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As a tiny, racially homogenous country, Korea Badsder 49 million people in a
piece of land a little larger than Indiana. Althbuge country is small, there are a great
number of cafés. The rapid growth of café marké¢anea makes the number of cafes
impossible to be accurately measured. However rdoapto Seoul Cyber Enterprise
Exhibition website, there were approximately 80fésan Korea'’s capital city Seoul in
2004. By 2011, there were 12,381 cafés in Kordg;i$hb4% increase in the number
compared to the number of cafés in the previous Yareover, Korea has some of
world’s biggest coffee shops owned by foreign coapmchains, such as a three-story-tall
Pasccuci in Sinchon and a four-story-tall Starbtickeyeongdond. There are not only a
large number of cafés but also a lot of people {ik®to go to cafés. According to the
survey conducted by Starbucks Korea and Food Thekapociation in 2009, 41.8% of
19,470 respondents answered that they visit cafégifies per week. Since cafés’ main
consumers became students and young adults in 1i@0diverse range of cafés is
concentrated around college areas.

This rapid growth of the number of cafés in Kodeapite the fact that cafés are
not indigenous to the country not only shows tlze sif café business in Korea but also
indicates how much affection Koreans feel towaafés and how passionately they have
created their own café culture. After living in kar, Canada, and the U.S., | noticed
several distinctive features of Korean café cultliteen, | became curious about when
cafés began to exist in Korea and how Koreansarsuwming the café culture today. In
this paper, | share my anthropological researchfigfdivork results about Korean café
culture. Using the information about the histonyedsity, and general characteristics of
Korean cafés, | try to investigate what meanindgé<a Korea have to Koreans.

Current trend and types of cafés in Korea
In Korea, the words cafés and coffee shops carsée imterchangeably. There
are various cafés, which are not common to findtier parts of the world. They range
from “wedding café” to “tarot café” In “board game cafés”, customers can pay an

1 Sinchon is a neighborhood of Seodaemun-gu distriSeoul. Because Sinchon has a lot of Korea'sitdpersities,
such as Yonsei University, Ehwa Woman’s Universitiggang University, and Hongik University, there arlot of
shopping areas and restaurants targeting collegests. Myeongdong is a neighborhood of a distaéied Jung-gu in
Seoul. It is a mecca for shopping among both K eand foreigners.

2 Wedding cafés are basically a combination of distand a coffee shop. They offer certain builditryictures with
stylish decorations so that customers can use teeadackground when they take pictures with lyfis and
girlfriends. For example, there are beautifully @@ted walls and terraces filled with fashionabieniture. Usually
couples visit wedding cafés, and they can rentdagend dresses there. In tarot cafés, fortunetelie tarot cards to
“foretell” customers’ future of love and career.
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hourly fee and play over 50 different board gaméh fwriends, selecting penalty items
and drinking kiwi smoothié Cat lovers can visit “kitty cafés” where they qaet and

play with various types of cats while they chathathieir family and lovers drinking a cup
of green tea latte. Korean corporate chains offsioh beverages, such as black bean
latte, with an indoor smoking area whereas sméadlscaround colleges entertain young
adults with their cute, thematic interior desighise kinds of food offered at cafés are
also diverse. Several types of coffee, like Ameraa&Café Latte, and Café Mocha, are on
the menu as basic beverages in addition to noreediéverages and desserts.

Based on the services cafés offer, | categorize&wrcafés into four types:
systemized cafés, franchise cafés, theme caféguaadctafés. Systemized cafés have
certain systems that give customers different ogtaf the amount of payment and offer
different types of services included in the paymeot instance, some systemized cafes
have a rule that each customer must order atdea@sitem; however, the payment
includes services, such as one piece of cheesecakeekdays, blankets for female
customers wearing skirts, and unlimited self-segsiof bread. Franchise cafés resemble
foreign corporate chains, like Starbucks. But desgimilarities, they still express their
Korean-ness through their own menu, interior desagual target of consumers. Some of
franchise cafés may overlap with some systemizégbchut franchise cafés remain
fairly different from systemized ones because tth@yot have a set of payment options
and corresponding services. The third type — theaifés — is designed around particular
themes. One interesting characteristic of thisgmaieis that theme cafés focus primarily
on providing certain thematic activities ratherrtiselling beverages and desserts.
Examples include comic book cafés, puzzle cafésnauti-room cafés that offer many
activity items — such as TV, computer, board garaed,Wii — in one room. Lastly,
“agijagi” cafés — meaning cute and small cafése-aivate-owned, and highly decorated.
As a result, cute cafés tend to be romantic. Deicordtems and menu usually reflect the
artistic taste of the owner.

For my fieldwork, | picked four cafés — Minto, Cefffene, Elpis, and Raintree for
each type of cafés — in the metropolitan area oliBiat represent the four categories of
Korean cafés. As | conducted participant-obsermafimoticed patterns in services,
customer types, consumer behaviors, and atmosptistexctive to each of the cafés.
Over all, the differences between these cafés r¢hwealiversity in Korean café culture.

Research questions and methods

What are Korean cafés like today? How do Korearsca$és, and what do they
pursue at cafés of Korean society? In order to ansfwese questions, | conducted
ethnographic research about Korean café cultuneufin a three-week-long fieldwork
in Korea and five months of research, | tried tufe out what Korean cafés mean to
Koreans.

Conducted in December 2011, my fieldwork took placthe four different types
of Korean cafés in the metropolitan area of Sewal @ three-week-long time span. As |
stayed in each café for two hours everyday foesmtdays, | participated in the café
culture, observed how and what Koreans consumafés and also conducted nine
interviews. After coming back to the U.S., | themducted two more interviews and

% Board game cafés offer various board games aruksnBenalty items refer to the objects — suchfasky wig and
a horse mask — used as a penalty on losers in e.gam
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discovered more information about Korean cafétsd aeonfirmed cultural patterns seen
in my interviews through statistical research.

In this paper, | explore the history of Korean saféarious types of them, general
characteristics of cafés, and possible explanafmmgiversity of café culture in Korea to
answer the main research question, “what do Koceé#s mean to Koreans?”. The
significance of my research question lies in thdaugstanding of the influence of
globalization and the power of cultural hybridipati Since the arrival of café culture,
going to cafés has been a romantic activity to Korgeople. Visiting a café before or
after a meal has become a habit of Koreans. Tlidasesting because cafés are not
indigenous to Korean society; nevertheless, catéreufrom the world converged with
local culture of Korea. As a result, Korea’s owastitictive version was born. My
ethnography will introduce interesting cultural @sis of Korean café culture to anyone
who is interested in café culture or Korean cultdiee first step to take to enter the
Korean cafés is to understand how the café endéua Kiprea a century ago.

How café culture arrived in Korea

Coffee shops originated from the Islamic world tlueoffee’s substitution for
alcohol in the 18 century and later spread to Austria, Italy, andl&nd in 1600s. When
introduced to Europe, the coffee shops were catlafé”. Now anywhere in the world,
“café” refers to a place focusing on serving cofiee even some snacks in some cultures.
Since the first European café opened in Vienndgednd cafés have been associated
with the West. When cafés began a journey fromAifadian culture and made its way to
Europe and North America and then to Korea, prgbabbody expected the outcome of
an interesting combination of the “Western cultusetl Korean culture of the East.

History of the café in Korea

Coffee does not grow in Korea. Junman Kangisg Gojong goes to Starbucks
states that King Gojong was the first person ttetasffee in Korea. In 1896, Antoinette
Sontag, the sister-in-law of a Russian ambassé@ated the king to a cup of coffee.
Coffee was a beverage of wonder to Koreans, whe walsvays curious about foreign
cultures due largely to Korea’s homogenous cultBezause coffee came from the West
and resembled Asian herbal medicine that onlyitteaould afford, it was consumed as
a symbol of westernization and modernization. lnghrly days, people called coffee
shops or cafés “dabangs”.

The very firstdabangin Korea was built by Sontag in 1902. After thpalaese
colonization of Korea (1910-1945) ended, the Japabelilt teahouses in Myeongdong
and sold coffee there. The modern typealbangsdates from 1927 in Myeongdong and
were spread to Jongno and Chungniute first dabangswere open to the royal family
and people in high positions and later were usqEblcians’ hall, artists’ headquarters,
and businessmen’s meeting place. Koreans werentsd bydabangbecause they
enjoyed the practice of drinking coffeedabangatmosphere; it was a great pleasure to
experience using forks to have cake and drinkirifeean a teacup instead of using
chopsticks to eat kimchi and drinking Korean triaxtial soup out of a bowl.

In mid-1900,dabang continued to exist as a meeting place ratheraksamplace
where people could drink coffee; however, it wasthe time for ordinary citizens to

4 Jongno is one of the oldest east-west thoroughiar8eoul. Chungmuro is a street of culture ahéhaBeoul.
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consume coffee yet due to the high price. Befoeartroduction of coffee shops, people
in high positions often held meetingskegaenghouses while commoners hung out at
jumals to talk about their lives and politieSincedabangwas the center of debates
about politics, economy, culture, education, art] eeligion by people of different
professions, the Korean government strictly restddéndividuals’ visit tadabang. In

that sense, Korean cafés in 1950s were very sitailBarisian cafés in the late
seventeenth century when the “police [had] closeyched cafés” due to the cafés’
function as social institutions (Haine 1992, 608).

In the 1960s, the value of coffee skyrocketed beeaoffee was prohibited from
dabang due to the movement of using domestic produtes dictator President Park’s
5.16 military coup d’etat in 1961. Howevelabang in general became more open to
middle class citizens in 1960s. Althoudabang were still for adults only, it became a
popular dating place for young men and women.

The first Korean theme café was probably a mdalzangin the 1970s. This type
of dabanghad DJs who received song requests from custoamerplayed record music
for them. It provided a feeling of freedom to cgkestudents who could not express their
political opinions openly in 1970s.

As the competition amongdabangsncreased in the 1980s, they decorated
themselves with distinctive items, such as pinktsgand indoor waterfalls, to survive in
the increasingly crowded marketplace. At this tmhéhe centurydabangsunderwent
huge changes in terms of their atmosphere and nk@mexample, dardabangswith
dividers to block others’ view changed into the ®math bright and cozier atmospheres.
This new type of coffee shops, which called therestafés to distinguish themselves
from old styledabangsbegan to focus on different kinds of coffee iastef selling
traditional teas and sodas.

In 1990s, people thought that consumption, too,ahatyle so preferred cafés
with a neater interior design and professionalisrodffee. And then there was a huge
shift in Korean café culture’s history in 1999 wigtarbucks, the first foreign franchise
coffee shop in Korea, was established in Sincheoub Starbucks introduced Korea to a
new café culture, such as take-out and self-sesyiseem without good-looking
waitresses and staying at a café alone readinglkadrodoing homework. Since then,
more foreign franchise coffee shops entered th&enhavith a greater variety of coffee
and atmospheres, and more local franchise cafésraalll private-owned cafés appeared
with their unique features.

Diversity of Korean café culture: fieldwork at the four cafés

Systemized Café: Minto

Minto, called “Mindeulle Yeongto” in Korean, wasunded by Seungryong Ji in
1993. After staying at a café for a few hours watte cup of coffee one day, Ji sensed an
unwelcoming stare from the café owner. At thaktitme decided to establish a teahouse-
like café with a warm environment so that custonoars comfortably stay in a café for a
long time regardless of the number of orders. Cilyethere are sixteen Minto cafés in
Korea.

® Kisaeng houses, whose peak moment was in Josewasiy(1392-1897), had female entertainers semvialg
customers of high class. Jumak refers to a Konestitional bar and inn that offered alcoholic bexges, food, and
lodging to commoners in Joseon Dynasty.
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The one | visited is in llsan, a city technicallgtmn Seoul but definitely in the
metropolitan area of Seoul. Located in a big baddin a shopping mall area, Minto
caught pedestrians’ attentions with its uniquenddir-like appearance and a huge eagle
statue on the roof. As soon as | entered the catéesecond floor, the female
employees in pink dresses greeted me and led wretof the window booths.

Overall, Minto in llsan was filled with emerald,ey, and brown colors. The small yellow
lights shone brick columns, wooden tables bootbaradt the window, and turquoise blue
and red velvet cushion chairs in the center. Trenagenter with two floors of seats
surrounding it and a big circular ceiling gave angihut-like feeling. However, the neat
arrangement of different kinds of seats, stylisimiture, a grand piano and a drum set in
the center, and wall paintings gave Minto a modeok as well.

All Minto cafés are run under one system. Thafpsruthe entrance, each
customer needs to choose either to order at leasitem — the price ranges from
approximately $5.50 to $70 — or to pay a basicttoel fee” $5 that includes unlimited
servings of coffee, fifteen teas, and eleven sadagjmum two servings of twenty
nutritional teas, and one serving of a cup noodia piece of bread. With the basic
culture fee, individuals can stay at Minto for #lgours and maximum four and a half
hours with the payment of seventy cents additichalges every thirty minutes after the
first three hours. Moreover, a few desktops, senmo@ms, comic books, a magazine
stand and free wifi service are available to alhtdicustomers. As a result, the cheap and
convenient basic fee system, along with nice fiediand a cozy ambience, attract a lot
of middle school and high school students. Despidact that Minto in llsan is
surrounded by many schools, there were a lot dbowsrs in their twenties, thirties, and
forties. They were mostly couples and company warkeound the building who visited
Minto for group lunch or dinner. Those who do nlebase the basic culture fee have a
greater set of food options. Minto sells not oméditional teas and ades, but also various
kinds of coffee, smoothies, ice cream, alcoholtgdsorean dishes, and even steaks.
Table bells, like in ordinary Korean restaurantslde the customers to freely call the
café employees anytime they want to order more twateed help with using air-
conditioners or heaters attached to each bootlkeeShere is no tip culture in Korea, the
unconditional kindness of the waiters and waitreskere pleased me very much every
time | visited Minto. As | did participant-obseriat at Minto at different times of day, |
noticed that the majority of people visited Min®groups around dinner and lunch times.
Couples were watching movies on their laptops wieiteale friend groups were chatting.
Some adults seemed to hold company group meetirtte icenter seat as a group of two
young women were studying in a booth at the corner.
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Based on my previous experience with another Miaffié in front of two colleges
in Sinchon, the core of Seoul, Minto cafés varyed®jing on where they are located.
While Minto of llsan is very quiet, dark, and not@owded, Minto of Sinchon is four
stories tall and usually full of college studemso Sinchon’s Minto has its own movie
theater in the basement and has a bright atmosphert the white furniture.

Overall, Minto’s well-trained employees are so kitite interior design so
luxurious, and the variety of menu so great thégets to be a waste of time to work or
drink a cup of coffee at Minto alone. However, fllose who want to study alone or chat
as a small group, the next type of café seems tolmdter choice.

Franchise Café: Caffebene
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A The growth of four big corporate café chains irrdé&in one year (Starbucks, Angelinus, Coffee Be@affebene)

Caffebene, a Korean corporate chain café, camltexdcStarbucks of Korea
because of its rapid growth; it grew from one fil@ee in 2008 to over 550 franchises in
2011 outnumbering all other domestic and foreigméhises. CEO Seonkwon Kim
introduced Caffebene to the extremely highly contipetcafé market of Korea in 2008
as he dreamt to ignite “the spark of cultural arstidnical revolutions, like the European
cafés from the mid-17th century where many intéllals and artists gathered to inspire
one another” [SIC] (Caffebene website). As a reshé strong emphasis on the European
style café is reflected on both the interior desigd the menu. All Caffebene cafés,
including the one in llsan where | visited for mgldlwork, are decorated with grey walls,
wooden chairs and tables, a tree in the middle gagidnt European style clock in a
smoking area. The floor-to-ceiling window allowsragach sunlight as possible to keep
the inside bright. Also the take-out culture anel $klf-service order and pick-up remind
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one of Starbucks, which gives a western style tkéfeel to the overall atmosphere.
Caffebene’s menu includes Belgian waffles, Italjg@tato, and several types of European
beverages that are difficult to pronounce — fotanse, “Vin-chaud”.

Caffebene is a typical self-service franchise lohdafé. In one sense, it can be
considered to be “impolite” to customers becauseakes them move. Unlike in Minto,
there was no employee in a uniform greeting mesamding me when | entered
Caffebene in llsan. | had to walk to the countedeo my beverage, and picked a seat all
by myself. A few minutes later when a notificatidevice vibrated to notify me that my
order was ready at the “Pick-up” counter, | walkgadto the counter trusting that nobody
would touch my stuff while | was gone.

Although there was no extra service, the gerarddience of Caffebene was very
pleasant. The brown and grey decorations lookeglsimhile small lights hanging on
the tree and some pictures of Caffebene volunésens to Africa on the wall added
highlights to the simplicity. The seats in the singkarea were separated from the non-
smoking area by glass walls. However, they coedtigtiéh the other seats by still being
inside the café, and having the Caffebene’s syrolmbtick decoration connected this area
to the rest of the space. Overall, green fromitbe &and brown from the seats made me
feel like | was resting in a forest. If | faced thlass wall, however, the city’s pedestrians
and a Mac computer — which is not common to finanea — gave a modern look to
Caffebene.

During the four times | visited Caffebene, | neticthat most customers were
either talking to one or two companions or workaigne. Exotic European and fusion
beverages, such as Chocolat-chaud and Caramelr@am@&rain Benesto, that are
unique to Caffebene act like pleasing shackleskbep many customers away from
other franchise cafés. Interesting desserts, likelierry Yogurt Waffle and Garlic
Cheese Honey Bread, draw customers into Caffebesheable them to have a chat for
longer time. Although people did not seem to V@affebene for lunch or dinner as in
Minto’s case, Caffebene’s desserts were big entwughtisfy customers’ small hunger
for snacks in the middle of day. As a result, Gadiee in llsan began to be about 80%
full from after lunchtime. Compared to Minto, Cdsene was usually noisy because of
many small groups chatting. Most people were caypleder-aged students, and women
in their twenties. Since the café was located in a residential anédaged men and
women also showed up time to time. Despite thelsimén space, the seating
arrangement and noise from conversations seemaédde invisible dividers between
groups so that the customers could chat witholinfgeverheard or disrupted too much.

® The word “under-aged students” refers to the stteieho are under the age of 19 and so are ideshé non-adults
in Korea.
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Based on my observation and experience at the Caféebene could be
considered to be a good place to visit with a smathber of friends to have a chat.
Moreover, considering that Koreans tend to do raosvities — going to restaurants or
cafés, for example — with somebody, | did not feellonely or awkward to go there
alone due to its western style atmosphere. Nevedhesome individuals do not prefer
franchise cafés. Luckily in Korea, they still haargother option, which is called theme
cafés.

Theme Café: Elpis

Elpis is a “study café” where people can read Bodk their assignments, and
work on team projects. Located in a church in fr@inYonsei University in Sinchon,
Elpis has “studying” as its theme. It is run by 6@gehun Church for college students
who need cheap beverages and enough space toroayengeetings.

Like Caffebene and Minto, Elpis is a self-serviedé; however, it felt different
from Minto or Caffebene because of its clear thelBxeept the Christmas tree in the
center and a piano in the corner, there was nohrdacoration. Single seats in front of
the window, booths for four people, long wooderdalfor a large number of users,
bright white lights, and bookshelves covering ongre wall reminded me of a library.
At the same time, however, it felt more comfortadohel relaxing than a library because

the café portion of Elpis created an environmengéngtpeople could talk.
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Some elderly ladies from the church, and officekecs near the café often came,
but most people visiting Elpis were college studemhey were working either alone or
as a group. Some of them brought internationalesttgdto talk about Korean culture. The
students enjoyed two desktop computers next tbol&shelves and the seminar rooms
of different sizes available separately on thetfofloor. The free wifi service with a
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password guaranteed decent quality Internet actedike the customers at Minto and
Caffebene, those at Elpis definitely did not vik# café to enjoy coffee or other special
beverages or chat with their friends. Althoughdbapon system that enabled me to have
one beverage free after collecting twelve stamparoklpis card made me want to come
back to the café, | felt that | would want to viBipis again only when | wanted to work.
The menu consisted of relatively cheap but basietages, such as Americano, Café
Mocha, and Green Tea Latte. Desserts, too, wenglsisandwiches and plain waffles.
There were absolutely no couples. In fact, there @een a sign that said “No intense
physical contacts please”. In many ways, it waardleat the services and customers in
Elpis existed for studying.

Elpis the study café is just one of many themésahlong the same line are
“hand-drip coffee café” where individuals interabkte tasting authentic coffee can enjoy
a cup of coffee made by an award-winning barisiall*making café”, “puppy café”,
“Xbox café”, and many more. They provide interegtattivities, which are too
expensive or difficult to experience if pursuedaapely elsewhere. Because of this, the
main event at theme cafés is something beyondijusting coffee or chatting with
others. The interior design, services, and the tfristomers all depend on the theme of
each café. Also the way each café charges custalepesds on time span, materials
used, and themes offered.

Cute Café: Raintree

Raintree is a typical cute café. It is a very sroalé located on the second floor
of one of the buildings in front of Ehwa Women’sitrsity in Sinchon. After traveling
around the world, the two owners of the café réintree with a theme of “journey”.

From the store sign at the entrance to a saueerything in Raintree world is
meticulously decorated. When | was wandering ardaladks of buildings in Sinchon to
look for Raintree, | could spot this tiny café éasince | was on the right street because
of its hand-written menu board and directions oeen planks sticking out to lure
passershy to the narrow staircase leading up tegbend floor. The moment | opened
the door, | felt as if | entered a whole new woflitie entire room was painted in red, and
there were red and white see-through curtains dgagdwn to divide the six tables.
When | was still looking around the café, the oweerme to a floor seat at the corner
and gave me some time to take a look at the haittemwmenu/. After ordering Apple &
Cinnamon Tea, | spent more time to explore the. G&ié walls were covered with the

Y

" In Korea, there are many Korean restaurants ame safés that offer floor seats. People need ® aéiktheir shoes
before entering the floor so that they can sitsedslegged on the floor.
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pictures which the owner had taken while travengund the world. Along with the
world map and several antique-looking pieces diifure from foreign countries, the two
dark yellow lights that | had never seen beforegdther created an Aladdin palace-like
appearance. After taking a seat, | began to have mterest in the environment around
me. Including the one | was sitting in, four of #ie seats in the café were in the Korean
traditional form where | had to take off my shoe®hter the floor and sat down on the
floor. Eight colorful cushions were surrounding mieile | was enjoying the heat mat
beneath me.

When my friend and | got our beverages, | notided the different beverages
came out in different shapes of cups and saucdlref the beverages and sandwiches on
the menu were relatively expensive compared toratafs, but various flags next to the
food items which showed the countries of theirimsgnade me want to come back again
and again to try other foreign desserts. My expionsof Raintree’s decorations was
endless. | found more and more objects as | kejiting Raintree. For example, while
waiting for my friend at the café, | discoveredile pf albums next to my table that
contain the photos of the owners’ journey in digigrcountries. When | took the regular
table seat another day, | noticed that the tableaoaered with the tickets and maps the
owners had bought during their trips. The mostreggng aspect of the café was the role
of the curtains. In addition to a lot of other detive items that contribute to creating the
exotic atmosphere, the curtains give privacy tdhd@able. Because of this reason, couples
at Raintree were more active in terms of havingsptal contact with partners. For
instance, they sat next to each other insteadroadrom each other even though doing
so is considered to be “too much” in Korea. Theegeamore hugs and kisses among the
couples in Raintree than in other types of caféso&t as a cycle, these actions seemed
to contribute to making the ambience more exotat distinct.

Due to the location and the characteristics ofctifé, most customers to Raintree
were women in their twenties. Even though sometjipe@sng men seemed to have been
dragged to the café by their girlfriends, it wasally college girls and young female
company workers who visited Raintree to chat wiilanids. Nobody came alone or came
to study. According the owner, people start confiogh 2 O’ clock after lunchtime, and
90% of the customers stay at the café insteadd#frorg beverages for take-out.

For cute cafés, like Raintree, the ambience isrthpr selling point. Depending
on the intention of the owner, the structure antbdations of cafés might vary. For
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example, another travel-themed café has a smajl blale color bus and some Polaroid
pictures hanging on the wall to trigger the imag&ravel”. | have also seen a cafeé that
tries to express its cuteness through the waltmefel-tone colors and interesting looking
teacups. Nevertheless, cute cafés generally stalf and pretty. They never exist as
chain cafés, so people get to know this type aéc#tirough close friends or an intense
research on the Internet.

General characteristics of Korean café culture

Based on my interviews and observation at the ¢afes, several characteristics
that are generally distinct to Korean café culicare be found. First of all, the main
consumers of Korean café culture are women in tignties. Men in Korea do not
participate in the culture of drinking coffee amatking to each other because they usually
talk over alcohol or while playing sports. On theey hand, women are attracted to
cafés’ cute interior design. Franchise cafés irdeggial areas are frequented by mid-
aged women for casual meetings while the ones tnopeitan areas are visited by
young men time to time. Nevertheless, young wonmnidate all types of cafés —
especially, theme cafés and cute cafés. AccordifiRpintree’s owner, 70% of Raintree’s
customers are female college students. Intervidyado is in her fifties, testified that
the way most cafés these days are decorated istedjto young adults’ tastes, and
activities available at cafés are also based ofréimel popular among young people. So
she feels as though there is no place for eldegatteer and have fun like the young do at
cafés. Related to the feminine characteristic efdffé culture, the experience
Interviewee 10 had recently is an interesting one.

When | suggest my [male] friends chatting at a ctié response that
comes back to me is “Am | your girlfriend?”. | perslly like going to
cafés. [...] Even when | pick something from the manha restaurant, if |
ask if we should have spaghetti, they ask me thegguestion. So the act
of going to a western restaurant seemed to bedihii a tool to use for a
date. It was very surprising and strange. Maylsehiécause | go to a
college here [the U.S.], but | could notice thatr&amn college students
have that kind of stereotypes when | talked to them

Interviewee 10

Interviewee 10 is a Korean male college student gdes to college in the U.S. To my
question that asked what kind of place a caféeseBponded that it is a place where
women or couples meet. As the interview with hirggests, pretty decorations and
exotic beverages of Korean cafés reflect girldet@a® much that anything related to cafés
— including sitting in one of those cafés, chattimgeating desserts inside cafés, or even
liking cafés itself — is considered to be a fem@nactivity. However, this does not mean
that Korean men are reluctant to enter cafés. Waalyfor their friends or do work at

cafés just as women do yet probably thinking tleaisaming the café culture with guys

is a little awkward behavior.

Although the word “café” generally means a plage/img coffee, Korean cafés
are concerned with other factors besides coffee. @he elements is non-coffee
beverages and desserts. Except theme cafés, wistoeners care more about the
activities than the food offered there, most céiiéast their own unique menu as a way to
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set them apart in the saturated Korean café mdrketexample, Minto has an herbal tea
called “Minto Tea”. Raintree also offer authentmnfremade beverages whereas
Caffebene attracts customers with various kindsadfles and seasonal desserts.

All Korean cafés invest a lot in decorations re¢gss of types. Creating a decent
ambience is a key to success since atmospheregkygsificant role when it comes to
customers’ consuming the café experience as a whslinterviewee 2 and 3 said in a
group interview, foreign franchise cafés that eedekorea and did not catch the
characteristics of typical Korean cafés “only imtwced the take-out culture and
eventually disappeared” (Interviewee 2).

The last characteristic of Korean cafés is thateéas treat cafés as a “social
place” (Interviewee 4). People go to cafés to aewith others. In the U.S., a lot of
people visit cafés alone and tend to use laptopsodiile phones even when they are with
someone. However, in Korea, it is a little strat@eee people stay at a café alone. For
example, whenever | went to Minto and Raintree alimmn my fieldwork, the employees
asked me if | was alone. Only after | said “Yesiey led me to an empty seat with a
surprised look on their faces. Likewise, most @ time, Koreans use cafés to socialize
with their friends or do activities offered at caf@ith the friends. Interestingly, this was
why it was difficult for me to intervene in theictavities and interview the customers for
my fieldwork. A few people are alone only in frése cafés and certain theme cafés,
such as study cafés and comic book cafés, whiehn afftivities that can be done alone.

When compared to the café cultures of other pditiseoworld, the characteristics
of Korean café culture appear more prominent. \negree 9, who is a Japanese
exchange student in Korea, claimed that Japaneg®#epese McDonald’s or family
restaurants like cafés. Because going to a café tms much, Japanese customers stay at
McDonald’s for a long time talking to friends or vkang on their homework. In Beijing,
people also prefer restaurants to cafés. The romamd comfortable atmosphere of
McDonald’s and KFC, makes them the ideal placesl&ing for young couples and
teenagers (Yan 2009, 91). The use of cafés in tBeiblsimilar to that of cafés in Korea.
Nonetheless, many people in American cafés workad books alone. Compared to
cafés in other countries, Korean cafés seem to Aayeater variety of types and food.
Also people seldom go to cafés alone. Overall, Koreafés neither are the places to
temporarily use to have food nor provide a periplaativity. By visiting cafés in the
middle of a day with a clear purpose of what tamgnKoreans normally treat cafés as the
main event of a day.

Factors contributing to diversity of café culture n Korea

As seen from above, niche marketing of Koreansché&ps Koreans entertained
and pleased. Since there are so many cafés in latnesdy, it might be hard to jump into
the market with a new café business now. On therdtand, the café market also seems
limitless as long as the idea is a little differéom those of the existing cafés. Although
the history of Korean café culture began with titeoduction of coffee into Korea and
Koreans’ strong curiosity and love towards the ifpnéfood, the diversity of current café
culture possesses a number of cultural aspects ssasons for development. A set of
contributing factors includes speedy modernizagmmpulation density, sensitivity to
trends, couple culture, emphasis on entertainnagt cultural notions — for example,
collectivism and Confucianism. However, | will facmainly on those that were
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frequently mentioned by my interviewees: Korea’pyation density, its polychronic
culture, and collectivistic character.

Population density

In my interviews, population density was the nfosguently discussed factor that
has a strong influence on the development of Kooadé culture. Korea is 96,920 sq km
(37,421 sq mi) big, and there are around 49 milpeople living on the peninsula. In
other words, a population that is 7.5 times greti@n that of Indiana is living on a piece
of land that is a little larger than Indiana. Aatiog to 2011 World Bank’s report, the
population density in Korea was 504.28 people ges in 2010, the highest in the
world. Moreover, the population density of Seoulksthe highest among OECD
countries. When my interviewees talked about thmufadion density, they were, in fact,
implying three different aspects of population dgnsmall land, lots of people in the
limited area, and relatively small population comgabto those of many other countries
in the world.

First of all, Korea is a tiny country compared #dians, like Canada or the U.S.
There is not much space for individuals to playrspor tour around. Therefore, using its
available city space, Korea has created touridirggsns using cafés.

| often get to talk to Chinese exchange studentsapmpus. As many of
them ask me to take pictures for them, they teltina¢ there seems to be
so many cafés in Korea. So | say “Yes”. Geograplyichthink Korea is
not a big country, and there are not many tourises shat come up in
mind either. Because of that, Koreans seem toemaertaining places
like that [cafés]. For example, Sinsadong... SinsgdoGarosu Streét.
You know, there are a lot of cafés on Garosu Stteetas not a famous
place in the past, but it became more and more darbecause people
tried to make creative cafés there. Later GaroseeSbecame a popular
tourist site.

Interviewee 4

As Interviewee 4 said, there are several streets@mns in Korea — for instance,
Sinsadong and Daehakro — that used to be unknoweveatually became famous
tourist destinations because of the concentrati@ute cafés in the areas.

Secondly, the small nation with such a high popofabhas a big burden to satisfy
its citizens’ desire to enjoy their lives. In a gpointerview, Interviewee 2 and 3
mentioned that most people in Korea live in tak@ments due to the high population
density while many people in North America liveprivate houses. Because of this
condition, in which individuals have to find leiguactivities indoors and in crowded
cities, there is a greater need to somehow conwaitbyplaces for the leisure activities.
As a result, theme cafés began to appear in Kdteame cafés not only provide extra
entertainment to Koreans but also often providatgmis to the problems they face as

8 Insadong is one of neighborhoods in Gangnam-gdriatisf Seoul. Garosu Street is a famous treedlisteeet that is
crowded with art galleries, accessory shops, afésca

° Daehakro is a street in Jongno-gu district of $ethere is Seoul National University, the bestvensity in Korea,
near this street. Because there are all kindséqeances held in this are, Daehakro is considerdst a street of
culture.
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they live in the highly populated country. For exden puppy lovers, who live in
apartments, can satisfy their need at a puppylmfause pets are not allowed in most
apartments.

Even though Korea is a extremely populous natisrtptal population size is
smaller than those of many other countries. Aceaydo Interviewee 7, there are “only”
49 million people in Korea whereas the U.S. hag 80€ million. Therefore, even if
cafés in the U.S. do not try hard to give any sgdexhange, there must still be an
enormous number of people who are happy with tineenotiAmerican café culture as
long as they have drink coffee. In other words,d&ar cafés are not in a position where
they can sit back and relax without constantly cgmip with new features.

Polychronic culture

According to cultural anthropologist Edward T. KHablychronic cultures feel
“comfortable with multi-tasking” (Hooker 2003, 13HKorean people’s tendency to enjoy
several activities at the same time seems to hgwedied the development of Korean
café culture. This tendency is considered to oatgirirom the combination of busy,
competitive characteristics of Korean society daadirong pursuit of entertainment. In
the highly competitive country, Koreans have livlked non-stop working lives regardless
of their occupations. Nobody has enough time twite anybody. Under-aged students
do not have much time to see their own family beeanf after school academies. Even
after they enter colleges, men struggle to thinkualhow efficiently they will use their
twenties keeping the two years of the mandatoryatuaty in their minds. At the same
time, women in their twenties plan to take extrarag, like TOEIC or CPA, or study
abroad in order to fill their resumes with valuabéstificates and experiences. Once
young adults are employed by a company, theylistla rushed life because of overtime
work and a lack of holidays. However, as Profedéamdo Kim states ifrend Korea
2012,individuals still want to invest some time in lais activities. As a result of their
agony of how to use time as efficiently as possikt&reans seem to have developed the
ability to multi-task. A café is a perfect place this because people can work or meet
friends while eating at the same time. Intervie®edso agrees that Korean people like
trying several things at the same time.

I think our people [Koreans] like multi-tasking yamuch. Doing this and
that... Killing two birds with one stone? Peoplefer not only drinking
something at a café but also engaging in variotigitkes at the same
time. As this kind of demand goes up, that sideutifure [café culture]
seems to develop more and more. As you know, adl/phage of
Koreans is “quickly, quickly”. Compared to othelkgrean people like
experiencing dynamic things.

Interviewee 6

To Koreans, cafés might be the right place to kgepith their daily activities as they
enjoy their leisure time at the same time. Diffédands of cafés present a wide range of
luxury options to Koreans so that they can piclappropriate one depending on what
they wish to do as they have a sip of blueberryuyogmoothie. Ironically, while
individual tastes are highly respected in Kored® calture, collectivism is another
factor that has made café culture flourish.
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Collectivism

Like China and Japan, Korea is a strongly relatigm-based, collectivist nation.
Individuals like doing activities with others. Aféas “one of a few places where several
people can go together” casually (Interviewee d).dxample, when a group of people
go to libraries with friends, they want to chatlwibhem time to time as they study
because they are with their friends, However, thegd to stay quiet in the library. So a
study café becomes a perfect alternative to tharlb Also “Koreans like to gather
together and tend to say ‘Do you want to have ateapr coffee?’ when they want to
have a talk with somebody” (Interviewee 8). So whar they meet their friends or
colleagues, they usually do so at cafés.

Multiculturalism among individuals is also triggerby Korean collectivism. In
ethnically homogenous Korea, being modest andtaatis;ng out have long been a
respected virtue. However, once people tastedutheffgoing to distinctive cafés, they
began to enjoy a sense of individualism.

Wherever you go in Korea, everything looks simitdonestly, standing out
in Korea is... For example in Hongdae, there is Hamgellture® The
reason why Hongdae culture was born is becaudergjiout or being
different from others has not been a good thingadrea. [...] In Hongdae,
the peculiar Hongdae culture is settled down, smatier how much you
stand out in a crowd, there is a notion that &dseptable. And that’'s why
there are more cool, special cafés in Hongdaedhgwhere else.
Interviewee 3

Consequently, the lack of ethnic multiculturalisnddhe long history of collectivism in
Korea have made individuals want to express theifepences and try to look for
individual multiculturalism within the homogenouspulation by going to cafés of their
style. As a result, more unique types of cafés apjethe café market enlarging the pool
of choices available to the Korean.

What do Korean cafés mean to Koreans?

Functions of cafés

In order to understand the meanings of cafés te#ts, first, we need to
understand how they use cafés. To Koreans, asaf€allection of four different places,
which share similarities with but also are diffearérom cafés. Firstly, a café is a shelter.
Even though the food offered at cafés are much mucrgious than what ordinary
shelters offer, cafés function like a shelter simamy people enter random cafés as they
wait for their companions to arrive. Cafés “do kiak people out” no matter how long
people stay because customers’ payment includesnipfood but also space and time
in cafés. This shelter-like characteristic is @it to find in places like restaurants,
where the owners want customers to leave as soire asistomers are done with their
food so that the restaurants can accept new cusiome

¥ Hongdae Area is located in Mapo-gu district of @ett is known for clubs, bars, and cafés. Hongalse has
Hongik University, which is well known for its Finrt and Design program.
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Cafés can sometimes be restaurants because tberaraerous kinds of
beverages and desserts. Some cafés, like Mintgalacprovide full lunch and dinner
menu. However, the main difference between restdsiend cafés in Korea is that
different types of restaurants — whether it isranfal restaurant or a fast food chain, for
example — often indicate social class or the gualitan occasion while everybody can
enjoy cafés without worrying about social indicator

As mentioned earlier, cafés and coffee shops carséeé interchangeably due to
the availability of coffee, some desserts, and sfacindividuals in both places. If ever
differentiated from coffee shops, however, Koreafés are able to not only provide a
greater variety of food but also guarantee a widege of satisfaction — gustatory,
auditory, olfactory, visual, and even tactile dlttee same time.

Lastly, in a sense, cafés and places of leisureitaes overlap. Today, theme
cafés can offer services that used to be exclusikaraoke, tourist attractions, arcades,
and recreation centers. Yet Korean cafés providdiadal features, such as convenience
and spare time, besides fun leisure activities.s€quently, Korean cafés are highly
multi-functional.

The reason why cafés in Korea contain several iongts not because Korea
lacks shelters or restaurants. It is because Karaf#s exist as “space” that is “socially
produced and consumed” based on the cultural ctesistecs and needs of Koreans
(Hubbard 1997, 41).

Meanings that Korean cafés hold

Cafés, first of all, mean comfort to Koreans. &ix of nine interviewees
answered that they go to cafés to pursue comf@spide the decorative characteristic of
Korean cafés, romance was not the first word thatecup in their mind. Tired from the
endless cycle of work and duties, Korean peoplk szt whenever they can. To them,
café is the best choice because the quiet andlcasuasphere relaxes the exhausted
souls. Stylish Jazz background music consoles ligzirt. Most of all, the place itself
invites the individuals to a small, pretty worlgbaeate from the crowded streets and
desks packed with paper. Cafés sit customers dowarnfortable chairs and offer tasty
beverages so that the people can recharge thermsm{@e they go back out to the daily
life by enjoying the few minutes of luxury durinigeir stay there. For instance,
Interviewee 7, who is a coffee mania, claimed tit\dafés regularly to organize his
thoughts.

| go to cafés to meet people too, but | usuallytgwe to organize my
thoughts. Originally, | really like playing baskath but | eventually
hurt myself from playing it. | used to play it whéhad a lot of thoughts
in winter or something, but | could not play baslattanymore. So the
alternative to basketball became to be a café. \@rem want to make
an important decision, | have this “rewinding tinte"think if | made
any silly choice because of my emotion as | hagepaof coffee.
Interviewee 7

In a way, cafés are like a place for self-meditatibhey are a mind-calming place.
Likewise, a lot of people seek comfort by goingédés, whether alone or with others,
and taking some time to not worry about anythinmgafenoment.
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Secondly, a café is freedom to Koreans. When thgnkbout comfort, another
source of comfort one can think of is probably homéhough both café and home might
provide a cozy, welcoming environment, café came gigople privacy that even home
cannot provide. One day when | was conducting migork at Minto, | happened to
overhear a lady behind me because she was speakitlig loudly in a strong dialect.
After listening to her for a few seconds, | noti¢kdt she was fiercely objecting to the
marriage between her stepdaughter and a man whbdwgaddivorced and had a child.
She chose a café, instead of her house, so thaukband could not notice the situation.
Since matters, like divorce, are still treated kk&aboo in Korea, | was surprised to hear
such a private story in public. Nevertheless, gsumption that others must be
indifferent about what she was saying made herdeelire and comfortable to discuss
about that topic at Minto. In other words, althoygople sometimes need to be careful
about their behaviors and words even at home beazfusgther family members, the
guaranteed privacy in a public place called caéseto offer an exit even from one’s
home. By going to cafés, Koreans feel free alsmftioeir stained daily life. For example,
talking away about any recent happening or complgiabout one’s boss to her close
friends at a café functions as a daily or weeltlyali of cleansing oneself spiritually. This
may free the person from possible psychologicallens or unpleasant feelings she
might have carried around the whole day.

Most importantly, café is where Korean peopléellréieir happiness. “Refreshing
one’s feeling” is a phrase frequently used by Knseahen they hope to totally change
mood by, for example, going shopping or changingshdes. Tasting delicious desserts
and looking through menu at a nice café amuse Kesre2ute decorations refresh their
eyes, and calm music refreshes their ears. Depgdinvhat type of café to choose, they
can have a virtual trip to Europe or to Hello Kittprld. Besides refreshing feelings, to
the individuals living in the busy world where maesimmunications are done over
mobile phones, sitting down with their friends adleagues to talk face-to-face is also a
precious opportunity. According to my experiencd arterview result, people talk
mostly about recent events in their lives, lovéost, or work. Knowing that they pay for
desserts and beverages to discuss about the maitrs, Koreans still enjoy the overall
activity of chatting with their acquaintances besmthere is nothing more important than
keeping bonds with others strong in this relatigndiased society.

Conclusion

“I have no idea what we did where when there wethis many cafés in Korea,”
said Interviewee 8. Now Koreans go to cafés sothaly that they cannot imagine
Korea without cafés. When they need a cup of coffiegate time, or a conversation with
friends, many small parts of their city are opentfeem to escape from their competitive
world in search of comfort, freedom, and happiness.

Korean café culture is a product of cultural hgitzation. To certain extent, itis a
result of globalization because café culture cammn foutside of Korea. Nevertheless,
Korean café culture does not show globalizatioha@sogenization. In other words,
although Korea adopted the Western café culturee#&opeople did not consume café
culture as it was but changed the café culturearddferent form based on the Koreans’
taste. Consequently, Korean cafés are an exampidtofal hybridization, which even
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goes beyond glocalizatidh According to George Ritzer, distinctive hybrid trmes are
“not reducible to either local or global culturé[§Ritzer 2011, 159). Considering that
glocalization is a combination of global and localtures, | conclude that Korean café
culture is cultural hybridization rather than glzation since Korea did not use Western
cafés to alter them a little bit but has actuatlyeinted a whole new culture only with the
concept called café.

Future of Korean cafés

Even though Koreans usually get positive experigifican cafés, some are also
worried about several aspects of cafés. For instaalthough they are glad to have a lot
of activity options available at various cafés ytiaee worried that the range of general
leisure activities might become limited to goingctdés. In other words, because
Koreans can enjoy enough entertainment at cafiésr btpes of leisure activities — hiking
or drawing, for example — might fade away from gdetgplives. Also a few of my
interviewees criticized that the multi-functionalpact of Korean café culture might
cause an extinction of several places for entartairt. However, some expressed their
hope in potential growth of Korean cafés in theldisrcafé market. Interviewee 8 thinks
that because currently “Koreans have this urgeateta cup of coffee even if they do not
get to have a bowl of rice”, Korean café culturexpected to keep developing.
Interviewee 7, too, mentioned that Korean café®laapotential to succeed in world
market using its unique characteristics. As mamyeh&orean cafés are starting to reach
out to different parts of the world already. Acdoglto Interviewee 9 who lives in Japan,
Korean towns in Japan have Korean type of café@btlarse areas are so popular among
the Japanese that the towns are more crowded dpam’'d major cities, like Shibuya and
Harajyuku. Furthermore, Caffebene opened its €instin in a foreign country in New
York in 2011. Currently, it is in the process okomg more of its chains in Los Angeles,
Beijing, the Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, Mualaysia. Korea received café culture
from a foreign culture a century ago and had it iabangopened in 1902. Although
people at that time consumed the foreign cultureiddg the taste of modernity, today
Korea is attracting not only Koreans but also thesowho inspired them 110 years ago
with its own unique café culture. Now the quesi®whether they are ready to accept
the Korean version.

M Ritzer states that glocalization is “Interpenétrabf the global and the local resulting in uniguecomes in
different geographic areas” (Ritzer 2011, 159).
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Appendix
Information about the interviewees
Gender Age Occupation Location of interview

Interviewee 1 Male 23 College student Raintree
Interviewee 2 Male 23 College student Elpis
Interviewee 3 Female 23 College student Elpis
Interviewee 4 Female 22 College student Elpis, fReén
Interviewee 5 Female 49 Housewife -
Interviewee 6 Female 22 College student Raintree
Interviewee 7 Male 23 College student Minto
Interviewee 8 Female 26 Company worker Raintree
Interviewee 9 Female 23 College student/  (Videatanterview)
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Interviewee 10 Male 24 College studen -
Interviewee 11 Male 30s(? Raintree owne Raintree
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