- Martin Parr

»

Better Days
| love the contrast of the packed pool and surroundings with the lonely river in

“

the background of this view in Korea. A stunning example of how a high viewpoint,

can offer so much detail and yet still have an overall impact.
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Better Days

“I love the contrast of the packed pool and surroundings with the lonely river in
the background of this view in Korea. A stunning example of how a high viewpoint
can offer so much detail and yet still have an overall impact.”

- Martin Parr

South Korea has undergone rapid economic development over the past 40 years.
Alongside this growth, various social issues have arisen, one of which is the
challenge of short vacations following long working hours. Individuals, constrained
by brief weekends and holidays, find themselves unable to embark on extended
travels. Consequently, they opt for vacations in nearby suburbs or local sites. Taking
advantage of city festivals or exploring nearby attractions, they spend quality time
with family, friends, and romantic partners. Activities such as water sports, fishing,
snow sledding, and more are enjoyed against a vibrant landscape that transforms
with the seasons.

The collective leisure observed in Korea is facilitated by a unigue blend of

"pragmatism" and "community-oriented individualism." Pragmatism, deeply ingrained
in Korea's "fast-paced culture," extends beyond mere efficiency to encompass active
engagement, swift adaptation to real-world constraints, and the pursuit of
maximizing both performance and satisfaction. This ethos is shaped by
Confucianism's emphasis on realism, epitomized by the proverb "a living dog is in a
better place than a dead minister," and Buddhism's philosophy of nihilism,
encapsulated by the notion that "one comes empty-handed and goes
empty-handed." These influences have profoundly shaped the collective psyche of
the Korean people, leading to the development of "optimistic nihilism" and further

fortifying Korean pragmatism.

The cultural tendencies observed in Korea diverge significantly from those in
Japan and Europe. In Japan, Buddhism's emphasis on the afterlife, influenced by
the tumultuous Sengoku period and frequent earthquakes, shapes societal values.
Conversely, European values are influenced by Christian soteriology, shaped by
recurrent wars and plagues such as the Black Death. This fundamental difference
arises from Korea's distinctive modern history, characterized by active civil



interventions to address complex issues. From the democratization movement that
toppled military dictatorship to the successful containment of the spread of
Covid-19, Korea has demonstrated a proactive approach to resolving societal
challenges.

An lItalian philosopher once characterized Korean society as "extremely
individualistic." However, this assessment may be superficial when considering
Korea's worldteading smartphone penetration rate and widespread availability of
free WiFi in public spaces. A deeper analysis reveals that the cultural concept of
"jeong" serves as a profound emotional undercurrent in Korean culture. Jeong
represents a lasting emotional attachment stemming from the innate human
connection between self and others, rather than emphasizing distinctions between
the self and the other.

A French columnist attributed South Korea's success in quarantine measures
during the pandemic to the country's Confucian culture, stating that "For Koreans,
the individual is secondary to the communal." One lawyer argued that the success
was due to a "surveillance state" and "control society," attributing it to "East Asian
collectivism." However, South Korea's effective response stemmed not solely from a
collective culture but rather from a "community orientation" rooted in "democratic
citizenship." This distinction is evident in Korea's divergent approach from its
cultural neighbors, China and Japan, that faced similar pandemic conditions. A
social survey conducted by a broadcaster and a media company highlighted Korea's
high levels of "democratic citizenship" and "horizontal individualism" as key factors
in the early containment of the pandemic. A participating sociologist interpreted this
as indicating that individuals with high levels of 'democratic citizenship' exhibit both
individualistic and community-oriented tendencies.

Community-oriented individualism differs significantly from the Western concept of
"collectivism." It emphasizes a group-oriented character rooted in emotional
closeness rather than negative aspects such as "group egoism." The scarcity of
research on Korean collectivism, specifically regarding community-oriented
individualism or the notion of "wemess," contrasts with the extensive studies on
jeong culture. This lack of focus may have contributed to a misunderstanding of
Korean culture. Despite the increasing prevalence of individualism, Korean society
remains structured around the concept of "jeong," fostering tight-knit connections
through shared emotions.

The individual leisure activities depicted in the photograph in Better Days are
anchored in Korean pragmatism and community-oriented individualism, providing a



sense of stability and freedom. While these scenes may seem ordinary to Koreans,
they may appear foreign to outsiders: hundreds or even thousands of people
gathered together, comfortably engaged in separate activities. This phenomenon
echoes collective fun depicted in ancient Egyptian tomb paintings or medieval
European folk paintings, now recreated in contemporary Korea. |t reflects the
Korean 'order of coexistence,' deeply rooted in its communal narrative from
prehistoric times to the present day. At its core are communal values collectively
formed, referencing, and complementing one another, shaping what | would term a
uniquely Korean 'cultural grammar.' Individual moments of leisure, observed in
various urban and suburban settings, are captured in numerous single frames,
accumulating into dozens or hundreds of moments and forming multitayered
relationships through careful arrangement. | patiently await the stabilization of this
complex array of moments and an ultimate state of balance.

For ten years, | dedicated myself to observing and documenting Korean leisure
culture until the unexpected onslaught of Covid-19. During the three years of the
pandemic, the sites | frequented to capture moments for Better Days became filled
with sadness instead of joy. Many of these places shuttered due to plummeting
sales, and the loss of lives cast a shadow of depression and sorrow over our daily
lives. The title "Better Days" no longer seemed fitting for its subject; perhaps
"Sadder Days" would have been more appropriate. Social distancing and isolation
became the norm under guarantine measures, giving rise to a new phenomenon
known as "Corona blue." Amidst these somber sentiments, the work | had been
pursuing felt crude and out of place.

During this time, | strongly felt the transient nature of existence and the
inevitability of change. | came to realize that over the past decade, | had been
rushing to define and solidify everything, especially in my work. Yet, the world was
in constant flux, with digital technologies replacing analog counterparts and Al
threatening to replace human labor. | couldn't help but question my relentless
pursuit of certainty. Eventually, a question mark emerged in my mind, swiftly
transforming into an exclamation point: "Is there a value higher and more
important than collective happiness?' For me, nothing surpassed the value of
togetherness.

Smartphones have democratized photography, allowing anyone to effortlessly
capture and preserve moments. We snap pictures of joyful occasions, memorable
details, and more, encapsulating specific times and spaces within square frames.
However, for me, a photograph represents more than just a scene; it embodies an
entire timeline of processes leading to its capture. It is a labor of love, reflecting



the spontaneous spark of an idea, the meticulous preparation and anticipation as |
load film, the inevitable disappointments and surprises during shooting, the anxious
moments spent developing film in a darkroom, and the eager anticipation of the
next project, spurred by a desire for improvement and satisfaction.

As | envisioned myself continuing this lifelong journey, | couldn't ignore the rapid
changes unfolding around us. In an era where reflection and contemplation are
increasingly consumed by digital devices, and the influence of Al is reshaping
human roles, | couldn't help but wonder if my approach could serve as a bulwark
against these shifts. Perhaps, by prioritizing human contemplation and extending it,
my methodology could offer a counterbalance to the prevailing currents of our
time.

As the world continues to evolve, and unforeseen events such as the pandemic
disrupt our lives, it's crucial to consider what we must safeguard amidst this
unpredictability and how we should navigate the broader "human era." | believe
that creating an "order of coexistence" founded on empathy and mutual trust will
be paramount. In this present moment, which is the culmination of all that has
come before it, we must recognize the intricate interplay between various
binaries—such as humans and the environment, spirit and matter, East and
West—and endeavor to discover new meanings within these complex relationships.
Like thunder and lightning converging, we must evolve and adapt in pursuit of a
new order suited to the demands of this new era.



