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Halloween: An Itaewon Tragedy

DY} 48 T

The incident in Itaewon is a national tragedy. Once again, S0 many of our country’ s hopeful
futures have passed away in such a terrible manner. The last was the Sewol ferry accident.
For the first time since the pandemic so many of our youth wanted to go out and have a
good time without any social distance measures. Halloween was a great event to dress up
in a costume and to let go and have fun. On October 29 at 10:10 pm, when so many people
were crowded in a very small alleyway and started to squeeze together so tight that people
could not breathe. Now, 158 people have lost their lives because of this. This is a national
tragedy.

How did Halloween become so popular in Korea? Why does the idea of wearing a
costume on Halloween seem so appealing to so many of your young people? The simple
answer is this: English. English is the reason why Halloween has become so popular, and it is
the underlying reason why so many people died on that disastrous day.

First, when we learn a language, the culture and social norms are transferred to the
learners. The best example I can give is the song, “Gangnam Style” from Psy. It is in the
top 10 most watched videos on Youtube, It has around 45 billion views. The song makes
fun of the culture of the rich who live in Gangnam. In the video, it exposes the ridiculous
lifestyles of rich people which resonate with similar habits of the rich in other countries.
Because of this song, Gangnam Station is a tourist attraction for foreigners to experience
the phenomenon of the “Gangnam Style.” Furthermore, not only are foreign viewers learning
about Gangnam, but more importantly, they are learning about Korean culture. Now,
because of K-pop, the Korean culture and Korean cuisine’ s popularity is at its all-time peak.
When | was young, Kimchi was disgusting smelly food that foreigners despised. Now, they
cannot get enough of it with its healthy benefits. Michelin star chefs are fusing, learning,
and teaching Korean techniques throughout the world. Even Gordan Ramsey, who has a
restaurant in Lotte Tower that sells hamburgers for 140 000 won, is incorporating Korean
dishes at his high class restaurants around the world. As popular as the Korean culture is
around the world, how did Halloween become so popular in Korea? Well, the Halloween
culture came to Korea after the Korean war when the US soldiers were stationed in Korea,
Halloween was then only celebrated with the US soldiers and their family stationed in Korea.
Then Halloween fused out into Itaewon bars to attracted their military customers. This is
how Halloween started in Itaewon.

After Korea overcame the financial crisis of 1997, the English boom began. Thousands of
foreign teachers came to Korea to teach in academies, elementary, middle and high schools. This
is when Korean students started to learn about Halloween and the idea of receiving candy for
FREE! Most students could not overcome the idea of receiving candy by saying, “Trick or treat”
This is an experience everyone wanted to try. Then, every Halloween, students would have
mini Halloween parties at school, academy and at home (for families who have lived overseas)
but cannot experience the culture of trick or treating. Slowly, as these students grew up, every
Halloween, the cultural idea of Halloween was reinforced in their minds. For some lucky students
who studied overseas, they experienced the true culture of Halloween. Some enjoy it very
much and others do not. More importantly, they personally experience the Halloween culture
and spread their experience with their friends and teachers. Now, those young children that did
not experienced Halloween but only learned it now have the opportunity to experience the real
Halloween culture. However, due to COVDD restrictions, these adults could not experience this
phenomenon for a few years. This pent-up demand grew even more when these bars, clubs, and
restaurants were promoting these Halloween parties. This is why the arowds in taewon were
as big as it was.

Second, if you go to ltaewon on a Saturday night around 6 pm, the crowds are always big.
These alleyways are always jam packed. It is difficult to move around on a normal Saturday
night. It is not until around 10 : 30 when the crowd starts to wind down. Most people need
to take the subway or bus home before it closes for the night. Thus, these crowds were not
unusual for Itaewon. Koreans are used to these types of crowds when they go to Gangnam
Station, Myeong-dong, and other popular places around the city. Also, taking the subway
during rush hours, standing on the platform in the subway station is just as crowded. So,
these crowded places were not strange for these young people. They see this type of crowd
every day. So what went wrong to them?

These young people were curious to experience the Halloween culture which was
reinforced into their consciousness from a very young age by learning a second language.
When we learn English, we cannot help but to be curious about the culture and traditions
that are associated with the language. Now, new learners of English may not learn about
Halloween any more, or they will learn about its tragic history in ltaewon. However, | hope
new learners still learn about Halloween and continue to do so in the future.
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