Episode: Valentine’s Day
-----------------------------------

Jennifer: So, just for the record, Bomb English will now be coming to you bi-weekly, every two weeks, instead of weekly.

Michael: And today’s episode, we’ll be talking about Valentine’s Day (booh! booh!) and Jennifer is one of the people in the world who considers Valentine’s Day (evil) a negative thing. Not a good thing. So, please explain to the many people who like Valentine’s Day why you don’t like Valentine’s Day?

Jennifer: Well, um… hahaha… Where to begin? Um… It’s kind of noxious for a number of reasons, especially in Korea. Ah.. there’s this big ‘couples culture’ in Korea, where there are all these ‘couple days’, ‘couple events’, ‘couple menus’, and if you’re not in a couple…
Michael: So, I assume you’re not in a couple, because you’re very bitter about it…

Jennifer: No, I mean, don’t get me wrong. I actually really enjoy my life and I’m not pining away for the love of the man, um… but it’s kind of obnoxious to have so much of the culture oriented towards people who are in couples doing ‘couple things’ wearing, oh got help us, ‘couple clothes’.

Michael: So, I mean… I find some things annoying um… Not so much out of pure bitterness. 

Jennifer: It’s not ‘pure bitterness’ I have some moral and philosophical objections to the holiday independent of my single status.

Michael: Well, some I… I probably share them, I probably share the irritation with it being so commercial, and there being so much pressure to ‘Buy this!’ ‘Buy that!’, ‘If you don’t buy this… you’re…’ you know, in Korea…
Jennifer: You’re “bad”, you’re a bad boyfriend or girlfriend.

Michael: And I think, you know, dividing it up so that on, you know, it’s a little overdone. In Korea, sometimes, I think there’s no sense of limits, sometimes things are done to death (to excess), you know like they say in, you know in America, ‘beating a dead horse,’ but this is like ‘beating.. until… ‘
Jennifer: It’s like beating a mastodon - it’s been dead way longer than that.

Michael: Because they have in Korea, Valentine’s Day where the woman gives the man chocolate…
Jennifer: The woman gives the man chocolate, and this is my first problem…
Michael: Well, (I..) before we get to that… before we go to that… and then in the following month, it’s White Day so it’s not even normal Valentine’s Day, where couples just give each other shit, it’s, you know, one side gives the other side so you can double it, and then it’s extended to Black Day, where you’re supposed to … and then there’s like…
Jennifer: Yellow Day and Green Day and.. (yeah) there’s one for every month.
Michael: And if there’s one for every month, there’s no… why is Valentine’s day.. (there’s nothing special about it..) it’s just kind of stupid, and it’s commercial…so commercialized. That it… that it becomes annoying.

Jennifer: Right. It’s not about spending quality time with your partner or finding something special to celebrate about your relationship; it’s about buying shit.. buying lots of shit, buying cakes, buying chocolate, buying candy, going out to restaurants.

Michael: And, that’s why I don’t like the 빼빼로(Pepero) Day. ‘Cause it’s a pure commercial ploy. No 빼빼로 Day…
Jennifer: I actually give 빼빼로 Day a pass, because of the package of peperos, you know, it’s 천원(1000 Won).

Michael: But it’s an advertising campaign! you know…
Jennifer: I like 빼빼로, I am okay with 빼빼로 Day.

Michael: I am okay with 빼빼로, but then the null sense of limits… when you get the 빼빼로 the size of, you know, like small children, you know like, 빼빼로 sticks that you can’t even eat.
Jennifer: Yeah, when you can’t eat the 빼빼로 stick it’s no longer cool.

Michael: Yeah, you can’t eat a 빼빼로 stick that’s the size of a baseball bat.

Jennifer: Or stale, but um… going back to Valentine’s Day and White Day, it’s REALLY commercial, it’s commercial in the States but it’s REALLY SUPER COMMERCIAL here, and I just… God it’s nauseating!

Michael: It’s the one part of the life that I do find unfortunate and annoying about Korean contemporary culture, because it’s just so um… I think everyday life is so over-commercialized here that umm, you can’t even have social relations anymore without spending money, and you know, in modern day life that’s true anywhere, but here you really have to factor-in certain social relations with how much money you have you know, like (yeah), going to the family restaurant or you’ve always got to go to a coffee shop or I mean literally everyday to meet people, you’ve got to spend 20 or 30 dollars, sometimes. Just to sit and talk with someone, for 2 hours, it’s 오천원, or you mean just, coffee and some Coffee Bean, you know, kind of place.

Jennifer: And dating here is really commercialized, because there’s no, as we talked about in a previous episode, there’s few places, you know, just in somebody’s house, where you can really meet, so you always have to go out and there’s so much…
Michael: Few places to get busy! (errrmmm..) to get … get it on…!

Jennifer: Umm… Continuing on in our non-dirty conversation… and there’s also when you’re dating somebody, there’s all these ‘couple clothes’, ‘couple rings’, giving the right presents, in a way that seems really strange to me. In America, people don’t have ‘couple rings’, people don’t wear ‘couple clothes’. It’s consumerism to mark yourself as part of a couple.

Michael: Well, yeah, I mean if it was truly just a consumer choice, but when it almost becomes a requirement, that’s where it starts irritating me.

Jennifer: Yeah, I’ve heard of people breaking up with boyfriends and girlfriends because they didn’t remember all these, you know, anniversary dates like the hundredth day of dating and give a present, or the appropriate present.

Michael: And, yeah my perspective is if you want to break up with me because I didn’t remember it was Yellow Day.. I mean Valentine’s Day I can understand.. okay you should remember Valentine’s Day. But if I had to remember it’s Yellow Day, I’m like, Bye! you’re not worth it anyway! See ya!

Jennifer: When I first came to Korea it amazed me how many days there were to celebrate as a couple like the one-month anniversary, the one-hundredth day anniversary… Nobody in America has one hundred day celebrations. We just don’t. People would think you were a lunatic, if you’re like, ‘we’ve been dating a hundred days, let’s celebrate!’ And you know, it’s not to say that the idea of…
Michael: I can partially understand because.. it’s all like.. baby lives a hundred days in the old days they’re celebrating.. and if a relationship in Korea, frankly, lasts a hundred days, it’s one of the few, that is, because, you know, especially when you like the freshmen, sophomore, there are a lot of relationships that last for a few weeks or not, you know, not too many days after your meeting or whatever. (It’s just that there’s..) So, it’s a survival thing.

Jennifer: I understand the urge to mark that your relationship has survived x-amount of time, but there are so many of them in Korea. And getting back to another reason I hate Valentine’s Day.. I like chocolate. (Okay, that’s ok there’s chocolate on Valentines days) I like chocolate! But they don’t give it to me, chocolate goes to boys, boys don’t appreciate chocolate the way girls do!
Michael: Well, then you should like White Day.

Jennifer: I hate White Day, they don’t give you chocolate, they give you marsh mellow and nasty little hard candies, I want chocolate, I want dark chocolate!
Michael: If you are an independent woman, buy your own chocolate.

Jennifer: I do buy my own chocolate, but I buy it as a matter of…
Michael: Don’t depend on a man to give you chocolate.

Jennifer: I am not depending on a man to give me a chocolate, I buy my own chocolate and I buy it whenever the hell I want. But I don’t see why I should give a man chocolate and then receive marsh mellows in return unless they’ve been dipped in chocolate!
Michael: So, your second reason is, actually, just a funny reason?

Jennifer: Yeah, I like chocolate, I don’t want to get white candies and stuff, I wanna get chocolate (yeah..) and I don’t want… it puts all the onus on women to go forth and declare by giving men chocolate.

Michael: I think, I think I uh… I’m annoyed by the split. I mean, on Valentine’s Day, I was surprised myself.. I was like ‘Why do you split it between men and women…?’ It’s so complicated, ‘Why do you..?’ it’s really complicated. Valentine’s Day is internationally known as just, if you have a significant other, if you’re part of the couple or something, well, you do nice stuff on that day. But in Korea there’s too many specific things.. There’s tasks!
Jennifer: This is the day when women give men chocolate followed by a month later when the men give the women candy, followed by a month later when all the pathetic uncoupled people go eat 짜장면 and wear black, followed by the time they go and eat curry, followed by the time you have a picnic in the forest with 소주 bottles ’cause they’re green! God! Almighty!

Michael: But, you know, this being said, I think most of this little culture of days is mostly limited to kids like students…
Jennifer: Yeah, its young people, middle-aged people are not running around doing all this stuff.

Michael: Yeah… most people, are working and whatever, or like… I didn’t know it was purple day… Is there a purple day? I thought there was a purple day.
Jennifer: There probably is, I know there is a Rose Day.

Michael: Ummm… I don’t even know what you even do on a Rose Day…
Jennifer: I start losing track after you’ve hit Green Day.

Michael: Is Rose Day when like if you don’t have a significant other then you put a rose up your ass? Um…
Jennifer: That’s about what it feels being in Korea and not being in a couple… that’s part of it too, in America, Valentine’s Day, you know if you’re in a couple ‘great’, and if you’re not well.. whatever.. But in Korea, there’s like this ‘Oh~ you’re pathetic’, ‘you’re alone~’
Michael: Well the other thing about couple’s culture in Korea that is irritating, it’s not even actually couple’s culture, it’s group culture… um, is, you know, sometimes I like to go take a nice book that I bought and I want to read ‘cause it’s hard to get time to read and, you know, everyday, the busyness of everyday life, and go have a nice meal by myself and read, just because it’s nice, you know, it’s like I want to have a nice steak, and I’ll go read a book… right?.. and people are like ‘Wow~ you’re reading by yourself? You know.. isn’t that boring?’ or people actually, you know, come up to you sometimes, and they’re like, ‘you are by yourself?’ you know, in Korea people don’t even eat… I was, you know, I once took a book to a 갈비 restaurant and, you know, that was maybe my own fault, I should have saw it coming but, you know, I wanted to have 갈비.. I told the lady okay, I’m gonna have like 2인분, 2갈비s, and can you like roast it back there, I just want eat it or I don’t wanna, you know, have the trouble to roast it.

Jennifer: You were making trouble!
Michael: No, but she was like ‘Okay, that cool’ cause, you know, sometimes they’ll have special orders or make it to go, whatever, and so she cut it up and I’m eating my 갈비, and a table, the next table, actually full of some 아저씨s, was like ‘Oh, my gosh! Come eat with us! You’re alone..’ and I appreciated them, but I was like ‘I don’t want to’, I want to eat reading my book’, they’re like ‘Oh, in Korea…’ they’re trying to explain to me, ‘people don’t.. shouldn’t eat alone.’ It’s… I’m like ‘I want to be alone, stop talking to me, It’s my book, I want to read my book!’
Jennifer: That’s a very… I think that’s a very western and a very particularly American thing to want to be, out in a public space, but alone. umm… It’s very common for people in the West to go to a café and sit there and drink their coffee alone (and read a book alone) and read a book or use their computer and not want to be with other people, they want to be out… 

Michael: They want to be out with people but not in contact.

Jennifer: Right (yeah). And in Korea, I think some of this extends to the idea that you should want to be in a couple all the time and if you’re not in that kind of relationship…
Michael: There’s something wrong with you!
Jennifer: They’re something wrong with you and you must be dying of loneliness. Now, I mean, I’ll admit, I’d be happy to meet somebody, but I’m not dying of loneliness, I do not spend every waking minute just crying because ‘I don’t have a man!’
Michael: Yeah, and that’s the thing that you get the feeling, you pick up on the fact that if you’re not in a couple or you’re not with other people then there’s like no place for you (right). And seriously when in the social, I guess, atmosphere, you know, if you go outside and you go to a café, you go to a movie, you go to a lot of the stuff in Korea is so like group or couple-oriented, uh… you can’t even afford, actually, to go to the place because, uh… like, for example, the Outback, the Outback, the prices seem to be priced such that, you know, three or four, say, four women go to meet, they’re gonna probably order two or three dishes. Knowing that…
Jennifer: And then they share them (they share them) because, it’s too expensive to go in and eat a single dish on your own or at least relatively much more expensive than any other place and the portions are made for multiple people to pick at.

Michael: So, when you go to like get a um… a pasta dish for like 20 bucks uh… you know, it’s almost too much food to eat by yourself. At the same time it’s really, really expensive, um… and uh… it seems like, you know, a lot of places have, you know, like, certain PC방s, computer places have like… 

Jennifer: Couple.. ‘couple seats’! There’s couple everything in this country.

Michael: Yes. So it can be kind of tough to, not tough because you’re lonely, but tough like financially or to get a seat if you’re alone, um… because it’s just so geared towards people coming in, in groups.

Jennifer: Right. So what are you going to do this Valentine’s Day, Mike?

Michael: Uh… Probably spend it with a young lady, hahaha…
Jennifer: hahaha… so you’re gonna do kind of the Valentine’s Day thing?
Michael: Yeah, that’s the thing, you know, Valentine’s Day for me, you know, it’s traditional worldwide holiday and if you’re like ‘Oh, you should go have dinner.’ Or, you know, do something nice.. give somebody a present, but, you know, I’m not gonna be doing that on the 14th of every month.

Jennifer: This is the one-time deal. This is the yearly event!
Michael: Well that’s the thing about Christmas, you know, as a westerner, I consider Christmas kinda like a quiet family holiday, and even that is a romantic holiday, there’s really no difference between Christmas and, what I consider, Valentine’s Day back in the States. 

Jennifer: It’s really strange because Koreans go out and do couple stuff on Christmas and you’ve got the cakes and everything else, and in America you don’t go out with your boyfriend or girlfriend, at least not until you’ve done everything that day with your family first.

Michael: You might be able to sneak out and, you know, after everything’s done, but you’re not supposed to just like disappear for a day.

Jennifer: Yeah, you spend it with your family, you might go to church then you have dinner together and all the stuff, Christmas is FAMILY TIME. New Years is sometimes couples, sometimes not (yeah). But it’s not like here where these holidays are designated for being together with your boyfriend or girlfriend.

Michael: I just don’t like the (it’s the) monolithic way of looking at it (that’s it). Just the single, you’ve gotta do this, and there’s no other options.. so..

Jennifer: Now, I’m gonna do something though.

Michael: So, what’re you doing?

Jennifer: I am gonna do something that I used to do back in college. Umm, in college all my friends would get together, even sometimes people who had boyfriends. And we would skip Valentine’s Day to have big parties with just girls.

Michael: Because, you went to a girls’ school, remember?
Jennifer: What’s wrong with that?

Michael: Nothing’s wrong with it, but it’s um… pretty particular to your experience.
Jennifer: Yeah, but um we sort of have these anti-Valentine’s Days. Anti-Valentine’s Day, even sometimes people who had boyfriends or girlfriends would skip the holiday to do something, usually kind of crazy, you know, go swimming in the dark, or whatever, um… go out and have drinks together, watch a movie at home, um… one of my friends and her girlfriend and I are all gonna go out together and we’re gonna go to the cheapest dive bar we can find, we’re so excited about it. We gonna do fried chicken in a dive bar!
Michael: Hmm, well maybe I’ll do the same. I mean, I’m not gonna go and do the whole like drop, you know, lots and lots of money on, you know, going through this process, like you have to go, probably have like your Italian restaurant and some wine, and uh… you know, even my Valentine’s Day I’d like spend it with somebody, doing something fun. Not something that, frankly, I can do on any other day. I mean I go to nice meals with, you know, on dates, you know, on other days besides Valentine’s Day, so uh…
Jennifer: You should fast on Valentine’s Day! You should not eat anything at all! (I wouldn’t fast on a normal day..) Make it as a religious experience say..  we’re gonna go.. to church, and we’re gonna fast on that day!
Michael: I’m not gonna torture myself for no reason, I wanna enjoy myself, but uh… Yeah I mean doing something enjoyable on Valentine’s Day, I think it’s valuable if you make it creative too (yeah). Why can’t you, I mean, if… if you’re gonna go on a couple’s thing, especially if you’re Korean, and you know that all the restaurants are gonna be packed, you only get into one, and with a reservation, uh, you know, go to a restaurant type that you normally don’t go to, you know, it doesn’t have to be Italian with, you know (right).. a bad glass of you know, red wine and you can go eat something else.

Jennifer: Go eat 분식! Go make something at home!
Michael: Go to picnic!

Jennifer: Go eat 감자탕!~~

Michael: Go on a walk.. somewhere cool and bring along some food.

Jennifer: Make it a challenge, try and have a date that you use no money. Find something…
Michael: Oh, that’s a challenge inside Korea…
Jennifer: I do… I do free stuff all the time!
Michael: Such as??
Jennifer: I go to free concerts, I go for walks (oh yeah, oh that’s true), um… hike! Go on a big, long hike…
Michael: Well you know, you know, a lot of people are gonna end up going walking along the 청계천, which is supposed to be romantic (romantic!) blah, blah, blah…, but, you know, if you like 20 thousands people are doing it… By the time you are…

Jennifer: Don’t go to 청계천, don’t go to 서울타워.

Michael: Yeah, I’d skip those. Go to the place where you guys first met. How about that? That’s a nice one.

Jennifer: Go walk through an industrial neighborhood!
Michael: Umm… as long as not dangerous.
Jennifer: I’m all about doing really weird stuff. So these are all.. You know if a guy called me up and said, ‘Hey, you wanna go see the ship yards?’
Michael: Hey, you know, if you’ve been dating for a long time in Korea, one special thing to do is just getting time alone, like rent out a sweet in a one of these love hotels…
Jennifer: They’re all gone…
Michael: Oh, that’s true, if you…
Jennifer: Stay in a 여인숙. Ha ha ha… Make it an event; find the cheapest, sleaziest place you can, go there!
Michael: I don’t know about that… I don’t want to…
Jennifer: Have some really dirty sex, as in like, actually dirty!
Michael: Yeah, I don’t know about roaches and stuff on the floor… but… 

Jennifer: See what you can get away within public…
Michael: I don’t wanna have to get into anything illegal, but hey, if it floats your boat!… um… but yeah, I mean, there are lots of things you can do. You don’t have to listen to specific suggestions from us, um… but I’d say just do whatever you actually like to do, you don’t have to follow the herd or follow convention, necessarily, um, especially if it’s original, it should be fun. 

Jennifer: Yeah… people will enjoy it if it’s original.

Michael: Yeah…so um… we’re gonna keep this one pretty short, um, and we’re gonna continue talking actually with interesting topics in the future, on a bi-weekly basis. So that concludes this episode.
Jennifer: See you in 2 weeks…
Michael: And Happy Valentine’s Day!

Jennifer: Or not!

-----------------------------------

- Transcription by James Devereux and Sohn, Young Hoon
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