way but simply accept the modern trend. American 
42nd President Bill Clinton said, "Globalization is not 
something we can hold off or turn off ... it is the eco
nomic equivalent of a force of nature-like wind or 
water." This kind of common comment should be 
carefully weighed before being accepted because it 
aims only at making people feel helpless. Of course, 
there are many more ways of shaping the world. All 
we need to do is earn some time to think about those 
ways by slowing down the speed of globalization. 
We can slow down by making more people aware of 
the danger of this currently dominant flow. Nations 
should be aware of the danger of globalization and 
try to keep their own nation's culture alive. Preserv
ing one's nation's own culture is essential because the 
world should remain diverse, and thus sustainable. 

Editor's Note: This is a personal essay written for ESL 100. 

11 


