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I have been through the usual textbooks for Korean learning: I got the 

Pimsleur Audio course on iTunes; I got some very stiff textbooks at the 

Incheon Airport Bookstore, I’ve watched many of the hit Korean comedies 

from the last few years (subtitled, obviously), and I even (briefly) joined a 

Korean language Institute, before they doubled the hourly fee, and soon went 

out of business. The answers I was looking for are not found through 

repetition of grammatical structures, but that the culture was a wildly different 

thing from anything in the West, and would have to be paced through 

gradually.                            In other words, slang was part of  the education.
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AS MUCH AS A RAT’S TAIL

A DICTIONARY OF QUIRKY, CRUDE 
AND HILARIOUS KOREAN SLANG



It was not an optional 
aspect of language, but 
i n t eg r a l , and r equ i r e 
learning for anyone with 
even a passing interest in 
the Korean language. 
B a s i c a l l y, t h i s b o o k , 
ostensibly a dictionary of 
racy, zany, hilarious Korean 
slang (with mini dialogues 
for each word, many of 
which are incredibly funny) 
was going to be my next 
s t e p i n f u r t h e r 
understanding Korean pop 
culture.

I insist on using the term 
‘pop culture’ here, because 
it does a great disservice to 
thousands of years of 
Korean history to say that 
you wil l more deeply 
understand it by watching 
G a n g s t e r m o v i e s . I 
wouldn’t dare. That is a 
very distant mountain I 
have yet to set foot upon. I 
want to be very careful here 
in any ‘wisdom’ I glean 
from such a book. To be 
clear, any book about slang, 
is obviously going to be 
geared towards a younger 
set. Much of the slang is 
inappropriate, especially in 
an austere Korean business 
environment (and yet, 
ironically, totally perfect, in 
a 3 hour drunken Korean 
Karaoke session, a lso 
integral to Business life). 
There is a time and a place 
for such language. And that 
is, casual conversation. Very 

casual. You can actually get 
into trouble for being too 
stiff and boring (eg. talking 
l i k e t h e y d o i n m y 
textbooks), and that is, 
people won’t really like you, 
they’ll think of you as a 
robot, with no personality. 
And there’s a risk of 
getting too ‘colourful’ with 
this language and being the 
l i f e o f a pa r t y ( and 
summarily fired for being 
inappropriate at the office). 
Use your common sense.

So how did I use this book 
to s tudy? I bas i ca l l y 
flashcarded (via iPhone 
app) most of the words in 
here (between 200-300 
slang expressions) for my 
own study. It doesn’t have 
to be studied like that, of 
course; if you were an 
English teacher in Korea, 
you could throw this in 
your backpack, and practice 
a few words throughout the 
day (ahem, the polite ones, 
of course), and that alone 
would get you massive 
b r ow n i e p o i n t s w i t h 
colleagues, students and 
friends (and members of 
the opposite sex).

So here’s a few Cultural 
Points that I’ve tried to 
extract from reading this 
book. Apologies to any 
Koreans if I’ve gone off 
track. 

• Age is huge in Korea, 
determining (akin to Japan) 
t h e way yo u t a l k t o 
someone, the kind of 
language you use. Not 
surpris ing for anyone 
fami l i a r w i th Korean 
‘politeness levels’, but I 
found it very interesting, 
that if two people meet, 
and they discover they are 
born in the same year, there 
is no obligation to be 
exceedingly polite (as they 
are neither senior nor 
junior to each other), and 
upon realizing this, get to 
speak Casual Korean. It’s a 
delight and worthy of 
c e l e b r a t i o n . T h i s i s 
considered a good sign, and 
basically, let the good times 
roll! Geom-bei!

• Speaking of Korean 
Drinking, my own trips to 
Korea (purely business) 
have all followed this 
script. After work, the 
group will go out for 
d i n n e r . T h e r e i s a 
phenomenon known as 1 
cha, 2 cha, 3 cha (basically 
first round, second round, 
third round) where the 
party will move from the 
restaurant (drinking) to a 
drinking establishment, 
and later a Karaoke bar. 
By the time you get to the 
Karaoke bar, you should 
b e ve r y l o o s e , a n d 
showing your true self. 
This is how you form a 
strong bond or warm 



connection with someone 
( e s p e c i a l l y y o u r 
colleagues), by drinking 
together and having a 
blast.

• Three Keys in Korea. 
This is pretty big, because 
anyone who’s watched 5 
minutes of a Korean 
drama series, or a Korean 
movie will note, “Hm.. 
Lots of rich people.” 
There is a strong sense of 
pressure that hangs over 
Korean life, I believe, to 
get married, start a family, 
and have these three keys: 
the car keys, the home 
keys, and the keys to the 
office. In other words, to 
have your life in order, 
and have some property. 
Without these, men are 
not considered marriage 
material. Hence all the 
pressure, starting from 
the womb, to do well in 
school and get a good job 
( it ’s an Asian thing, 
people in Shanghai feel 
the exact same pressure). 

On the other hand, much 
o f t h i s i s c o m m o n 
throughout the world, who 
doesn’t want their children 
to be successful? I think 
the key in Korea, is that is 
seems to be constant 
reminder, and hence the 
pressure is suffocating at 
times. The drive for money 
and wealth, and a good 
reputation pervades much 
of Korean life. So shape 
up! 

• When it comes to Korean 
Comedy, everyone loves a 
play on words, and some 
of the skits, and dialogues 
in this book are laugh out 
loud funny. T here ’s 
someth ing d i s t inc t l y 
Korean, the silly goofball 
personality, that you see 
throughout funny movies 
a n d T V s h ow s. M y 
Korean friends will kill 
me if I don’t insert this 
d i s c l a i m e r : t h i s i s 
exaggerated for effect. 
Please, please, please 
remember, all comedy 

(and drama, and theatre of 
any kind) is exaggerated for 
effect. That’s why girls in 
Korean shows are often 
over the top in their 
emotional outbursts, and 
Korean men totally snap 
and fly into a rage at the 
smallest offense, and a 
huge brawl breaks out. This 
is meant to be funny, and 
Korean comedy does this 
very well. Normal life, and 
normal people, are just 
that, very moderated, and 
very reasonable people. But 
that wouldn’t be any fun to 
watch on TV, now would 
it? I know my Korean 
teacher doesn’t approve of 
this book but, eventually, 
we have to bring our 
personalities out in our 
language study, and with 
this book, you have all the 
tools to do so. Whether you 
choose to be playboy, a 
computer geek, a princess, 
a g angs t e r , a c r ank y 
ajumma, or a salaryman, is 
up to you!
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The Language Instinct 

I admit it. I’m a language lover. After growing up learning French in Canada, I 
entered high school looking for my ‘next big thrill’. I found it by way of a Chinese 
class taught by a white guy. That’s right, I begun learning Chinese when I was 14 
years old, and throughout college I continued, gradually, bit by bit, finding ways to 
use Chinese. Now I live in Shanghai, and I bump into Koreans and Japanese now 
and then. I wonder if there’s any gems in a book like this which might speed up my 
learning?



The premise of this book is the search 
for a gene that makes us good at 
language. But before we answer that 
question, we must define (over the 
course of 400+ pages) first what 
language is, and secondly, what it means 
to be good at it. After all, if spoken/
written language is so massively 
important, why are we the only ones 
doing it? Rabbits and dogs and cats 
make noises, but, surely it’s nothing as 
evolved as what we’re up to, right? Even 
ch imps seem to have ver y 
sophisticated communication, 
b u t a g a i n , c o m p a r e d 
toShakespeare? Not quite.

Why is language important? 
Because paired with other 
organs in our body, we can 
m o s t d i r e c t l y a n d 
powerfully communicate 
our thoughts. Screeching 
and screaming can express 
emotions (anger, jealousy), 
but thoughts, and sentences and 
words can express plans, fears, questions 
and answers. If you knew not to go into 
the woods after the sun came down, 
because bats and snakes would bite you, 
how would you communicate this 
information via screeches and grunts? 
It’s too vague. You’d probably try 
drawing something on the wall of your 
cave, but if anyone was confused what 
you were trying to say (“what do you 
mean, when the sun goes down?”) they’d 
probably by eaten by some leopard/
wolverine/bear, etc. Not only is one way 
information important, but sparking 

conversation amongst a group of tribe 
members brings together the collective 
intelligence, making the group, and the 
network smarter and stronger. The 
group, then survives, thrives, and 
expands. Their genes carry on. If the 
genes of the conversant members 
carried the Language instinct, some gene 
for verbal dexterity, it would become 
more dominant over time.

So what about the difference 
b e t w e e n s o m e o n e w h o ’s 

excellent at language, and 
someone who’s not so great? 
What does that even mean? 
If someone speaks with 
perfect grammar, is it because 

they’re smarter, or because 
they’re trying harder. It 
turns out there’s really 
n o s u c h t h i n g a s 
‘perfect’ or ‘standard’ 

English. The language is 
alive, and is a moving target. 

In Eastern United States, words are 
pronounced very differently in New 
York and Boston. Who’s wrong? Well no 
one’s wrong; the language serves them 
well. And as long as we all share the 
same written language, we’re fine. Pinker 
analyses the intricacies of street slang, 
like those in the New York city Bronx, 
and finds it to be very creative, clever 
and detailed. It’s not bad English, it’s 
good Bronxese. And there will always be 
those who insist, standard English is that 
which we were taught in school and any 
deviation from that is therefore wrong. 
The problem with the rules of English 
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grammar and pronounciation is there are 
as many loopholes and exceptions as 
there are rules. Effectively there is no 
standard language, but a series of 
customs and heuristics. Why do we say 
an orange vs. a orange? Whom vs. Who? 
Once we divorce ourselves from the 
pompous attitude of Mr. and Mrs. 
Perfect English, we can bring ourselves 
to admit, the differences are basically 
arbitrary. It just so happened that 
somewhere along the line these rules of 
language developed, and as such (like the 
Constitution) they can be amended, 
because they’re living breathing things. 
In most cases, we prefer to have 
standard spelling, or there would be 
m a s s i v e m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s i n 
newspapers, but grammar is totally 
adaptable and f lexible. Even so, 
Canadians will insist that neighbour is 
spelled with a u, because that’s what the 
British intended, but it doesn’t really 
matter. Correct spelling is whatever is 
agreed upon.

But what about learning second and 
third languages? Is there any tricks to it? 
Well, I regret to report that the circuitry 
in your brain that makes you such an 
adept learner as a baby, is actually 
dismantled and tossed, around the age 
of 10 (no matter what Tim Ferriss says). 
As a 35 year old, you will never have the 
learning ability of  a child. 

Why does the brain handicap itself in 
this way? Don’t forget, as a child you are 
hungry all the time! You eat like crazy 
and you learn like crazy. It actually takes 
an incredible amount of energy to learn 
that fast, and thus keeping the language 
learning circuitry around would waste a 
massive amount of calories! I suppose 
one could do a cram session with 
massive amounts of Meat Lovers Pizza 
(huge caloric intake), but we’ll never be 
able to achieve that language learning 
speed again. Remember, not only are 
children learning their mother tongue at 
an amazing rate, they’re learning everything 
about this whole new world too. As a 35 year 
old, learning a foreign language, you 
basically have to learn new grammar 
patterns, and how to say Apple, not re-
learning the definition of what an Apple is. So 
in that sense you have a huge advantage 
over your much younger self. 

Now if you don’t mind, I have a date 
with a few hundred flashcards.
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The Hero with a Thousand Faces 
The Purpose of Heroes and Stories



A hero is defined as “ a person of superhuman qualities and 
often semidivine origin, in particular one of those whose 
exploits and dealings with the gods were the subject of 
ancient Greek myths and legends”.

What makes a man ‘superhuman’ or ‘semidivine’ is his internal 
battle to let loose his humanistic tendencies (known as mortal 
flaws) to conquer his larger than life enemies (personified internal 
demons). Even Superman, with his mythical origins, would be dull 
and boring without his weakness for Kryptonite.

I want to discuss some of the modern implications of these 
timeless myths and stories, but first let’s take a step back and look 
at some of the major elements of great storytelling. You may have 
noticed, when contrasting the classic novels, with simplistic 
Saturday morning cartoons, that one element of great literature 
(and myths and folklore can be examined under the same lens) is 
that great books and movies tend to have multiple thematic layers, 
whereas Spongebob Squarepants usually has just one.

The greatest novels ever written, and the greatest fables ever 
written, are multilayered with themes, because themes help make 
the story viral, and last the ages.



In one of the great action/horror flicks in 
modern cinema, Aliens (nominated for seven 
Academy Awards), written and directed by 
James Cameron, the Motherhood theme is 
cleverly woven throughout the story, setting up 
a classic finale. The Heroine, Ripley, learns in 
the beginning of the story, that she has missed 
her daughters entire life (due to cryogenic 
freezing), and she’s obviously devastated. By 
the end of the movie, she will fight and risk her 
life, and the lives of her crew to slay the Alien 
Mother. In killing the Alien Mother Ripley 
must kill a part of herself. In the end, all great 
struggles are internal, not external. This is the 
nature of ego, and enlightenment. This is also 
the nature of  great stories and great legends.

As is typically the case with Ego stories, our 
Heroes and Heroines are typically faced with 
several obstacles, as they let go of their egos; 
these stories often begin with sensual 
temptations (delicious food, money, sex), but 
quickly evolve into a story of self sacrifice, and 
eventually redemption, enlightenment, and 
finally, sharing wisdom with your community.

Homer’s Odyssey is an example of a story that 
begins with Homer’s seemingly simple goal of 
returning home after war to see his family, but 
in the classic epic tradition, the Gods interfere 
to give him several obstacles. The role of the 
obstacles is to force our Hero to face the 
weaknesses inherent in all mortal men. By the 
time he’s made it past the obstacles, he’s a 
changed man, enlightened. Because he’s been 
through such a struggle, he will tell his story to 
everyone in the community, and they’ll learn 
the strength of  his ordeal.

Here we must emphasize that stories serve a 
greater purpose in the community and society; 
they are not just for the sake of ‘entertainment,’ 
for rather education and self-preservation. 
After slaying your dragons (metaphorical or 
otherwise) you must return an enlightened 
being and teach others what you’ve learned. 
That’s how society progresses and gets smarter. 
That’s also why society needs heroes and their 

stories; the society and community and tribe is 
the ultimate beneficiary. In this sense the Myth 
serves a real genetic purpose in protecting the 
gene pool, and growing it for future 
generations. The Myth (or Story, or Fable, if 
you wi l l ) p lays a non-phys ica l ro le , 
complementing the very physical ‘Gene pool 
promotion’ instruments already in place (eg. 
Male Lions fighting over the female, Smaller 
weaker babies being eaten by Hyenas, taking 
their weak genes out of the pool). Wisdom and 
the dissemination of that wisdom within the 
tribe can be thought of as the non-physical 
version of a pack of lions and lion cubs 
scarfing on a delicious ox. Only those within 
the tribe benefit.

Part of the immense challenge Joseph 
Campbell had in putting this breathtakingly 
ambitious book together, was to study and 
collect, and compare and contrast tales and 
fables from all over the world, from countless 
countries, languages and religions. He posits 
that, like many Agnostics and Atheists after 
him have highlighted, similar stories, themes 
and archetypes come up again and again, across 
different re l ig ions and cultures. The 
implications of these archetypes is that perhaps 
these stories are ingrained somehow in our 
DNA (being, the only thing that Chinese, 
French and Aztecs have in common — the 
same genetic code ). On one hand there are 
countless religious and devoutly spiritual 
followers who will be aghast at this 
implication–that there’s nothing special about 
their particular Myth or Story or Religion. If 
various tribes told similar stories all over the 
world, then what is special or unique about the 
myths? After all, if the same archetype and 
theme is repeated over and over, by thousands 
and millions of our ancestors, isn’t that innately 
offensive to our ancestors?

The role of the Hero is to venture out into the 
wilderness and bring back wisdom, and share it 
with the group. By clinging to the notion that 
we are ‘special’ or ‘unique’ because we were 
enlightened before our neighbours, we reveal 



just how enlightened we truly aren’t. Our 
ancestors were primitive and very slowly 
learned about the world around them. It is 
because they learned that they survived. That 
they survived makes them special, not that they 
learned how to slay Dragons before their rivals 
on the other side of the great river. I am the 
peacemaker. It’s my nature. With this take, I’m 
trying to make peace with those who may be 
offended in anyway by Joseph Conrad’s (or 
Richard Dawkins’) work, or any implications 
springing from it.

Myths are great allegories and great metaphors. 
If we break the ten commandments, and are 
doomed to spend eternity in a pit of fire, which 
do you think is a more practical interpretation: 
a pit of fire as metaphor for a life of agony and 
mental strife, or a literal pit of fire in an 
imaginary place (whereupon, somehow, you 
spend more than 20 minutes burning in fire, 
without dying, let alone an eternity). Like many 
religions and cultures, the Heaven and Hell 
metaphor serves to highlight the demons 
within us all, and the rewards and punishments 
for conquering them. As such the Kingdom of 
Heaven is within us, if we can figure out how 
to live the right way. Again, if we take the 
metaphor literally, we run the risk of embracing 
childish fairy tales; take them as metaphors, and 
they are sublime and enlightening stories. The 
purpose of these stories is to pass on wisdom. 
The story of a hero who learns something and 
then tells his fellow countrymen, is truly 
beneficial to the tribe and the community. And 
here is the critical point that Campbell strives 
to make: the purpose of the Hero is not to be 

like Society, is not to fit in, is not to be liked; 
the purpose of the Hero is to fight against the 
group, in search of truth, in search of 
enlightenment, and to do that he has to let go 
of all pretension, fame, vanity, and ego, and 
upon enlightenment, return to the group, the 
tribe, and the community and lead them. The 
purpose of his journey is to lead the group, not 
be led. Thus he becomes the leader, not the 
follower. And because of his great actions and 
his wisdom, the tribe grows stronger, wiser, and 
more likely to grow.

The Hero lives not to get approval from society 
but to eviscerate the status quo– to reject the 
pressure and groupthink from those around 
him and look within himself. To Campbell, the 
dragon, the gorgon and the centaur represent 
the status quo. If you can outthink, 
outmaneuver and slay these monsters, you are 
one step closer to true enlightenment, and true 
leadership. After all, how can you possibly lead 
your peers, or your tribe to bigger and better 
things, if you are slavishly looking for their 
approval? Every now and then we are blessed 
with such men and women, true innovators and 
true leaders, and enlightened beings, who 
become leaders not only in life, but also in 
death. They teach us with their success, with 
their congruency, and with this great actions; 
those who are singularly minded and obsessed 
with one thing, or one theme. 

What enlightenment can we seek in exploring 
the word around us? The Modern Hero seeks 
not to venture to new lands (necessarily), but to 
shed light on his own psychology. In a world of 
virtual avatars, and instant messaging, our 
‘other’ is ourselves (no, I’m not channeling 
Tyler Durden). The Modern Hero deed, must 
bring light to the spirit and the soul; something 
that technology can never do. You might say 
the physical world has never been so 
connected, but spiritually we have never been 
so disconnected. In the digital age, the Hero is 
the integrated man or woman who seeks not 
only to better themselves, but better those 
around them.

man v nature
man vs the gods
man vs his own ego
lost love
trying to win the war for your country
coping with death and old age
losing faith in God
facing your deepest fears

Common Mythical Themes



Frogs into Princes 
Understanding the Magic that Happens When We Talk

You may have heard of Neuro Linguistic Programming, but if you haven’t it’s 
not your fault: NLP, the study of how our minds use, interpret and process 
language and thought, has been simmering below the surface of the public 
consciousness for a few decades now. This seemingly geeky subject turns out 
to be incredibly fun and useful, if you can figure it out. Using NLP in your day 
to day life effectively is kinda like the ‘stop the bullets in mid-air’ scene in The 
Matrix. 

Yes, I’m talking about hypnosis. 

Buckle up.



To start, I found the title ‘Frogs into 
Princes’ (though obscure to the casual 
Barnes and Noble shopper) brilliant in 
w h a t t h i s b o o k i s 
attempting to do. As any 
Westerner reading this 
w i l l i m m e d i a t e l y 
understand, the reference 
is to many a fairy tale 
a b o u t a p r i n c e s s ’s 
r e l a t ionsh ip w i th a 
shapeshifting frog (in 
s o m e ve r s i o n s , t h e 
princess would turn a frog into a prince 
with her kiss). Presumably, there is 
supposed to be a lesson in there about 
how looks can be deceiving (don’t judge 
a book by its cover etc), but there’s more 
to it than that. The writers of this book, 
esteemed NLP researchers and pioneers 
Richard Bandler and John Grinder, were 
therapists. This book is actually a 
transcription of a three day course given 
to NLP Students who wanted to use the 
ideas to treat and heal psychologically 
damaged patients. The idea is that if you 
can change the way people see the 
world, you can give them a better 
outlook, and they’ll go back to being 
healthy happy productive members of 
society. Sound crazy? 

What do you think Tony Robbins has 
been doing for the last 30 years?

Okay, let’s dig in: Neuro Linguistic 
Programming (in laymans terms: using 
language to train/encode the mind) is 
the process of talking someone (eg. a 
patient, a friend, a loved one) into seeing 

the world in a different/new/broader 
way. Again, if you’ve ever seen 
demonstrations of Hypnosis, you know 

exactly what this looks 
like, and how powerful it 
is, and how fast it can take 
effect. But that’s a terrible 
example, because most 
intelligent people turn 
their nose up at Hypnosis 
and dismiss it as a hoax, or 
a scam. So here’s my 
bombshell–my red pill, if 

you will– to you: what if I told you that 
you’re performing Hypnosis on yourself 
and others all the time?

It’s true. After all, if Hypnosis is so 
powerful that you can ‘activate’ it just by 
talking, don’t you think you’d be ‘doing 
it’ all the time? Sure. And you are doing 
just that. It’s just that, when you do it 
randomly, the cause and effect is 
completely missed, and so you think 
nothing of it. When we feel a little 
depressed, or ecstatic, we chalk it up to 
‘animal spirits’ or a ‘mood’ or a large 
intake in calories, or certain chemicals 
(eg. coffee, beer, etc). We find lots of 
different reasons for our emotions, none 
of them straightforward, or reliable. In 
other words, we just accept that our 
‘moods’ are largely random, and we try 
to deal with them ebbs and flows as best 
we can. We ‘use’ NLP like a youngster 
swinging a baseball bat at a Piñata. 
Somet imes you h i t someth ing , 
sometimes you hit others, sometimes 
you hit yourself. Without even the 
faintest knowledge of how to use NLP, 



you end up using it randomly. As a 
result, you’re skeptical that it even exists.

According the NLP, our emotions and 
memories can be linked to auditory, 
kinesthetic and visual cues. Have you ever 
noticed how you feel a ‘certain way’ 
whenever you walk into a library, or an 
examination hall? For some people it’s a 
positive feeling (the love of knowledge), for 
some people it’s a negative feeling (the 
bitterness of academic failure). Maybe you 
feel a ‘certain way’ whenever you go into a 
loud dance club. The trick to NLP (and the 
purpose of this book, and NLP training in 
general) is understanding how to change 
these associations to give people more 
power.

And so the first detractor says,
“But Mike, I feel great in a club because 
logically it’s a fun place to be.”

And the next detractor chimes in,
“But Mike, I feel nervous in a club because 
logically it’s an uncomfortable place to be”

How can both be true? The truth is the 
Dance Club (either the visual stimuli, or the 
music, or the feeling of being there) isn’t 
logically or necessarily anything. We just 
associate it with our previous experiences 
via visual, kinesthetic and auditory cues that 
get triggered when we go there. 

If our associations are positive we’ll look 
for positive points and highlight them. If 
our associations are negative (eg. a barfight, 
rejection, seeing your ex-lover with 
someone else), we’ll do the reverse. Do you 
have a love song from your childhood that 
gives you goosebumps? Maybe your favorite 
hip hop song from the 90ʹ′s that brings back 
memories. Of  course you do. 

Why do we have these bizarre connections? 
Probably because that’s the way our brains 
store memories: linkages between audio/
visual/kinesthetic stimuli can protect us for 
future events. You know, like associating the 
sound of  a lion’s roar with panic/terror.

So in this world, we walk around touching 
things, talking to people, and logging events 
and memories, like a huge relational 
database. Maybe you almost drowned one 
time in Hawaii, so you developed a phobia 
of swimming. It’s not crazy, because Logic 
doesn’t exist. Logic is just a matter of 
association. Is it logical to be afraid of the 
dark? Probably. Do monsters exist? Of 
course not. So why are we so scared to walk 
around the attic in the middle of the night? 
Probably because we associate the darkness 
with every scary movie (bathroom scene, 
shower scene, being chased through the 
woods at night scene) we’ve ever watched in 
our entire lives. The scarier the movie, the 
stronger the connection. 

Boo.



The Power of Eye 
Contact

I go to a lot of meetings. Not only am in sales, but I have a social life too: I go on 
dates, I go out for dinner with friends, I go out for drinks. Amazingly, every single one 
of these instances involves looking at another person for extended periods of time, 
often someone you just met. Remember the first school dance you ever went to? I 
remember mine, and apart from the exhilaration of dancing with every girl in the class 
(what a stud), I did remember some awkward eye contact in there as well. As an 11 
year old, I didn’t make great eye contact while I was dancing: I would look anywhere 
but directly at my partner. So Awkward. Now imagine, about 2 decades later, I’m 
sitting down with a client, going through the list of advantages and features of our 
products, and making eye contact with the barista 15 feet away. 

No sale --  and no, getting the barista’s number doesn’t count.



Everyday I hop on the Subway and I’m surrounded 
by total strangers, and feel like, “where can I look so there won’t be any 
awkward tension”: if you stare a guy, you’re looking for a fight; if you stare a woman, 
she’ll either hit you, or marry you on the spot. The result? 500 or suits staring at the 
monitor displaying today’s weather forecast. Sigh.

Why all this paranoia over our eyes? They say the eyes are the windows to the soul; 
maybe that’s why we get jittery when a stranger is looking us in the eye. Maybe we 
don’t want people knowing too much about us because we have deep dark secrets, and 
wish to share our intimate details with others. That might be why we, in social 
situations, are put off when someone won’t look us in the eyes. They’re subtly 
displaying that they have another side they aren’t showing us.

I recently had drinks with a beautiful woman from Beijing. After reading this book, I 
made an effort to pay attention to her eyes, and not let my eyes wander off to people 
walking by, etc, as we often do. She couldn’t take it. I kept going for the deep rapport 
eye contact, just a warm focus on her dark brown eyes, but she wouldn’t reciprocate: 
her eyes kept darting off, and I noticed she was talking, but essentially saying nothing. 
She would list her interests and hobbies like she was rattling off her shopping list. I 
thought, I don’t want to know that you enjoy 14 different sports, I want you to tell 
me, in detail, what you love about one of them. Eventually we did strike a connection, 
but without the eye contact, it struck me she was distracted and insecure. I even 
noticed at times, her hands would be in front of her mouth, or even slightly covering 
her field of vision. Could there be anymore obvious body language? She was insecure, 
not being honest with me, and definitely not looking for a romantic encounter. 

This book is a walkthrough of various social interactions, from total strangers, to 
business contacts, from new lovers, to lifelong married couples, and how the eye 
contact can make it all work. Actually, taking off from the ‘windows to the soul’ line, 
Ellsberg assets that our eyes are really the windows to our emotions. Bad eye contact 
signals that you are not feeling warm, strong, confident, which explains why it’s an 
absolute killer on a date. It signals that you want people to stay back. Now imagine 
going to a night club with your friends, and signaling to the beautiful people at the 
next table, “Stay back! Get away!” And then imagine their confusion when you 
approach them 20 minutes later with a forced pickup line. Oops.

Where, then, do great connections, either at the night club, or at the Whole Foods, 
start? With good eye contact, of course. No cheesy pickup lines required. And 
what does great eye contact look like? Just ask Bill Clinton, who famously, can 
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charm anyone within a few seconds, not because of his witty Daily Show worthy one 
liners, but his amazing eye contact. Another mentioned in the book, is a hero of mine, 
Virgin’s Sir Richard Branson. Steve Jobs has also been cited for being a hypnotic 
master of Charisma, especially on stage. There’s a line from the book which I think 
captures it beautifully: the agendaless presence. In a way, it’s almost impossible to be 
on a date, and emit that you have no agenda, but that’s the goal. When you’re talking 
with friends, watching sports, there is no agenda, you’re just connecting, laughing, 
vibing. You’re in the moment, you’re not strategizing, or considering your next joke. 
When you go on sales calls, there is an agenda, but your customers would sure love if 
you didn’t hit them over the head with it.

Michael Ellsberg explains, in amazing detail, just how these different cues can be 
improved, emphasized, and redirected for maximum effect. As in my own experience 
above, you’re not hypnotizing people. You can’t make someone who doesn’t like you, 
fall head over heels in love with you. For people that already know you and like you, 
eye contact will intensify the connection, and make every conversation and interaction 
something memorable, and genuine. In business, it will close the sale for you, because 
you can’t (unless you have a particular brand of psychopathy) look at someone deep 
in the eye and pretend to care about them. You see, we’re not manipulating here. In 
fact, we’re not even doing eye contact; we’re allowing eye contact. 

See the difference?
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Whistling Vivaldi
How Stereotypes Affect Us

As a white man working around Asia, places like China, Korea and Japan, and wishing to 
stay here, I absolutely have to deal with the issue of race and stereotype. What may seem 
trivial now, as a single caucasian man, may at some point (eg. getting married, raising biracial 
children) become an issue for me and my family. And for anyone not living in Asia, there are 
class and racial divisions all over the world, as students and co-workers form cliques along 
predictable lines.

I remember in University, taking an Intermediate Mandarin class, where all the different 
ethnic and social groups would–unknowingly– cluster together perfectly: there were the 
white kids, the Chinese born Canadians, the Hong Kong kids, the Bi-racial kids, the Koreans, 
and some Philippinos. It was only several weeks into the class that I noticed these convenient 
groupings (I had done the exact same with my white friends). Were we racist? Were we trying 
to reject the other classmembers (and the Chinese teacher!)? Not at all. We enjoyed the 
arrangement, subconscious though it may have been.



But I do remember another class I took 
(briefly). It was an Asian studies course. There 
was one other white person in the class 
(phew!), and the goal of the class was to 
research the rich Asian influences in our 
community. This was a heavy course, and 
considered high-end credit, meaning very 
intensive projects. I was almost certain to be 
working later in Asia (that’s why I signed up in 
the first place), but I felt like I shouldn’t be 
there, and I felt like a fraud, that my research 
would be scrutinized, and my ‘findings’ would 
be immediately dismissed, as they were coming 
from a Caucasian student. The professor and 
the other students couldn’t have been more 
open and kind, but it wasn’t them I was 
responding to, it was something else. It was a 
subtle pang of anxiety I felt in the class, which 
led me to dropping the class before the end of 
the second week. Admittedly, I justified it by 
predicting academic demise, and felt sorry for 
the other white student who must be going 
through panic attacks in that class.Years later, I 
wonder if he ever finished the course, or 
politely dropped out after I did.

Make no mistake, my goal in reviewing this 
book was to identify techniques to alleviate, 
overcome, and adapt to living in foreign 
countries where I feel (and expect to feel) 
stereotypes and discrimination. So what are 
people really afraid of? What is this anxiety I 
keep mentioning. Are my Shanghainese 
neighbours afraid of me? Are whites in the US 
really afraid of Black people? In many cases, 
not even slightly. What I’m talking about are 
nice, friendly, ambitious, successful, otherwise, 
we l l - r o u n d e d p e o p l e w h o s t i l l f e e l 
uncomfortable around certain groups–certain 
races, certain genders, certain cliques. Some of 
the research in this book brings forward a 
fascinating concept: people are generally 
agitated by what has been dubbed “stereotype 
threat”. 

Stereotype threat means whenever you (either 
because you’re black, or a woman, or a Lakers 
fan, or a Snowboarder) are in a position of 

being stereotyped in a negative way, you 
subconsciously feel this threat. In response to 
this threat, you subconsciously try to overcome 
the stereotype. So a female student taking high-
level Computer Science at Harvard, will likely 
feel this threat (the stereotype being that 
women are not as good as men at math/
science/computers), and it will distract them. 
The instinctual response is to work even 
harder, thus, bringing their test scores down 
slightly, and reinforcing the stereotype.

How do we know this is happening? Tests on 
various forms of stereotype threat revealed that 
many ‘threatened’ students experienced higher 
blood pressure levels when they were under 
this threat, even though the students, when 
asked, did not report physically feeling any 
nervousness, or stress at all. This is totally 
subconscious. But the brain treats it as 
multitasking: not only are you focusing on this 
math problem, but you have to simultaneously 
have an internal dialogue about whether or not 
you even belong in this classroom. Note: this 
has been tested at the very best colleges in the 
United States (and in the poorest communities 
as well), and has been shown time and time 
again. It doesn’t matter how ‘good’ the students 
are, their grades take a hit whenever they’re 
under this threat. It’s shocking how clear the 
lines are.

And what about social situations? Well let’s 
examine racism (since its a much bigger 
problem for blacks in the US, than it is for 
whites in, say, China). First of all, why does 
Racism or any other kind of discrimination 
exist? This one is pretty easy: because we as 
people come in all shapes and sizes and from 
myriad backgrounds, and harbour a generalized 
sense of insecurity that is alleviated somewhat 
when we meet someone who is like us in some 
way (what a mouthful!). Why are we insecure? 
Because we’re human. We all have flaws; we 
either go crazy trying to eliminate them 
(perfectionism) or we learn live with it. 



When someone who comes from our 
hometown (we see a guy with Boston Redsox 
cap) we feel more at ease when we’re around 
him. There are thousands of different ways we 
can ‘classify’ ourselves, and thus thousands of 
ways we can relate to other people to get this 
‘insecurity relief ’. But what’s the ugly flipside? 
Thousands of ways we can separate ourselves 
from others. Just go online and see Windows 
and Mac users fighting–fighting–because of 
what kind of OS their computer runs. Fans of 
rival sports teams hate each other, and (sadly) 
in the midst of a heated game, will ever go to 
blows, which usually ends up with a trip to the 
hospital. Just ask soccer fans in the UK (or 
South America, etc). It follows that the more 
insecure you are about yourself, the more 
you’re going to cling to these groups of 
‘security’…you hate Windows users, you hate 
Manchester United fans, you hate the Toronto 
Maple Leafs. And so on. The hatred here 
comes from mistakenly associating anyone who 
is not rooting for your favourite team as 
somehow being against you–somehow 
threatening you. So, in the case of the US, most 
white people don’t feel much of anything, good 
or bad, about African Americans, but there’s a 
few very fragile insecure white people that are 
totally freaked, and say lots of crazy things 
about black people. Interestingly, for some 
African Americans, the answer is not to move 
away from white people, but moving to a 
different set of white people. Like the French. 
Whereas Black people in the United States have 
had to read about years and years of racism, 
and slavery, and racial violence, often from 
authority figures, what do many French people 
think of when you say “Black man”? Jazz 
music. That’s right, right now there is a vibrant 
community of black people, formerly 
American, in Paris who, whenever they meet 
someone new, are delighted to be ‘stereotyped’ 
as having a wonderful taste in music. Blacks in 
Paris have noted basically no anxiety when 
commut ing to work , no fee l ings of 
discomfort– the stereotype threat is nowhere to 
be found (unless they want to visit the US for 
the holidays).

Is this just a black thing? No way. How would 
you like to be a white guy trying out for a 
Varsity Basketball team, with mostly black 
players (or Track and Field, or Football, etc). 
There’s the stereotype staring him right in the 
face. And what does he do? He multitasks. The 
whole time he’s running the floor, not only is 
trying to see the floor, he’s avoiding getting the 
ball stolen, and in the back of his mind, the 
internal dialogue is debating whether or not he 
even deserves to be in this gym in the first 
place (just like women in Computer Science 
tests). His mind blanks, the ball is stolen, and 
three seconds later, he watches his black 
opponent soaring for a windmill dunk. Time to 
hit the showers. You think he made the team?

So it doesn’t really matter what race you are, or 
what city you came from, there’s a stereotype 
out there with your name on it. I suppose as a 
white person, I must confess, being stereotyped 
as bad at basketball (but great at Hockey?) is 
not the end of the world. Most white guys are 
resigned to the fact that they won’t play in the 
NBA. But to be stereotyped as academically 
inferior (as many blacks in this world are) is 
another thing entirely. Not to be an elitist, but I 
don’t consider a University degree to be an 
impossible dream. In todays workforce, getting 
a college education is practically a necessity 
(whether you’re an electrician or a lawyer, its an 
education). Even with a college degree, the job 
market is extremely competitive. For many 
blacks, the moment they set foot in a 
highschool classroom, they feel the discomfort. 
College, where whites enter and exit without a 
hint of anxiety, surely the stereotype threat is 
even stronger. Consider the ramifications of 
this self-perpetuating stereotype, and how 
crucially important it is to understand it and 
overcome it.

Studies have shown that many Black college 
students try to overcome the stereotype threat 
by ‘overworking’: rather than get into groups 
and tackle math problems with their friends, 
they go back to their rooms, shut the door, and 
spend hours trying to figure stuff out on their 



own. They are essentially subconsciously saying 
to the ‘stereotype threat’ “I’ll show you, I don’t 
need any stinkin help, I can figure this out on 
my own.” Meanwhile, Asian students get into 
groups, and have long group study sessions. 
Asian students often revolve their social lives 
around studying (alas, I’ve bumped into 
another stereotype!), and get much higher 
grades, not struggling with arithmetic, but the 
bigger picture meaning behind the material. 

When students of various backgrounds were 
instructed to meet and discuss campus life (eg. 
a mixed group), an amazing thing happened. 
While the whites experienced no change in 
grades (since they aren’t negatively stereotyped 
in Academics), the Blacks experienced a big 
jump in their grades. Why? Because they were 
delighted to find out that whites were 
experiencing the same ‘mistreatment’ from the 
teachers as they were! Without anyone to tell 
them otherwise, blacks developed the instinct 
that ‘I’m being treated this way because of the 
color of my skin’, when if fact, Freshmen in 
college are generally treated like dirt, because 
they’re Freshmen. I remember being told that I 
didn’t know anything, and my ideas were stupid 
(by the head of the Economics dept. no less, 
ouch!), but I didn’t associate that with racism. 

Can you imagine the crippling effect that 
comment would have had on a black student’s 
psyche if he thought the head of the 
department was a racist? Having an integrated 
dialogue is one huge way to get over the 
stereotype threat, and being here in China, I 
can tell you, you’re probably not going to get 
much of a conversation going with a bunch of 
locals, if you don’t speak Fluent Chinese. Think 
about it: without speaking Mandarin, I’m like 
the black guy who only checks with his black 
friends to verify if there’s any ‘racism’ going on. 
If I just ask Expats, they’ll all confirm to me 
that, Chinese people think this way, and the 
best way to deal with it is like this, etc. 

And while there are lots of Chinese that speak 
English here in Shanghai, all I have to do is 
take a job in Hangzhou, or Chongqing, and the 
anxiety is back. So in a roundabout way, 
languages play a hugely important role here, not 
only in China, but Korea, Japan, and many 
other countries where English is just not that 
popular. If you don’t get this dialogue going, 
you’re only listening to the insecure voice in 
your head telling you to hunker down, and 
fight, fight, fight.




