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ABSTRACT

Korean Late Life Rituals: San Francisco and Seoul

This dissertation is a comparative ethnographic study

of late life rituals for Korean elderly in two cultural

settings. It explores the forms and functions of similar

rituals in the two settings, examining the meanings of the

rituals for self, family and community. This study is

embedded in the Structural Functionalist views of ritual and

the emic perspective of the Korean/Korean American cultures.

This dissertation examines the elements of rituals that are

maintained and/or transformed in response to the changing

environment.

It is based on 36 to 42 months of field work in two

urban settings, during which time I visited Korean citizens'

centers in San Francisco for 26 months, and will have

visited Korean community centers for elderly in Seoul, Korea

for sometime between 10 and 16 months for targeting

respondants for the study of 60th, 70th, 80th birthdays and

the 60th wedding anniversary. Participant observation,

interviewing, and unobtrusive measures contitute the

methodology, although the data for this dissertation are

primarily observational.



In this study I found that rituals remain strong in the

face of social change. Ritual helps people understand the

meaning of life, and the continued use of ritual provide

participants with insights into the impact of social change

on personal meanings and vice versa.
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

This dissertation is a cross cultural study of old

people and social change. It examines the changing social

contexts of Korean elderly in Korea and the United States.

Rituals are the lens through which issues of aging are

viewed. The scope of rituals observed extend to any/all

ritual of later life (aged 60 and over) in the two contexts.

1. The Purpose of the Dissertation

This study is an ethnography of the effects of

migration on late life rituals and celebrations. The method

of the study is to compare the forms and functions of

traditional rituals in two settings (parent culture and host

culture) to understand the way cultural setting affects

these things; and how ritual expresses and regulates

people’s responses to cultural change. Additionally, as

rituals can be viewed as microcosms of the larger social

context, some inferences can be made about the social lives

of the ritual participants. This dissertation will provide

a comparative descriptive analysis of three broad questions:

1) what are the forms and functions of late life rituals

among Korean and Korean American elderly? 2) how do rituals

change to meet the demands of differing and changing

environments? and 3) what are the forms and functions that

remain intact? The comparative study of late life rituals

is theoretically embedded in the four broad intellectual

1



areas of gerontology, ethnology, migration/cultural change

and Korea/Korean American studies.

Rituals are one way in which the social and cultural

assumptions of a group can be explicated. Moore and

Meyerhoff (1977) delineate five dimensions of ritual: 1)

there is the explicit purpose that is stated like a hwangap

or 60th birthday celebration; 2) there is also an array of

explicit symbols and messages that reflect the larger

cultural framework within which the ritual is conducted; 3)

there are implicit statements about the social or cultural

system which express contradictions, conflicts, problems or

paradoxes, or the denial thereof; 4) social relationships

are effected in terms of social roles, identities, family

dynamics, sense of collective contact, attitudes toward

other people, and so on; 5) there is an affirmation of

culture against chaos, form over the indeterminate. Because

rituals are the dramatization of life on so many different

dimensions, it is one way to examine the quality of later

life.

The lack of detailed, descriptive cross cultural

studies on late life ritual gives the impression that the

level of social and ritual life in old age is not rich.

This may not be the case; the lack of such studies can be

traced to the values and interests of researchers. In the

early decades of the field, emphasis was placed on the



immediate problems of a rapidly aging society: social

welfare, health care, social security, the organization of

group leisure activities and so on. However, the study of

late life rituals can provide insights into the issues that

are salient in the lives of the elderly. Participation in

and acknowledgement of role transitions for individuals in

relation to family, community, and culture are highlighted

in late life rituals. To my knowledge this will be the

first study of late life ritual in a non-Western group.

This will also be the first study of ritual that compares

the parent culture and a host culture of a immigrant group.

The question of which cohort of Korean elderly is

faring better, those in Korea or the United States, will not

be addressed. This is a question that cannot be answered.

Any answers to this question would be very difficult given

the scope of the sample in this study. Additionally, any

attempts to address this issue would invariably involve a

value judgement. The criteria for such a judgement would be

culture-bound, and such evaluations would do little to

further the study of forms and functions of ritual in later

life. Koreans still believe that later life is a time that

should be passed in a milieu where family and community can

support the elder. On the emotional level, those who have

migrated to the United States are placed in a more adversive

situation. Even when life circumstances are considered,

that those elders who migrate to the United States generally



do so to follow their children, to be with family, the

separation from a sense of community and embeddedness in

culture is a loss that must be addressed. However, even in

Korea, similar losses have resulted from the social changes

since the Korean War (1950-1953), and although the elderly

are still embedded in the culture of origin, the sub

population of elderly I studied were from lower socio

economic levels, and many experienced the losses associated

with rural to urban migration to be with their children.

Hence the experience of this sub-population is also one of

loss of community, and adaptation to an urban culture alien

to their previous experience.

My task here is not to examine the loss of Korean

culture or the acculturation process of older Korean

immigrants in comparison to older non-immigrants. There is

a large body of literature that can better explicate that

process. My focus is to examine the use of traditional

Korean late life rituals to express and understand the

changes that the elderly have experienced. My own position

is that the continued use of ritual in the face of dramatic

changes is an essential part of adapatation to both old age

and social or cultural change. It could be argued that

losses for the older immigrant in the United States place

them in a more difficult position both socially and

psychologically vis a vis the elderly in Korea. However,

that is not the approach I have taken. The measure of the



human spirit is the affirmation of life in the face of

adversity, and the ability to maintain continuity in the

face of tremendous changes. The perspective I have taken in

this dissertation is that both the elderly in Korea and the

United States, in the face of vast social changes, have

taken their knowledge of Korean culture and customs to

create a plausable present for themselves. It addresses the

ability of older adults to create a usable past that

incorporates both present circumstances and Korean

traditions for the maintenance of continuity in their lives,

and has little to do with traditional culture per se, but

the permutations and transformation of traditional culture

to fit the present.

Since this is the first ethnographic study of late life

ritual among Koreans or Korean Americans, my questions about

the rituals I observed were deliberately very general. I

focused on descriptive analyses of forms and functions of

rituals in two settings. As it is in the nature of rituals

to change and adapt to the changing needs of the culture and

community they serve (Moore & Meyerhoff, 1977), I will focus

on those forms and functions enacted by a single age cohort

in two settings. Future age cohorts of Korean and Korean

American elderly may be different from the present one, and

that difference might be reflected both in the types of

rituals chosen, and the way in which they are enacted.

Additionally, although many rituals have similar forms and



functions for many individuals, participants are likely to

differ in their individual interpretations of ritual

elements, the differences reflective of individual life

courses and histories.

2. Significance of the Study

Industrialization, the mechanization of many labor

intensive tasks in conjunction with advances in income,

education, public health and medicine have afforded people

longer lives. In addition to advances in life expectancy,

industrialization is accompanied by declines in fertility

(Myers, 1985). This luxury of long life in conjunction with

lower birth rates, however, creates the major social problem

of supporting the large numbers of retired elderly. How

does a society provide housing, income, medical and health

care services for a suddenly booming segment of society?

The aged have become a subpopulation is some ways unlike

those characterizing the total population. Not only is

support an issue for this subpopulation, dependency can

lower the quality of life for the aged individual. What

niche is the individual supposed to fit into in the new

structure of society? How do new social roles develop? How

is later life perceived and dealt with by the elderly

themselves if there is no precedent for larger numbers of

elderly in society?



These questions are salient not only for developed

countries like the United States, but for developing nations

as well. According to the World Health Organization

Statistics Annual (1987), by the year 2, 000 roughly two out

of three of the world’s 600 million elders will be living in

the developing countries, compared with about 50 percent in

1960. Between 1980 and 2020, the total population of the

developing world is expected to increase by 95 percent. The

absolute increases in the size of the elderly population are

much smaller for developed countries where the process of

population aging began much earlier.

Despite the rapid increase in the population of elderly

in developing countries around the world, there are few

qualitative studies in English of elderly in those

countries. Statistics alone cannot give us a complete

picture of this demographic change. The descriptive study

of social behaviors like late life rituals illuminates on

the quality of life in another way. The study of late life

rituals among Korean and Korean American elderly will give

us information from one nation, which until very recently

was categorized as a developing nation, on the complex

interconnections of changing demographics, income,

technology and social roles.

The increase in the numbers and proportion of elderly

Koreans both in Korea and the United States is evident.



This change in both geographical locations can be, in part,

attributed to the rapid industrialization in Korea.

Improvements in sanitation and nutrition alone have provided

increased life expectancy which has dramatically changed the

demography of Korea. Only twenty years ago the life

expectancy in Korea was around 50 years (Crane, 1967) as

compared to 68.7 for men and 77.5 for women in 1980 (World

Health Statistics Annual, 1989). However, until recently

there has been little effort to expand our knowledge of this

group. There are two reasons that stand out for the gap in

research. First, old age has traditionally been regarded

with respect, a time in life when one’s life work is

rewarded by family, community and society. Given the

traditional reverence for later life and high value placed

on family solidarity, there has been, and still is, the

feeling that the elderly are well cared for by their

families. Hence there is no issues or problems associated

with aging, and there is little reason to assess the elderly

in critical terms. Secondly, the elderly have yet to reach

a "critical mass" in terms of public attention. According

to Myers (1985), the Western standard of a "critical mass"

is five percent. The first attention to population aging

emerged in France at the close of the nineteenth century

because the proportion of older persons aged 65 and over in

the population had been steadily rising over five percent.

The proportion of Korean elderly (60 and over) has just

crept up to four percent of the total population in 1985



(WHO Statistics Annual, 1987) and has yet to present itself

as a social issue that needs immediate attention. It is

also unclear what proportions demarcate a critical mass in

Korean culture. However, upon reviewing fertility rates,

the absolute and proportional population of elderly in Korea

is rapidly increasing, and will soon have a stronger voice.

Given traditional values of the elderly, and the relatively

small proportion of elderly in Korea, the Korean government

has been slow to react to the growing proportion of elderly

as a sub-population with its own needs, but concern is

growing. As larger numbers of people grow old, the Korean

government has begun to acknowledge the need to extend

social support to the elderly as evidenced by the attention

given to notions of social security in Korea (Kim, 1982;

Kim, 1980; Choi, 1977) in response to the economic and

demographic changes that have occurred over the past 50

years. In fact, the creation of local schools of continuing

education for the elderly in 1981 attests to the growing

concern of the Korean government with the elderly as a

social issue. In addition, senior citizens’ centers

throughout Korea are being created to encourage healthy

social activity in old age.

Part of the conflict here is the mismatch between

traditional views of aging which emphasize family respect

and care for elders, and the emerging economic realities of

survival in an industrialized country. Korea is now
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categorized as a Newly Industrialized Country (NIC), and the

changes that have transpired in result from a combination of

rapid industrialization and the persistence of traditional

social and cultural habits. The combination of these

factors has been described as "modernization," a process

which involves changes in culture in the direction of

urbanization, industrialization, scientific development and

the establishment of mass education and higher levels of

communication through mass-media exposure" (Holms, 1983:

p. 167). An important aspect of modernization is the fact

that contact with the West is what brings many societies its

rapid and profound transformations.

In examining the socio-cultural context of this

modernization process in Korea, it is important to focus on

the basic assumptions on which industrialization rests. The

Western philosophical foundation is the belief that it comes

with inventions which, together with a participatory

government, will improve the quality of material life for

most citizens. And with technological and economic

advancement come changes in attitudes and beliefs about the

world. For example, in traditional agrarian societies,

members of a family work the land for the survival of the

entire family unit, and each person contributes to this

collective goal accordingly. However, wage labor--a notion

necessary for industrial or industrializing societies--

changes the way in which income and power are structured in
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the family. Wage labor shifts the focus from within the

family to an individual’s capacity in a work place.

Accordingly, in developed Western societies, values are tied

to individual autonomy and productivity, and the large

population of dependent, non-productive aged that emerges as

a result of the improved quality of life is viewed as a

problem--as dependents of the productive. The process of

industrialization and the larger modernization phenomenon in

Korea can be very disruptive to traditional culture, and the

elderly are caught in the cross-fire. Korea, a nation with

an age-graded society that has traditionally venerated the

elderly, now hastens to join the industrial world. The

highly differentiated traditional social structure based on

age, gender, and social relationships and roles is disrupted

when productivity competes as one of the primary measures of

value to society. With industrialization it is inevitable

that the worth of people becomes linked with productivity in

some ways, and that the social structure that valued the

elderly is undermined. It is also inevitable that the

elderly are unhappy with this change.

Benedict (1959) brought forth the notion of

"discontinuities in cultural conditioning" to describe the

idea that socialization throughout the lifespan may

contradict in one phase an attribute which may have been

essential and valued as positive in a previous phase. This

phenomenon may be particularly sharp in a rapidly
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industrializing nation. A "newly industrialized country"

demands that citizens need to be active and productive.

This is a particularly strong value in Korea and there is

much guilt associated with "doing nothing" or having leisure

time. Hence for older people, in the newly industrialized

context, inactivity after retirement can pose some complex

dilemmas between the just rewards of being old and the value

of productivity.

In the United States the proportion of older Korean

elderly is also rising. Middle aged Korean Americans who

migrated after the 1965 change in immigration law have

started to bring over their elderly parents (a process to be

discussed in Chapter 7). The increase in the numbers of

elderly Korean immigrants is evident in the numbers of

Korean senior citizens’ groups that are forming, and the

growing use of Korean language for services to the elderly.

On the surface, the social position of Korean elderly may

seem more tenuous than that of their counterparts in Korea

as their children and extended family structure are

particularly tied to "making it" in a fully industrial

culture. Indeed, it seems that Korean American households

with recently immigrated older members are having to

grapple with two contradictory cultural systems.

The quality of life that emerges in these two settings

is in part dependent on the changing social patterns among
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the participants themselves. As Barbara Meyerhoff (1979,

1983) and others (Johnson, 1987; Colson, 1977; Moore, 1975)

have shown, the study of ritual is especially useful in

clarifying the quality of social life and what it means to

the elderly. Since the study will deal with ritual in two

settings with differing levels of industrialization, it will

give us a critical perspective on: a) the effects of

"modernization," as the term is used by Holmes (1983), on

aging and b) how migration affects the elderly of more

traditional societies.

3. Methodology

3. 1 Design

This study was done in two parts. The first part was

an intensive study of late life rituals of Korean American

in San Francisco from February 1987 to May 1988. Since it

was not feasible to interview all the participants of each

ritual, the celebrants were the primary focus of the study.

In order to improve the reliability and richness of

observations, other participants were also interviewed.

The three-fold method of the study was: 1) open-ended,

semi-structured interviews following six individuals through

six rituals and 2) participant-observation to collect

ethnographic data designed to establish the cultural and

interactive contexts of the interviews. I observed
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individuals in family settings as well as peer settings to

establish the range of typical individual behaviors. I also

followed the main subjects through a series of social

contexts--church, social gatherings, family settings,

dinners, etc., as well as used key informants to fill in

details. 3) Non-reactive measures or archival materials

were available for some of my respondents as I had access to

immigration information and personal histories of some of

the respondents.

The second part of this study was conducted over ten

months in Seoul, Korea from March, 1989 to January, 1990. I

conducted studies of eight rituals using the same three

methods outlined previously: 1) participant observation, 2)

open-ended, semi-structured interviews, and 3) non-reactive

measures. In addition, I conducted a series of shorter
interviews of 34 people to get some general information on

the context of the rituals. I also spent one month

travelling by bicycle around Korea, visiting senior centers

around the country and talking to the elderly.
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3.2 Entry into the Fields

SAN FRANCISCO

My initial introduction to the Korean community

revealed unexpected difficulties about the role of academic

research within that community. In February of 1987 I first

called a Korean social service agency that had elderly

clients, and was invited to an informal interview. Much to

my surprise, I found myself being asked about my political

position. I answered as honestly as I could. Apparently, I

concluded, there is a sense of political correctness held by

some second and third generation Asian American community

leaders in San Francisco. I was not active in the Asian

American political scene, and I had the sense that I was

being asked to pass some type of ethnicity test to see if it

was safe for me to study the Korean American community.

There is a certain mistrust of academics, and a belief that

research may be used to make trouble for agencies that serve

the Korean American community. After this initial hurdle, I

decided that only through maximum visibility within the

community would my research be accepted.

Although I seemed to have passed one of the gate

keepers, people, including the elderly, were still skeptical

of my role. First, the community had difficulty

understanding what I was doing there. Secondly, there is
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difficulty dealing with strangers; it is important to

establish cultural relatedness. Much of this suspicion

lifted when I started doing volunteer work with community

groups. I taught English to illiterate Korean elderly,

illiterate in Korean as well as English, at one Korean

community center four days a week; I worked as an assistant

at a hot meals program for the elderly at another Korean

community center; I attended weekly meetings of two Korean

senior citizens’ groups; I went to social hour after mass at

a Korean Catholic church. After three months of this round

of activities, I narrowed my volunteer activities to serving

meals at one community center and became more involved with

services for the elderly at that center, and going to the

senior citizens’ groups. I was forced to reduce my

activities because of the demands made on me as "THE"

volunteer. As one of few consistent and reliable volunteers

in a community that needed endless services (translating for

court cases, accompanying patients for visits to physicians,

speaking with social workers, dealing with housing

authorities at low income senior housing, etc.), I was over

loaded and over-worked after the first month.

Having initially established this broad base through my

volunteer services, I was soon known as "that anthropology

student." Whether or not a typical Korean American elder

knows exactly what this means is questionable. I believe

that the "student" aspect of the label was the critical
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definition. As education is very important in Korean

culture, and being a graduate student is considered a very

good. To this day I am unclear as to whether the elderly

were aware of the nature of my research. However, being a

graduate student seemed an acceptable identity and I

benefitted from subsequent referrals to events that

interested me. I was still called upon in emergencies to

show up at schools to interpret for teacher-parent meetings

and other such events when no state interpreter could be

found. It was through this initial intensive round of

volunteering that I met and eventually became close enough

to some key members of the elderly Korean community who took

quite a lot of time and energy to explain their perceptions

on how the Korean community functioned in the Bay Area.

At each site I was introduced to the members of the

community present. I was also asked to give a speech about

my research. At first I was unprepared to talk about my

research in formal Korean; however, I gradually managed to

piece together an adequate lecture about the importance of

rituals and anthropology that satisfied my audience. Most

of the older Koreans in San Francisco seemed to accept my

role as a student researcher quite readily. Although there

was some initial suspicion, people started to accept me as a

semi-permanent fixture at the sites and people were rather

eager to talk with me and "to help the student finish

school. "
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The role that I filled for the elders was not a typical

one for this community. One very unique characteristic that

I have as a researcher is that although I am Korean by birth

and culture, I am not of any community that the elders were

familiar with. Since I was not raised in Korea or the

United States, it is very difficult to trace my lineage or

family background. It created a unique set of

circumstances. My status was that of the perfect

professional stranger: known, but not connected to know

others. That made interaction with me "safe" in many ways

and that notion of safety carried over into many different

arenas. For example, on one hand, although I am younger, I

was not treated like a young person. After the elders got

used to me, I was treated like an older person in a young

person’s body. There were certain behaviors like drinking,

smoking, dancing and singing that the elders hid from their

children. They also engaged in what might be considered

lewd verbal exchanges amongst themselves. I was asked by

some of the elders not to tell their children what they did

when they gathered, as the children might disapprove. On

the other hand, because I am younger, they also attributed

some "ideal daughter" qualities to me, and were very

forthcoming with advice and suggestions in my personal life.

They insisted that instead of wasting my time with them, I

should consider getting married and having a family.
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SEOUL

I arrived in Seoul on March 2, 1989. I moved into a

dormitory and started contacting people whom I had been

referred to by professors, members of the Korean community

in San Francisco, relatives, etc. My first contacts were

academicians. I found myself in a similar situation to the

first interview in San Francisco. My intentions were

questioned in depth. I answered, again, as honestly as I

could about my project. What struck me most about this

process was what it revealed about the culture, the

structure of society and the hierarchy of power in Korean

society. Given the turbulent history of Korea, suspicion of

strangers is natural. Anthropologists and gerontologists

are not common so social rules are unclear. I was an

unknown young, female student asking for help from male,

full professors. We engaged in the appropriate top-down,

vertical and linear interaction that was expected. Again, I

decided that the only way to make my intentions known was to

maximize visibility within the communities themselves.

After visiting various "schools for the elderly", I was

introduced to the head of the gerontological society of

Korea. We discussed my project and my need to target some

senior centers and adult schools. I wanted to target groups

demographically similar to my San Francisco sample. We

settled on two lower middle/upper lower class centers for my



20

study. I also chose two schools for the elderly and one

senior center located within an apartment complex. I went

to the sites every week to get a feel of the centers. After

three months I narrowed the number of centers down to two.

This strategy was based not solely on demographic choice,

but also on the extreme difficulty of getting around Seoul.

The elderly at all the targeted sites were quite

accepting of a student observer although many did not

understand my intent, but were initially suspicious of me

because I was a stranger. However, over the course of time,

they became quite friendly with me. The most interesting

difference between the selected centers was social class

(SES). The middle class seniors were considerably more

sophisticated, better educated, and had definite ideas about

social status. Upon introducing myself to the president of

the all-female middle class center, she looked at me and

commented: "I know three American schools: Harvard,

Stanford and Berkeley. If you are not affiliated with any

of those, don’t bother telling me where you are a student.

My daughter is getting her Ph.D. . at Stanford and my son got

his M. D. at Harvard."

For the lower class centers, it took more time to get

to know the seniors. I spent much time just hanging around,

drinking, eating, and chatting with them until they felt

comfortable enough to speak with me freely. However, even

*-
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during the interviews, some would laughingly caution the

interviewee while I was speaking with them, "Watch what you

say. The officials might come and get you if you say

anything out of line."

One of the problems with entry into the field in Korea

was the use of alcohol. Alcohol was used to test my

intentions, to see if I was really up to joining the senior

centers. As soon as I arrived at a senior center or started

talking with an older person in the social context of senior

centers, I was offered soju, a potato base alcoholic drink.

Time of day seemed irrelevant. If I arrived at 7:00am, I

was entreated to drink with the group, male and female

alike. If I refused, the seniors would spend the rest of

the morning commenting on my "weakness" and inability to

"play" with them. I could not get much information from the

seniors unless I participated. After many rather

uncomfortable episodes I finally started going to the

centers later and later in the day and with less frequency.

I would go with my tape recorder ever ready as the

likelihood of getting too drunk to write legibly or remember

coherently was quite high. As I tend to get sick at the

smell of this particular beverage, this was a problem for

me, and I would sometimes bring a male friend along so that

one person could drink while I took notes. It is important

to understand the use of alcohol among the population that I

studied. As most of the people were originally from rural
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areas, and had worked on farms, alcohol was drunk at breaks

from the task of tending rice paddies and other labor
intensive work. Within the context of a rural farming

community, alcohol usage was not considered excessive or

indulgent. It was integrated into the work day. For this

group of elderly drinking was viewed as part of their

deserved play behavior after having done back breaking work

all their lives. Given the pattern of previous usage,

alohol usage did not seem to debilitate these people as it

did me.

The role that I filled for the elders in Korea was

quite similar to that in San Francisco. The unique

circumstances of my life made it very difficult for the

elders or for Koreans in general to trace my background or

social connections. At first this was viewed as very

unusual as it is not often that one is confronted with a

person without a past or family connections. Some of the

older Koreans were suspicious about my research, and many

felt that my interest in the elderly was a waste of time as

it was the youth that was transforming Korea. I responded

by telling them that it was important for me to learn about

aging for me to understand my own parents who were growing

old out of cultural context. The re-interpretation of my

interest as a filial act helped the elderly to accept my

role as a student researcher. . Additionally, my social

anonymity afforded me the perfect role of the intimate
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stranger, and many individuals waited for me to come to the

centers so that they could talk to me about the events in

their lives as well as at the senior centers.

3.3 The Ethnographer as Instrument

Doing ethnography is a curious phenomenon. The

ethnographer is the instrument through which observations

and experience are categorized and ordered. Part and parcel

of being an instrument through which culture and experience

of a culture is interpreted are the biases of ethnographer.

Even if an ethnographer is taking the "emic" perspective,

with relativistic sympathy, the analysis and interpretation

of culture and experience come invariably through the
ethnographer’s template. Hence, as the ethnographic

instrument, I make no claims at attempting to invoke any

absolute or correct perspective of the Korean or Korean

American culture. My position is that of a pragmatist, and

the interpretations I offer should be assessed on the

criteria of how well they serve the function of

understanding Korean late life rituals. After many trails

at explicating the data, and rejecting many possible

interpretations, I settled at one plausible version. Even

if the ethnographer is of the culture in study, the

educational process influences the ethnographer. The

interpretations of the phenomenon I studied are embedded in

my American education and training which is from the context
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of gerontology and anthropology, and overwhelmingly American

in its assumptions. I present the material to readers in

text and readers are free to interpret from other

perspectives.

It is important to recognize the biases of the

ethnographer so that the study can be put into perspective.

Inevitably, my own biases and issues will emerge in the

work, regardless of the distance I try to put between the

data and myself. My personal perspective and experience of

culture is that of professional stranger. Although I am of

Korean heritage, and my education and training American, I

grew up in Southeast Asia. Hence, my experience of the

world has been one of looking into the window to the

cultures of different populations. Having been raised

outside any one culture, without the broader social milieu

to reinforce any Korean or American cultural patterns, or

the familial and educational contexts nourish any notions of

being Southeast Asian, culture, "an historically transmitted

pattern of meanings embodied in sympols, a system of

inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by

knowledge about and attitudes towards life" (Geertz, 1973,

p. 89) was something that I heard about, and examined and

analyzed with curiosity.

The difference between an ethnographer and a traveller

to new contexts is a very fine line, in many instances. The
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differentiating feature is that the ethnographer is

allegedly. trained in the most current analytical techniques

and the latest scientific explanation. Again, the

techniques and explanations are embedded in the training of

the ethnographer, and will emerge as such. Being a

participant observer in the Korean community both in the

United States and Korea was an intriguing experience. Being

of the Korean ancestry, many of the things that I observed

and experienced in Korea and the United States seemed

familiar. However, the experience was also quite novel. It

became apparent that for me pre-conceived notions of Korea,

and memories of things Korean were placed in the time frame

of the early 1960’s, which is when my family moved from

Korea to Southeast Asia. One thing became clear to me:

culture is emergent and constantly changing. And from this

point my task became to record and analyze the patterns of

behavior among the elderly as they emerged.



CHAPTER TWO: Conceptual Framework

Rituals have a tremendous range both in form and

function. Form varies according to culture and context, and

functions range from healing, solidarity, prevention,

passage, purification, separation, attachment, punishment &

censure, revenge, appeasement, intensification, to rites of

passage, to name a few. According to Durkheim (1947)

rituals strengthen and perpetuate the social structure of

the group through the symbolization of the underlying social

and cultural values upon which it rests. Many social

anthropologists have looked at ritual in terms of how it

states, reiterates or reinforces traditional social ties,

expresses social conflicts, or delineates social roles

(Gluckman, 1962; Rappaport, 1968; Turner, 1957, 1968) and

the social meanings that rituals propagate and shape

(Geertz, 1966; Turner, 1969). Another common way to look at

it is from the viewpoint of individual psychology: cultural

institutions often furnish support in the form of ritual for

their members as they go through transitions, be it

progressing from role to role or withdrawing from once-held

positions. In fact, "ritual is prominent in all areas of

uncertainty, anxiety, impotence and disorder" (Meyerhoff,

1984, p. 305) because it is the social acknowledgement of

discontinuity. Yet despite the apparent discontinuity,

ritual bids participants to believe the message of pattern

and predictability. Hence rituals occur with frequency

26
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during times when there is ambiguity and uncertainty

regarding roles and their accompanying values and beliefs.

The strengthening of an individual’s place within a cultural

context, reaffirmation of community ties, and re-definition

of self over the lifespan are functions that are

inextricably tied with the meaning of rituals.

The message of continuity is established, in part,

through the repetitive and predictable structure of rituals

within the context of an historical tradition (Meyerhoff,

1978; Turner, 1969; Van Gennep, [1909) 1960). Turner (1969)

attributed the impression of continuity that ritual conveys

to 'communitas’, a sacred unity of participants and

initiates created by rituals which communicates a

transcendent sense of continuity despite apparent dissonance

and discord. This sense of communitas permits individuals

to move between dissonant stages in the life cycle without

undue maladjustment.

As stated in Chapter 1, the aim of this dissertation is

to examine later life rituals. The goal was to look at the

changing meaning of ritual for two groups of non-Western

elderly, rather than to generate any theories on ritual and

aging. In fact, few anthropologists have focused on rites

or ceremonies that characterize later life in the United

States or elsewhere. It is not a problem of fading

ritualism; the latter years have been marked with few



28

special observances in the United States. Even in cultures

that have special markers for the elderly, like the 60th

birthday celebration, which is a traditional life cycle

event marking the passage into old age in Northeast Asia as

well as Southeast Asia, anthropologists have not focused on

these rituals.

The literature of cross cultural gerontology is not

large but there has been some work done in the area of the

changing status of the elderly. Leo Simmons (1945) wrote

the first work on the status and treatment of elderly in 71

preindustrial societies. Focusing on witchcraft in Africa,

Nadel (1952) showed that societies that have a clearly

defined age-grading that are associated with rights and

responsibilities, there was less inter-generational

conflict. LeVine (1965) asserted that various forms of

intergenerational conflict are associated with the

interaction between the young and old, in his discussion of

age-graded societies in Africa. Although a sociologist,

Rosow (1967) used Simmons’ data to explore factors that

contribute positively in the position or status of the aged.

Cowgill and Holmes (1972) studied the effects of

modernization on the status and roles of elderly men and

women in 14 societies, asserting that there is a decline of

status for the elderly with modernization. Press and McKool

also assess status consideration of Middle-Americans.

Nahemow and Adams (1974) examine status and modernization

-
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forces among the Baganda of East Africa. Ikels (1980)

studied the intergenerational problems of the elderly

associated with modernization in Hong Kong. Rhoads (1981)

explored the impact of modernization of the status of Samoan

aged in three communities. Most material on the non-Western

aged describes societies that are strictly age-graded, or

those in which the elderly play roles of active economic or

political leadership.

Although there is material cross-cultural material on

aging and the life cycle, there is still a gap in this

literature. Mead (1951) examined a variety of culture where

segregation of the aged is not known. Clark (1967) assessed

the effects of socio- cultural environment of the aged. Fry

(1980) examined age markers and appropriate behavior of the

aged in the United States. Kagan (1980) also studied the

aging adult experience among the Bojaca in Colombia. One

exceptional work on personal experiences of later life

(Meyerhoff, Simic and others, 1977) explores such

experiences among the Chagga of Tanzania, aged slum

residents of Mexico city, older Mexican Americans in East

Los Angeles. Meyerhoff presents an essay on her study of

older Jews in Venice, California, which explicates issues of

continuity in the face of losses in later life. Continuity,

sexual dichotomy and aging as a life career are explored in

this work that espouses an alternative perspective on aging.

There is still a paucity of research that focuses
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specifically later life cycle issues. As the world grays,

it will become more and more important to focus on the

various elements of life which shape and texture later life.

It has only been in recent years that social scientists

have turned to examine the implications of ritual in later

life. The two categories of rituals that are relevant to

this study of late life rituals are family ritual and group

assemblies. Rituals and Reunions, an issue of the American

Behavioral Scientist (1988), focused on family rituals. In

this noteworthy work, two articles focused specifically on

family rituals in later life. Moss and Moss explored

reunions between elderly parents and their distant children.

They state that rituals enable family members to be close

yet separate, to strike a balance between autonomy and

dependence. Rosenthal and Marshall examined ritual in

families in the context of social/historical time and of

family time. Their work illustrates that, despite

diversity, ritual is used as a means to preserve ethnic

identity and heritage on both the individual and family

levels.

There are two works on later life group assemblies

which are relevant to this study. Colson (1977) examined a

birthday party celebration at a senior center as a community

ritual honoring the common characteristic--old age--which

linked them all. In this ritual members of the senior
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center had an opportunity to state that as elders they still

had much to offer the world. Meyerhoff (1977) explored the

Graduation-Siyum ritual at a Jewish senior center in

California. In this paper she explains the elements which

create a sense of community between older people and the

manner in which people agree on their past and present

lives.

In the United States Meyerhoff (1984) describes the

elderly as often being liminal beings,

living beyond the fixed and regulated categories,
beyond the constraints of the superego which can
effectively warn against penalties for transgression
(p. 310),

In other words, the elderly live in a social milieu which

has few special rules tailored for their economic, social

and biological reality, although societal censure comes

quickly when transgressions have been made (Rosow, 1974;

Neugarten, 1981; Offenbacher & Poster, 1985; Nydegger,

1986) . . In the United States older people must navigate

their journey towards the end of their lives with fewer

clear rules than guide the young or middle aged. An added

problem for old age as a life stage, an issue which may be

more noticeable in contemporary industrialized nations where

there are larger proportions of elderly, is that rules are

socially, rather than physiologically or psychologically

determined. Society often bases its social statuses on

chronological age rather than functioning. The difference
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between individual capacity and cultural/social definitions

of old age can be sharp.

Retirement is a relatively new phenomenon found only in

modernized, high-productivity societies. Preindustrial

societies have less need for modifying and abandoning roles

in old age than modern society. In pre-industrial

traditional Korea, still to be found in some more rural

areas of Korea today, advanced age often necessitates a

shift from one kind of productive role to another--from

actively tending fields to advising younger people who are

now farming, or from running a household to caring for the

grandchildren. Retirement is not a formal process as such,

but the gradual withdrawal from an occupation. The role

shift still involves an increase in prestige and authority

rather than a reduction in status. However, in modern

societies, retirement signals the relinquishment of

economically productive roles, and the transition from being

part of a larger work network to relative isolation. The

distinction between working and not working is very sharp.

In urban, modern Korea retirement has become a reality. For

example, a man retires from his official career at the age

of 55. He transitions from being part of a very complex

work world with its many social roles to that of an elder,

an old person. In this transition, he moves from working to

"playing," the term used in Korea for not working, a term

that has been changing in nuance as large numbers of older
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adults have begun to retire. Traditionally, elders were

valued for their wisdom, suffering, and contributions to

society, and incorporated into new advisory roles and

helping roles in rural Korea. However, with the advent of

the modern, urban era, and the increase in numbers of

elderly, the experience of being old has changed. Although

language is and behavior are still deferential towards the

elderly, unless one is economically secure, both the retired

person and his spouse become one of society’s growing

population of dependent elderly. The shift in orientation

towards productivity which accompanies industrialization has

changed attitudes toward the elderly. However, 55 is still

relatively youthful. Combined with the lengthening of life

expectancy, the period of old age is also increasing.

According to Meyerhoff (1984) the lengthening of human

life has made the ambivalent attitudes about later life and

the scarcity of rituals surrounding and punctuating later

life more problematic. Since, in fact, old age can now span

three decades, the lack of a more complex popular view of

old age in the United States is quite remarkable. Popular

views of the elderly in Korea are also inadequate in dealing

with the increased time of old age, increased numbers of

elderly and the variation among the elderly. The old can

vary in health from fit to frail, strong to invalid.

Financial circumstances also spans the range from wealth to
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poverty. Individual differences also produce those who are

independent or incompetent, powerful or isolated.

The lack of detailed cross-cultural studies of late

life leave the impression that the level of social life and

ritual circumscription is not rich in old age. This may not

be the case at all. As mentioned previously, in Asian

cultures, there are life cycle events that punctuate later

life. Additionally, although the numbers of people in later

life are increasing rapidly, the phenomenon is rather

recent; hence, social and ritual life for the elderly may be

an emergent phenomenon. Late life rituals beyond the

traditional 60th birthday celebration in Korea are such

because of the recent boom in the population aged 60 and

OVer .

Because there is no precedent for old age as such,

American researchers have focused on the cultural

uncertainty in later life which can often create isolation

and alienation. However, Meyerhoff (1977, 1978, 1984) and

Rosow (1967) suggest that this vague time of life can be a

time when resourceful elderly can innovate and exploit the

rolelessness into a rich range of possibilities. The

disadvantages of the lack of social and ritual

circumscription cannot be denied for rituals and rites of
º

passage are important moments of dramatic teaching and

socialization. For many in later life, when occasions that
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inculcate and clarify an individual’s relation to society

are few, it is difficult to achieve continuity or a sense of

belonging. As a way of reducing the ambiguity and anxiety

that exists in the absence of prescribed observances,

Meyerhoff (1978, 1984) suggests that the creation and

enactment of ritual, especially rites of passage, presents

society with a paradigm of aging for the future.

Appropriate ritual innovations held at moments of great

anxiety and social-biological tension may be a way to

redefine, clarify and refine old age. Late life could then

be re-organized, with these rituals giving a structure by

which individuals are socialized. By allowing for and

encouraging older people to attend to their needs for

ceremony and form, rituals could emerge as critical markers

for later life.

The need for, and functions of late life ritual in the

Korean context are different. In urban areas there is

social ambiguity with regard to aging, stemming from

modernization, and the shifting value of the older

individual. However, as there is a precedent for late life

ritual, there are new rituals emerging for the growing

population of elderly, both in urban and rural areas. For

Korean late life ritual, Meyerhoff’s view is very helpful

because of the emphasis on the transformative functions it

can embody.
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Meyerhoff’s view of ritual as embodying a socially

transformative function differs from the traditional

functionalist view. The functionalist approach emphasizes

the manner in which ritual reinforces ties between

individuals and within communities. Ritual is analyzed as a

means of strengthening the existing structure of a group,

perpetuating the values and beliefs thereof through its

invariant structure (Van Gennep, 1960; Durkhiem, 1947;

Turner, 1969). Integration and homeostasis are the ultimate

end-products.

The weakness of this perspective comes in light of the

ability of rituals to address social change and dysfunction.

Functionalism does not adequately address the transformation

and destruction of existing social structures or systems.

This study of later life deals with issues of change and

transformation of ritual as well as the creation of new

rituals in response to context. Inherent in rituals for the

older individuals I studies is the destruction of old

meanings and old beliefs about later life. Not only do the

changes in health and life expectancy necessitate new

adaptations, changes in the structure of knowledge,

technology, and the economy as well as in the social

structure also necessitate the breakdown of previous values

and beliefs in exchange for other, more appropriate ones.

Hence, despite the external form and function in existing

rituals for late life, the meanings must change. Implicit
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in Meyerhoff’s views that older people need to create new

traditions/rituals is the destruction of obsolete cultural

notions in the historically transformative process. One of

the strengths of Meyerhoff’s study of older Jews in Venice,

California (1978) is her ability to incorporate historical

materials in the analysis of the rituals of her population.

In order to fully understand the changes in a social system

as they affect older people, one must of course have a

complex understanding of the earlier culture in which the

subjects grew up.

Given the implications of ritual as a possible starting

point for the study of later life, it would be informative

to examine ethnic groups in the United States that still

maintain later life rituals and compare them to the same

rituals in the cultures of origin. Comparing the two groups

may give some indications of 1) what late life rituals exist

in the culture of origin; 2) how migration has changed

social life and institutions; and 3) the manner in which

these changes have transformed the same rituals themselves.

Geertz (1973) looked at failure of a ritual in Java as an

example of the effect of social change on the shared symbol

systems of a culture. I also attempt to examine the shared

symbol systems of the Korean culture by looking at the

continued use of ritual in the face of social change in the

Korean and Korean American elderly. In what forms do these

groups still maintain their rites of passage? What meanings



38

do these rites of passage hold for the participants? What

meanings do they hold for the community at large? How are

these rites of passage adapted to fit into the cultural and

social contexts presented in a newly industrial country and

a post-industrial nation?

The late life rituals which are still enacted in Korea

and have been transported from Korea to the United States

are the traditional rites of passage into old age. Rites of

passage are the sub-category of rituals that mark

transitions in the life cycle, and reaffirm the connected

ness of the individual with other members of a community in

different stages, roles and statuses (Van Gennep, 1908).

Rites of passage occur at the most transformative

points in life, at times when biological, cultural and

biographical forces intersect. These rites mark the

humanity of our existence within the cultural context that

gives life social meaning; and the biographical context that

gives it personal meaning. During rites of passage

fundamental distinctions of social status are clearly set

forth. Boundaries between young and old, male and female,

living and dead are marked. However, despite statuses, most

humans are born, mate, become parents, grow old and die.

These are the two sets of biological and social universals

which are acknowledged and celebrated through culturally

influenced patterns of symbols and ritual forms. Because
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rites of passage socialize, clarify, and demarcate the

transition into later life, they can act as a support

mechanism to aid individuals through the change.

Although many rituals have similar forms and functions

for many individuals, participants are likely to differ in

their personal interpretations of ritual elements. The

meaning of a ritual for individual participants gives an

indication of way personal biography influences cultural

life. The configuration of meaning varies from person to

person. People can learn and re-interpret for themselves

the dictates of culture, environment and experience with the

help of ritual.

In an effort to explore the manner in which an

individual’s world is constructed and meaning created and/or

maintained in later life, I focused on rituals. First,

throughout life rituals act as a means of implementing and

accepting changes in a systematic and comforting manner. In

this way new notions can be integrated into one’s world

view. Secondly, rituals provide a rich source of data

because the effects of ritual can be analyzed on three

different levels. Rituals can be viewed in terms of 1) the

individual’s place within a cultural context, 2) the

community context, and 3) the meaning of self as defined by

the culture examined within the broader social context as

one moves through changes in life.



SECTION II: KOREA

Chapter 3: Consequences of Social Change in Korea

Culture is "an historically transmitted pattern of

meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited

conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means by which

men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge

about and attitudes of life" (Geertz, 1973, p. 89). In

order to understand the cultural context of the social lives

of elderly in Korea, it is critical to have a clearer

historical perspective of the broader cultural, social, and

political factors at play. The historical backdrop is

essential for understanding the data. Chapter 3 explains

traditional beliefs and social structure as well as some of

the political and historical factors that have shaped Korean

society. This chapter examines the tremendous changes that

have taken place in Korea in the last century, and how the

changes have affected the people.

The elderly grew up in the Japanese occupation (1910

1945) and took part in World War II under the Japanese.

This period of colonization deeply affected the process of

cultural transmission. After the occupation they fought the

Korean War, which lasted from 1950 to 1953. Oppression and

destruction were just another part of living for these

people. It was only after 1953 that they experienced

40
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Korea’s reconstruction and development. A 70 year old

person was only 33 at the end of the Korean War. Most of my

participants were born during the Japanese occupation and

lived through the first years of post World War II peace and

then the subsequent destruction of the Korean War. They

were also active in the reconstruction of Korea to the

present state of relative wealth and comfort.

Development from an occupied territory to one of the

fastest developing Asian nations has created some profound

changes in the primary social institution of society: the

family system. The shift from an agrarian society to a

industrial nation, complete with rapid urbanization, has

brought an age when family support for the elderly is

diminishing rapidly. Focusing on the Korean family system,

this section of the dissertation discusses the impact of

social change on today’s elderly.

3. 1 Traditional Social Structure and Beliefs

The ethical foundation upon which modern Korean culture

was built is Confucian (Osgood, 1951). This system of ideas

was espoused primarily by the yangban class, or the

aristocratic elite in pre-modern Korea, the pre-Japanese

occupation era before 1910. It was in the Yi dynasty (1392

- 1910) that Neo-Confucian reformers in the government

sought to transform Korean society by imposing changes upon
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a very different system (Deuchler 1977, 1980). Korean

kinship until then was probably bilateral, not patrilineal.

Although Confucianism was the official social system, there

has always been a two-tiered system of belief whereby

commoners and women had another set of beliefs that were,

and still are, more animistic and shamanistic than

Confucian. Low-born people had no access to the rich ritual

cycle associated with the Confucian way of life. Although

present day Korea is a still described as a Confucian

society in structure, it has been some 80 years since it has

been the official belief system. This section briefly

touches upon Confucianism from the late Yi dynasty (turn of

the century) to the present.

Confucianism is a philosophy that asserts two primary

principles: reciprocity and loyalty. The concept of

reciprocity is extended to all kinds of human relations as

well as to all schools of thought. There are five cardinal

relations that define hierarchical interactions between

leader and follower, father and son, elder brother and

younger brother, man and wife, and friend and friend. The

hierarchy is based on age and gender, and empowers men and

age seniors. Equality is not found in any of these

relationships as they are based on clear designations of

superior/inferior status.
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The second concept loyalty, is found in its most

natural form in filial piety. Filial piety is viewed as the

source of all virtue. The notion of filial piety assumes

that there is love and respect toward parents in the child

parent relationship. When filial piety is operationalized,

it consists of three types of service to the parent:

respecting parents, bringing no dishonor to parents and

taking care of one’s parents (Li Chi, The Book of Rites,

1879). According to The Book of Rites, filial piety goes

beyond obligation. Acts of piety must be carried out with

the appearance of pleasure, warmth and respect. The form in

which acts of filial piety are enacted are as important as

the acts themselves. In the Yi dynasty, the respectful

attitude extended beyond immediate kin to all old people.

Although not all elements of Confucianism have survived,

reciprocity and filial piety are related notions that have

survived and have been adapted to modern East Asia,

especially Korea. These five cardinal relations are still

idealized throughout the lifespan; and one especially

important for the support of old relatives.

3.2 Traditional Family Structure

The strong Confucian influence has left its mark on

family structure. According to Confucian teachings, family

relationships are fundamental to the society. Family

relationships refer to relatives who may be quite removed by
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American standards. The Confucian family unit is not only

based on junior/senior relations but also in terms of a

collective family. The collective family extends to cousins

three times removed, and to deceased ancestors. The notion

of paying homage to ancesters links the entire complex of

family together beyond space and time. Within this

framework, families are patrilineal, and marriage

patrilocal. It is the first male child who will work and

and inherit property, and sustain the family’s ancestors.

The Confucian ideal of living arrangements was that of

having five generations under one roof. However, in

practice, due to short life expectancy and the fact that

married children besides the oldest son set up households of

their own, three generation dwellings were more common.

Within the family household, an individual’s status depended

on his generation, relative age, and sex. Generation or age

was the primary factor, and grandparents and parents of

either sex had to be treated with respect by their

descendents. As the five cardinal Confucian relations might

suggest, sex and age were determinants of status. Wives

were inferior to husbands, sisters to brothers, and birth

order determined status of boys. The most venerated male,

or the oldest male, was held in the highest esteem and made

decisions about the family. The men were also responsible

for the education of the children while women were relegated

to household tasks. All members of the family were defined
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and evaluated as part of the family, and individual actions

reflected on the family as a whole. Within the larger

societal context, an individual’s status was assessed in

relation to his age and the status of his family in society

(Dallet, 1954; Vreeland, 1975).

It is important to realize that family responsiblity

outweighs the responsibilities of neighborliness or

citizenship. Taking care of relatives included providing

them with jobs when possible. This practice was, and still

is, seen as a virtue in Korea.

3. 3 Traditional Ritual Life

Korean ritual life is very rich. As this dissertation

addresses late life, life cycle rituals, I will present the

elements of traditional Korean ritual life as they relate to

the hwangap, or "reaching-old-age" ceremony. Korean rituals

can be broadly categorized according to their treatment of

time--repetition or cyclical, and non-repetitive. By

repetitive rituals I am refering to annual events which are

connected to natural phenomena and seasonal changes. Non

repetitive rituals are those related to life cycle changes,

rites of passage that mark an individual’s place in life

like the dol or the first birthday; marriage; the

hwangap or 60th birthday; the funeral; and the ancestor

memorial.
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Ritual life is very complex in that it reflects the

many belief systems in Korea. Shamanism was the earliest

among Korean religions. It recognizes numerous spirits who

can have positive and negative influences on the living.

Families, houses, natural objects and phenomena like rivers

and seasons all have spirits whose favor must be won.

Unlike the Confucian structure, shamanistic practicianers

are predominantly women. (See Laurel Kendal’s Spirits,

Housewives & other Restless Spirits for further reading on

shamanism.) These beliefs are reflected in many of the

annual Korean rituals. For example, the celebration of the

first full moon of the year is tied to the belief that the

moon can give celebrants wishes for the upcoming year. The

celebration at Chusok, on the full moon of the eighth lunar

month is also tied to giving thanks to the moon for a

fruitful year. Despite shamanistic origins, many of the

yearly seasonal rituals have an overlay of Confucian form to

them.

As mentioned previously, Confucian beliefs emphasize

the link between descendents and ancestors in the continuum

between life and death, and the paying of respects to

ancestors is very important. Homage (jesah) to ancestors is

one of the most important rituals of Confucianism because it

Venerates ancestors in a solemn, dignified way. Ideally

homage is paid to ancestors within four generations through
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in annual rituals as well as in specific memorials to

ancestors. Despite roots in shamanism, many of the annual

celebrations have incorporated homage to ancestor

ceremonies. For example, jesah is enacted for ancestors at

the gravesite on four public occasions: New Year’s day or

solnal; at hanshik or 105 days after the winter solstice; on

danoh or the fifth day of the fifth month of the lunar

calendar; and at chusok, the fifteenth day of the eighth

month of the lunar calendar. In addition to shamanistic

celebrations which vary regionally, there are Buddhist

holidays that mark important events in the Buddha’s life

which are celebrated nationally. I am not addressing

Buddhist rituals per se because it does not directly relate

to late life rituals except to say that the Buddhist

tradition is very strong in Korea, and at present, Buddhism

claims 18.9 percent of the Korean population (MacDonald,

1990)--the largest of the main religious groups.

Rites of passage in the life cycle are directly

Confucian in structure. The dol, the marking of the first

birthday, is celebrated for both girls and boys. A

prescribed table of food is set up for the child to sit

behind. The child is dressed in bright ceremonial clothing,

and family and friends gather to celebrate its coming of age

into the larger context of the family on the first date of

birth. In many ways, the ceremonial foods and table are

similar to that set up for the hwangap and the memorial
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jesah, and can be interpreted as the initiation into the

larger definition of family, into the lineage of ancestors

and descendents. The marriage ceremony has also taken on

very Confucian form in that the bride is given to the in

laws and must bow to the floor in acceptence of her new

lineage and family loyalty. The hwangap is the first of the

homage to ancestors in that although the celebrants are

living, there is a passage from active to passive life on

the birth date at age 60 which is marked very similarly in

terms of ritual foods and ceremony as the memorial jesah.

Korean funerals mark the beginning of the process by which

the living become ancestors and is also marked as such, with

ritual foods and bowing. The last life cycle marker is the

jesah on commemoration day, the date of death of ancestors

for four generations back. These rituals were carried out

by the most venerated male in the family, and it was up to

the first son of the family to maintain ancestral homage.

However, the rituals of Confucianism was followed primarily

by the yangban, the elite class which was made up of both

literary and military men occupying certain prestigious

positions in the government. Confucian rituals were, and

still, are loosely anchored in a corpus of written text and

orthodox practice. The jesah is a ritual described in

cermonial manuals, expounded upon by scholars, and carefully

followed by the oldest and most venerated male relatives.

Because of the prestige and ethical significance of the

ritual, Koreanologist have explored the form and social
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implications of this ritual. However, commoners did not

perform such elaborate jesah ceremonies, only maintaining

ancestor worship rituals for the previous generation (Lee,

1982). The jesah reveals the underlying social structure

of Korean society. Sons offer wine, rice, and ceremonial

foods to parents and grandparents, dramatizing the

patrilineal structure of the family and lineage. Through

paying homage to ancestors, men demonstrate filial piety.

This ritual is praised in philosophic treatises, household

etiquette manuals, classroom lectures, and government

propaganda, again, generally propogated by Korean men. The

jesah represents the most articulate, codified and

commendable part of the Korean religious experience and

thereby are the most accessible.

It is, however, important to be aware of the multi

focal character of ritual life in Korea, and of the strong

dualistic nature of the rituals that are enacted. Despite

the diversity of ritual origins, there are two dominant

arenas of ritual--the official male, Confucian tradition and

the underlying female, shamanistic household tradition.

With the advent of urbanization and migration, the lines

between the two realms, rituals of men and women, have

blurred. One of the changes that have accompanied the vast

urbanization and industrialization in twentieth century

Korea is the change in the status of women. As women have

gained access to economic options, their status has risen.
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One arena in which this change should be apparent is in the

way rituals are carried through in urban Korea. The

emergence of women in traditionally Confucian rituals is

anticipated if, in fact, rituals are reflections of society.

3.4 Historical Backdrop: Changes

3.4.1 The Yi Dynasty (1392-1910)

For about five hundred years during the Yi Dynasty, a

centralized political system similar to the Chinese tribute

system was maintained. Since there were no major threats

from within the nation, nor any long periods of foreign

domination that threatened the integrity of the nation,

there were no strong imperatives to develop economically or

militarily. In such a climate, Korea remained an agrarian

society. With the centralized political system, one’s

primary goal was to strive for is government position. The

centralized political system permitted the yangban to retain

their power and status. Not surprisingly, occupying a

government post, winning the status of yangban and

maintaining a high family reputation were the most important

values during this period.

In pre-modern Korea in the Yi dynasty, Confucianism was

the primary means of maintaining social order and sustaining

authoritarian human relations (Lee, 1982). Confucianism had
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little interest in labor or production and focused on the

proper way of behavior in social life. Since the precepts

of Confucianism were written in rather difficult Chinese

composition, the non-educated class had no access to the

philosophy or abstract content. Hence, adherence to

Confucian principles served to widen the gap between the

yangban class and the commoners. Confucianism worked well

for the land based traditional ruling system. All non-land

related activities were seen as unfit, as is the case in

traditional societies with a landed gentry. Merchants,

traders and craftsmen were seen as lower class. The only

acceptable alternative for a yangban who had lost his status

was to return to the land and farm. The Confucian system

worked well for educated government workers as well as the

yangban, for it permitted the exploitation of the commoners

through taxation laws and extortion (Nahm, 1988; Lee, 1983).

During the latter part of the Yi-dynasty there was

social unrest. The disparity of living standards between

the upperclass yangban and the commoners was so great that

the commoners started to resist the old ways, especially the

elements of Confucianism which perpetuated the gap between

the yangban and the commoner.

3.4.2 The Japanese Occupation (1910 - 1945)

Spurred on by the fervor of a doctrine which mandated

control over East Asia, the Japanese invaded in 1910 for two



52

principal reasons. Korea could provide: a) a source of

food, alleviating shortages in Japan; and b) serve as a base

for expansion. In governing the peninsula, the Japanese

curtailed rebellion in two ways: first, by allowing the

yangban class to remain in the upper strata of society;

secondly, by preserving the royal family. The Japanese

permitted cooperative yangban to retain their positions and

status. Additionally, they arranged for the Korean prince

to marry a Japanese princess to legitimize the annexation of

Korea into the growing Japanese empire.

Despite an oppressive and authoritarian external

regime, in many ways Korea developed quickly under the

Japanese, albeit for Japanese use. The transportation

system was expanded; extensive roads and railway systems,

sea routes, and air routes were developed. The transpor

tation network, essential for moving goods to Japan and

troops to the peninsula, was also critical for expansion

into Manchuria.

There was tremendous industrial growth during the

occupation, especially in the electrical, food, chemical,

mining and textiles industries. Additionally, glass and

metal works, ceramics, machinery, printing and book binding

were expanded.

Education was also encouraged in this period. In 1910

the number of students enrolled in elementary schools was
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16, 946. By 1944, the Governor General reported that the

number was 1,710, 948. There were 117, 211 additional

students at schools with shorter curricula attached to

regular public elementary schools and 54, 323 enrolled in

private primary school, totalling 1,882, 482 elementary

students. Education was considered extremely important for

the Japanese intervention in East Asia. If Korea was to be

used as a base of expansion, the people had to be able to

work in skilled and semi-skilled positions for the empire.

Additionally, mass education was one way to inculcate the

masses into an ideology as a means of social control. In

fact, the Japanese were very conscientious about teaching

the Confucian doctrines of the yangban since many of the

elite were cooperating with the Japanese (Kim & Mortimore,

1974; Nahm, 1973, 1988; Lee, 1982).

Impact of Occupation on Ideology

The broader acceptance of Western ideas was, in part, a

response to the totalitarian Japanese rule, as well as part

of a general trend, with China also being controlled by

Western nations. It was during this period that Christian

missionaries began to arrive. Christianity was taught in

the Korean phonetic script, hangul; so the yangban, versed

in Chinese classics and schooling, did not take to it. It

was also not attractive to the elite because of its

opposition to ancestor worship, a basic tenet of

Confucianism. However, because Christianity was accessible
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and disregarded the elaborate and in accessible ritual system

of the yangban, it appealed more to commoners.

Christian missionaries also brought with them schools

and hospitals. Because Christian schools fostered

democratic ideals and rational thinking, they encouraged the

Korean movement towards independence from Japan while at the

same time nursing western development. The Christian

missionaries took a stance that was directly opposed to the

Japanese position of support for Confucianism and the

yangban ruling class. By opposing individualism, liberalism

and democratic ideals, the Japanese only served to make the

Koreans more sympathetic to Western thought.

Another reason that Koreans responded positively to

Western ideals was a relative loss of status by the middle

levels of Korean society. Despite the fact that the

traditional structure with the yangban class on top was

maintained , the Japanese occupation had a great equalizing

affect on the general population . All people who were not

part of the colonial governing power were oppressed in one

way or another by the Japanese ; and so it was common for

educated, middle class people to identify more close ly with

farmers and workers. This, in turn, forcibly created a very

large middle class with rather egalitarian notions, fee ling

themselves to be the brothers of the poor in oppression.
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Another consequence of the Japanese Occupation was that

many who were actively opposed to the Japanese Occupation

fled to China and the United States because of the

prosecution they faced in Occupied Korea. Due to the social

unrest that continued throughout the twentieth century, the

majority of those who fled remained indefinitely in their

new host countries, leading opposition groups there when it

was possible. It is only now that Korea is experiencing an

influx of expatriated Koreans.

Impact of Occupation on Social Structure

Previous to the Japanese occupation, Korea was an

agrarian society in which the village or hamlet was

traditionally the unit of social control. There were five

classes in all: two types of yangban, the scholarly gentry

class--Seoul yangban, the more powerful, and "local yangban"

in the provinces; the chungin, the "middle people" or

profession people such as medical, scientific, and language

specialists; the yangmin or common "good people" who

constituted about 80 percent of the population made up of

farmers, craftsmen, fishermen, and merchants; and the

ch’onmin, the "low born" people made up of people in

degraded professions such as butchers, grave diggers,

leather workers, sorcerers (shaman), public entertainers,

morticians, basket weavers, as well as slaves and

prostitutes (Nahm, 1988). The majority of the population,
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the yangmin, lived in hamlets. The implication of living in

small villages in Korea is that people are mutually

obligated to each other in everyday life, and an act that

places one in debt to others should be reciprocated.

Individuals develop their sense of self and their role in

the community as a result of intimate daily ties with

specific individuals. As in other agrarian societies,

personal loyalties based on reciprocity, friendship, mutual

indebtedness, or kinship generally take precedence over a

sense of obligation to principles or a territorial entity

like a nation. Although a national culture had existed for

quite some time, it was only after the Japanese Annexation

of Korea, in opposition to the Japanese colonial rule, that

notions of a distinct national consciousness for Koreans

developed.

Along with the rise of nationalism, after 1920, there

was the rise of socialism as an ideology. Disappointed with

the independence movement, some younger Koreans shifted to

Marxist ideology in an effort to understand the Korean

situation not only in emotional or political terms, but also

within the context of capitalism and imperialism. An added

impetus toward socialist ideology was the world wide

depression, which aggravated the already miserable economic

situation of the Korean people; hence Marxist economic

theory appealed to younger Koreans studying in Korea and

abroad.
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It was during this time that Confucianism lost its

dominance. The result of three competing ideals--

Confucianism, nationalism and Marxism--contributed to the

decline of Confucianism as a national ideology as such.

3.4. 4 Post Liberation (1945 – 1948)

On September 2, 1945, Korea was divided into two Allied

operational zones along the 38th parallel line. The two

zones created were effectively the Russian and American

Zones. This post liberation period was marked by social

chaos. There was no prevailing strategy or philosophy for

the maintenance of social order. The northern zone fared

better at first because the Soviets moved quickly into North

Korea. Led by Kim Il-Sung and supported by the Soviets, by

spring of 1946 the Korean communists controlled North Korea.

However, a new form of authoritarianism became the rule in

the north as the people who were freed for the Japanese

colonial rule were put under another oppressive rule by the

Communists. As a result, hundreds of thousands of Koreans

fled to the south. By means of the severe occupation, the

Soviets left a strong imprint on the North. They

established a coherent political structure and fostered a

well-equipped military force capable of launching an

aggressive war to unify the divided nation.
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The South was in a state of chaos. Not only was there

an influx of refugees from the North, the United States

military went into Korea without any plans except to disarm

the Japanese troops and evacuate the Japanese from South

Korea. Other than that, the United States was without a

coherent policy. Political factionalism and social

confusion, ensued. The transition from war to the "open door"

attitude of peace time was not smooth. When the Allied

occupation achieved its aim of disarming Japanese troops and

liberating Korea from Japan, they withdrew most of their

troops without leaving behind a functioning government. The

new unoccupied South Korea was a politically unstable,

socially chaotic, economically bankrupt nation.

3. 4.5 The First Korean Republic (1948 - 1950)

The question of what to do with the Korean peninsula,

in the eyes of the trustees, was a problem. The U.S.-

U.S. S. R. Commission failed to come up with a mutually

acceptable solution, and finally turned the issue over to

the U. N. Disregarding Korean opinions and desires, the U. N.

allowed two separate Korean States to emerge in 1948. Free

elections were held in the South, while the communist state

continued by fiat in the North. In 1948 Syngman Rhee was

elected first president of the Republic of Korea by an

overwhelming majority. One of his first objectives was to

eliminate the communist guerrilla units active in the
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South, which he did fairly successfully. Beyond this

effort, Rhee did not have an easy time. Factionalization

within his party and antagonism between the Rhee

administration and the Democratic Nationalist Party brought

about the decline of his popularity, and a formidable

opposition group against Rhee grew.

3. 4.6 The Korean War (1950 - 1953)

In the midst of political turmoil, North Korea invaded

South Korea on June 25, 1950. The poorly trained and inade

quately equipped South Korean military could do little to

stop the invasion. The southern government first fled south

to Teajon, and then to the southern-most port, Pusan. It

was not until U.N. troops landed at Inchon in late September

that the security of the south was tentatively established.

The North, aided by Chinese troops, continued to fight.

This war created even more chaos in the nation. People fled

from the communists who had possession of three fourths of

the nation at one point, leaving all their possessions

behind. Mop up operations against the communists were not

always accurate and many South Korean civilians were killed.

During this war Rhee announced martial law. Government

mismanagement of social, political and military issue bred

mistrust. It was not until late June of 1953 that a truce

was called. By July 27, 1953 a three mile wide

demilitarized zone was drawn across the peninsula at the
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-

38th parallel as the national boundary between the two

Korean states.

Impact of Post Liberation and War on Social Structure

During the chaotic post-liberation and Korean war

periods, critical changes occurred which led to the

modification of the traditional fabric of Korean society.

The people who came into power post-occupation were younger,

educated people who had not cooperated with the Japanese.

The revisionist idea that all Koreans had been oppressed

under Japanese rule prevailed, proving to be a great

equalizer.

The second major change was the land reform in 1949.

Eighty percent of South Korean farmers suddenly became

independent. Dependence upon, and allegiance to, yangban

landlords disappeared. This further cemented the new notion

of a more equal social structure. The traditional family

was strongly affected by this change. With land reforms,

the basis of traditional patriarchal power was undermined.

Without land to bestow or withhold, a yangban father could

not make the same type of demands that he once could make.

Nor did he have the same kind of community power. Land

reforms also eroded the economic base of kinship

organizations because these were grounded in a co-dependent

relationship based on land and land related activities which
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supported the yangban. These kinship relationships became

defunct, paving the way for the nuclearization of the

family. Conversely, those who once served yangban

households suddenly owned land. This may have elicited

elation at first; however, management of land for the new

landowners also presented new challenges.

The Korean War also led to some major changes in social

roles. War and other drastic situations disrupted the

social structure such that women and children had to take on

more duties while men were away fighting or in hiding. In

emergency situations, if a family is to remain intact, each

member has to contribute in whatever way possible. Women’s

roles were particularly changed, as many were suddenly left

in the role of head-of-household, while husbands and sons of

fighting age went off to war or stayed in hiding.

For centuries a married woman’s duties were to respect

her parents-in-law and to bear as many children, especially

boys, in order to continue the family line. Between 1950 -

1953 women functioned in larger society without demurring to

men. Many women had to take jobs outside the home in order

to support families. Even women’s roles within marriage

changed. They became much more outspoken, and it was no

longer necessary or functional for them to affect an

attitude of submission. Education, an area that was

traditionally the man’s responsibility, was also thrust upon
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women. Finally, because the society was in such chaos,

families could no longer afford the time and effort needed

to perform ancestral worship ceremonies properly. Survival

necessitated looking forward towards a better time, so that

one’s children could live a better life. The ethos of

family had to shift from past-orientation to future

orientation.

During this period, class structure, family structure

and gender roles were dramatically reshaped.

3.4. 7 Postwar Politics (1954 – 1960)

When the government returned to Seoul, Syngman Rhee

remained in power. Despite opposition, Rhee managed to

maintain control by arresting or disqualifying any

opposition candidates. According to the 1948 constitution,

Rhee was ineligible to run for office again at the end of

his second term in 1956. However, as Rhee wanted to

continue his rule, he changed the constitution to eliminate

the two-term restriction on the presidency. In May 15, 1956

Rhee won the presidential elections again; of course, the

mysterious sudden death of his opponent assured an easy

victory for Rhee. Despite his victory, Rhee was losing

popularity. The people were dissatisfied because their

economic situation was bleak; people were hungry.
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The fourth presidential elections were set for March

18, 1960. Rhee and vice president Yi were re-nominated

while the rival party nominated Cho for president and Chang

for vice president. However, three weeks before the

election, Cho became seriously ill and went to the United

States for treatment and died shortly before the election.

Rhee naturally won the election, but the re-election of Yi

came under serious doubt. As the candidates from the same

party are not voted in on the same ticket, it is possible to

elect a vice president from an opposing party. Since Yi was

not popular, the people were suspicious when the results

showed that Yi had unanimously won the vice presidential

election. The nationwide April 19 Student Uprising ensued,

resulting in much violence and death.

3. 4.8 Recent Developments (1960 - 1990)

After a short interim period, President Po-son Yun was

elected president of the second republic. This second

republic was, however, short-lived. There were many

problems, the most severe of which were economic austerity

and continued student unrest. One of the problems that

faced many young people was the many were jobless after

their release from military service. Naturally, there was

dissatifaction. Economic conditions deteriorated badly,

social instability increased, and there were abuses of

rights and freedoms by various interest groups. So, in 1961
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a military coup led by General Park Chung-Hee overthrew the

second republic.

For the next two years military rule and martial law

provided stability for the nation. In 1962 General Park

adopted a Five-Year Economic Development with the goal of

constructing a self-supporting economy with a 7.1 percent

annual growth rate in gross national product. Park’s

intention was to create what he hoped would be a "a miracle

on the Han River." He also promised to restore civilian

rule once the nation was more ordered. General Park retired

from military duty and ran for president in the general

elections. Park was the candidate for the Democratic

Republican Party which, until its merger with two opposition

parties in 1990, was still the sole ruling party.

Civilian rule was restored in December, 1963.

President Park’s platform was one of economic reform. He

promised to free the nation "from century-old yokes. . . with

sweat, blood, and hard work." The two five-year economic

plans (1962-1966; 1967-1971) that were carried through under

Park laid the foundations for further economic development,

although these were still very difficult years for the

people. One of the growing criticisms of the Park regime was

that of corruption within the government: economic

favoritism and dictatorial authoritarianism. There were

also abuses of human rights and restrictions in freedom of
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the press. Park’s Central Intelligence (KCIA) was very

powerful and very effective in suppressing opposition.

Having completed his maximum of two terms as president,

Park refused to step down. In December of 1971 he claimed

that North Korea’s threat to the Republic of Korea was

vastly increased and proclaimed a National Decree in order

to strengthen national defence. In all fairness, there were

many who didn’t want to see him step down. On October 17,

1972 he proclaimed martial law and suspended the National

Assembly. Park altered the constitution to expand his

powers and was elected for a new 6-year term. This period

was marked by economic growth, rapid industrial expansion,

increase in gross national product and per capita income.

The "miracle on the Han River" had been achieved.

Unfortunately, gross abuses of human rights and freedom of

the press were the norm. It seemed that Park had filled all

critical government positions with supporters; hence, his

perpetual rule seemed to be ensured. There was much

opposition to this type of rule, especially after Park was

re-elected to serve six more years in 1978. Public unrest

grew, particularly on college campuses. Clashes between the

student and anti-riot police units became common, and a

growing numbers of students were arrested and prosecuted.

In the wake of mounting student demonstrations and political

tension, Park was assassinated in 1979. Many mourned his

death despite his gross abuses of power, because many
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desirable changes had taken place during his authoritarian

rule.

Martial law was declared by acting president Choe after

the assassination of President Park. The people of Korea

were fearful of an attack from North Korea in the vacuum of

power left by Park’s death. National stability was the

number one priority. However, many grew impatient with the

slow pace of political reform. There was economic unrest as

evidenced by the numerous strikes. Within the government

there were charges and counter charges of corruption,

allegations and counter allegations. Student

demonstrations picked up tremendous momentum. Finally,

student representatives from 55 universities and colleges

met at Ewha Woman’s University on May 16 - 17, 1979 to issue

an ultimatum for the repeal of martial law by May 22 and

warned of violent countrywide demonstrations & uprisings.

Then on May 18 the Kwangju incident occurred. A

demonstration of 200 students snowballed into 200,000

citizens & students protesting the arrest of an opposition

party leader. This was a major uprising; demonstrators took

control of government buildings and provincial offices. On

May 22 paratroopers stormed Kwangju; several hundred people

died and hundreds more were wounded in the clashes. Choe

stepped down from the presidency in August.
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Following the Kwangju incident and the resignation of

Choe, General Chon was elected as president. Having

recently retired from military service, he was a natural

candidate for this position. Chon was elected into office

on September 2. The fifth republic emerged. Chon started

his political career by stating that the Republic needed a

new generation of leaders to build a democratic welfare

society. Part of Chon’s plan to create a democratic welfare

state was to institute two separate governmental welfare

organizations geared towards serving the needs of the

elderly, namely the Korean Senior Citizens’ Association

(KSCA) and an office of Social Welfare for the Elderly. The

creation of these organizations were in response to the vast

impact that industrialization and urbanization had on the

elderly via the disruption of the traditional family

structure. The KSCA was merely a formalization of the

traditional congregation areas for senior citizens. These

congregation areas were used as a base for other social

services which were planned.

The creation of the office of Social Welfare for the

Elderly was another issue altogether. This office was

allegedly part of a grand plan to create badly needed social

services for underserved segments of the population. Chon

claimed that all his new governmental offices would be

established anew because without uprooting injustice and

corruption, the nation could not move forward. However,
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during his seven years in office, a new system of injustice

and corruption evolved. Those of the Chon camp now

benefitted from the changes in governmental policies. For

example, the budget allotted for the office of Social

Welfare for the elderly was run by one of Chon’s relatives;

after his fall from grace, this program was discovered to be

one of the avenues through which moneys were laundered for

friends and relatives. The real reasons for the creation of

this government agency for the elderly are in question.

Chon lost the 1987 election to Roh Dae-Woo and further fell

from grace when his "irregular practices" and nepotistic

affairs were publicly exposed. There is still an

investigation into the complex rubric of corruption and

embezzlement that occurred during his term in office.

With President Roh now in office, the Republic of Korea

is experiencing major labor problems. Rapid

industrialization has come, in part, at the cost of

traditional values, values that were the anchors of the

society. Roh is not only dealing with internal

factionalization of his own political party but also with

three opposition parties who cannot seem to agree on many

issues. In an effort to expand his power base, Roh recently

consolidated his position by forming a coalition of two of

the opposition parties with the leading party. Still, the

tendency of Korean parties to dissolve into warring factions
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has not been put to rest. (For further reading on Korean

history, see Nahm’s Korea: Tradition & Transformation, and

Sohn, Kim & Hong’s History of Korea, Choy's, Korean: A

History. There are also numerous books on modern Korea

available like MacDonald’s The Koreans, Brandt’s South

Korean Society in Transition.)

3.5 Social Organization Today

Despite the many changes that Korea has undergone, the

hierarchical status system of the Yi dynasty has remained in

place to some extent. The recent rise in the standard of

living has led to a boom in symbols of another kind of

status: of modernity and wealth. Displays of these status

symbols are the norm; in fact, more is better. The system

of status is still regulated by Korea’s Confucian past.

Status was and still is the prime objective. But now

social status is not determined by birth but monetary

wealth; material objects symbolize social status. The

material-oriented society is fed by traditional hyper

consciousness of social status. The difference in the new

status system is that, unlike the traditional system wherein

wealth and status were by birthright, there is the new

belief that one can change one’s status through hard work,

good luck, an innovative deal, and the development of

important social contacts.
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3.6 Migration and Urbanization

The upheavals in Korea in the past century have caused

a vast migration of people from rural to urban settings.

These migrations subsequently led to important changes in

the fabric of the family structure. Today, in rural areas

homes are still the centers of rituals such as the ones

described in this study. In the urban setting, however,

this is no longer an option. There is not enough space to

allow for that type of kinship activity in the apartment

life of the city. Hence, gatherings larger than the nuclear

family activities must take place outside the home. As this

is less convenient, urban living necessarily reduces the

strength of kinship ties.

The large-scale manufacturing industries which began in

the 1930s created economic opportunities outside traditional

agriculture; this attracted the rural surplus population.

By the end of the Japanese occupation in 1945 the urban

population constituted 11.6 percent of the total population.

By 1949, due to the influx of overseas repatriates and

refugees from the North, the urban proportion of the

population had increased to 17 percent (Nahm, 1988).

The Korean War also added to the redistribution of the

population. By 1955 almost one fourth of the population had

moved to cities. The bulk of this migration to the city was

not for industry, but because of the urgent need to



71

accommodate homeless refugees. The post-Korean War years

were followed by a period of stability and growth and the

population in urban area grew from 24.5 percent to 48

percent in 1975. Note that the population trend is not only

due to natural increase, but more to internal migration.

The trend of internal migration to urban areas is still

quite strong. According to Yoon (1988) the migrants have

primarily been of working age. Since then, older people

have begun to follow their children into larger urban areas

(see figure 1 on page 72); they cannot support themselves in

the country and/or are unable to care for themselves. In

essence, Korea has become an urban nation (Kwon, 1988; Nahm,

1988; Kong & Kim, 1987).

Unlike the village wherein a person deals primarily

with people they have known for a long time, persons in

urban settings must constantly interact with strangers or

people in very limited and isolated roles. Generally

urbanites tend to have many more impersonal, mechanical and

contractual contacts with people. In fact, much of the

instrumental dealings with people are viewed as simply that:

a means to an end. Despite the impersonal nature of most

urban settings, personalism as a value has not diminished.

The urban Korean still seeks to establishes a large network

of close personal relationships. Even in the urban setting,

there is utility in, and rewards associated with, knowing
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Figure 1. Internal Migration: Out-migration from rural provinces;
In—migration to five major cities (1975–1980, 1980–1985)

1975 – 1980 1980 – 1985

Area

Total 7. Area 65+ 7. Area Total % Area 65+ 7. Area

Kyonggi 501 10.2 10 6.9 525 11.0 17 8.4

Kangwon –205 —11.4 –3 –3.4 —190 –11.0 –4 —5.0

Ch'ung Buk -182 -12.8 –4 —5.0 —120 –8.6 –5 —5.0

Ch'ung Nam –177 –6.3 –1 —.7 —149 —5.0 —7 –4.0

Chon Buk –324 –14.2 —7 –6.2 –226 —10.3 –7 —5.3

Chon Nam –462 —12.2 —9 –4.7 –276 –7.4 –13 –8.5

Kyong Buk —227 –4.6 –5 –2.2 –532 —17.7 –12 –6.8

Kyong Nam –162 –4.9 —9 –6.1 –80 –2.3 —2 —1.2

Cheju 16 3.6 45.3% 1.9 –9 —1.9 103% .4

Seoul-- 833 10.0 19 9.5 550 5. 7 16 5.8

Pusan-H 400 12.7 7 10.0 53 1.5 1 1.4

Inchon+ 191 17.7 3 11.7 175 12.7 6 14.0

Taegu-H 170 10.6 4. 9.9 269 13. 3 11 17.9

Kwangju-H 38 8.1 2 12.1 106 11.7 4 14.8

*Indicates total number; otherwise all figures are in the thousands.

+Indicates cities with special designations because of growth patterns.

Seoul and Inchon are located within Kyonggi provice.
towns not listed in this chart are also experiencing tremendous growth.
Migration into Privincial urban areas for 65 and over are consistently

Other provincial

in double digit percentages, outnumbering the proportion of total migra—
tion for the area or equaling it. .

Note: In 1988 those 65 and over made up 4.7% of the population.

From: Kwon, Tai–Hwan. "Estimates of net internal migration." In
Bulletin of the Poulation Development Studies Center.
Seoul National University, 17:88.
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people. Knowing people is the primary means of advancing in

society and gaining status. These relationships are still

based on the traditional concepts of reciprocity and

obligation. For example, office relations take on new

meaning, and take on the characteristics of family

relations. Office politics are very complex, and knowing or

becoming close with people high in the hierarchy is critical

for advance within the company or office.

Despite the fact that the urban person is extremely

skilled at interacting with others on a personal level, he

or she is at a loss in terms of interaction with strangers

or acquaintances. Thus an individual is either a close

friend or a non-entity. There seem to be two distinct faces

for urban Koreans: the public, impersonal self and the

highly personal, interactive self. One middle aged Korean

woman said, "It’s a war out there, this getting from one

place to another. Until you reach your destination it’s

just hell. Koreans are so rude to you if they don’t know

you." However, due to the number of times a person is

thrown into the situation not addressed by the dictates of

traditional culture, a third face, one based on a type of

individualism, is slowly emerging.

For the older individual, this new social system is a

major problem. The inability to adapt to the city is not

uncommon for people who migrate in later life.
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3.7 New Manifestations of the Confucian Social Order

Although there is always talk of the new democratic

order in Korea, in reality, it is still very Confucian in

structure, albeit modified. The hierarchy of power has been

transformed so that there are now many vertical power

structures as opposed to just one stemming from the

centralized government and land owners. In addition, the

industrialization of Korea has created many captains of

industry who are vested with the same type of power as that

once bestowed on a clan or family head in the traditional

Confucian system. Reciprocity is of paramount importance as

is loyalty. Filial piety is given tremendous lip-service as

it is one means of maintaining social control. However,

new, more complex systems of loyalties have transpired with

modernization.

Personal relationships are also based on highly

codified behaviors. Although the content may be different,

language and behavior still support the complex of

subordinate/superordinate relations in the society. Even as

recently as the Park regime, there were a set of official

laws to regulate moral behaviors. These laws appeared like

temperance codes, to control waste of resources and reduce

domestic spending. However, there were some interesting

features to these laws. They reduced the congregation of
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more than 200 people in a public place; this is surprising

similar to the slave codes which prevented public gathering

for fear that a rebellion or a revolt would be planned.

These laws were only abolished in 1988. They were modelled

after the laws that ruled moral behavior in the Yi dynasty

in terms of the way they read and the name of the laws.

Since laws for moral behavior were "traditionally Korean",

the Korean people, wanting to re-define and rediscover their

Korean-ness, accepted them quite willingly in the beginning.

Defining and discovering a usable "Korean" past became

quite a serious issue for the Korean people. After years of

subjugation, occupation and trusteeship, it was of

nationalistic importance to be able set Korean culture apart

from Japanese and other non-Korean cultural elements. The

Park regime created national treasures such as people who

were masters in dying arts which were important in fuelling

nationalism and nurturing the sense of a new, stronger

Korean identity. Many of the Korean ideals that have been

re-discovered have their basis in Yi dynasty Confucian life

despite the time lapse.

These traditions resurrected in the Park Regime are

from a way of life that was lost soon after the Japanese

occupation. This attempt to preserve official culture

Presupposes some things: that official culture is static

and that cultural traditions are absolute; hence official
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culture and traditions can be preserved. However, both

official culture and traditions are subject to change. It

is still, however, the prevalent view that there is a static

official Korean culture. This view of official culture

disregards the growing disparity between everyday life and

official culture because it assumes that official culture

can go back to a time like the late Yi dynasty, disregarding

years through which people lived. In Korea these have been

the prevailing notions in a culture that learned patriotism

as a response to an outside aggressor. Even among the

people there is a strong belief that the Korean family

structure is relatively unchanged despite historical

intervention.

The attempt to perpetuate and encourage the stylized

traditional rituals in stem families of old yangban

households is just another example of the importance placed

on "tradition". The meanings of these highly stylized

actions have changed, of course, but the maintenance of the

rituals is considered very important for national culture.

In fact, the elderly today are expected to adhere to a

way of life that they themselves have never known--the

culture and values of their parents’ lifetime, which are

being heralded as "traditional Korean culture". In that

period of time, filial duty was very different. The social

ideal of Confucianism was the older individual who embodied
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knowledge and wisdom. However, in a period of rapid change,

knowledge becomes obsolete; hence, the youth orientation of

today’s Korea can be viewed as inevitable; Korea is a future

oriented society. This creates a dilemma for the older

person. On one hand, the older person believes that filial

duty is important and that one’s children, especially the

first born son, should be the caretaker. On the other hand,

the social reciprocity of taking care of people in old age

is diminishing quickly. Changes in the hierarchical

structure of society inevitably affect the nature of care

that the elderly receive from their families. The older

generation of today live in a very difficult time, uncertain

with regard to which child will support them, or whether or

not they can rely on any at all. It becomes quite clear

that the traditional family structure and system, while

still symbolically important, cease to have the meaning

usually attributed to them.



CHAPTER FOUR: Social Conditions of the Aged

This chapter examines the demographic characteristics and

income sources, the social milieu, and the sample of elderly

used for this research.

4. 1 Demographic Characteristics

The aging of Korean society follows the pattern of most

developing countries of the world. The proportion of

elderly, not yet five percent, is not great enough to be

considered a problem or an issue. In Korea there are two

very important demographic trends. First, the aged

population has begun to grow very rapidly. Secondly, the

elderly have been swept up in the country’s rapid rural to

urban migration which is accompanied by some difficult and

unique problems.

In recent history there have been drastic changes in

the demographic structure of the population. Only twenty

years ago the life expectancy at birth in Korea was

approximately 50 years (Crane, 1967) as compared to 68.7

years for men and 77.5 years for women in 1987 (World Health

Statistics Annual, 1989). From 1960 to 1970 the percentage

of people over 65 for Korea held at 3.3 percent of the

population. In the subsequent 10 years, that percentage

rose to 3.9% and it is projected to rise to 4.7% by 1990, to

78
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6.3% by 2000, to 8.7 by 2010, and 11.4% by 2020 (Yoon,

1988). (See figure 2 on page 80. )

In itself this growth rate is impressive. However,

when the usual retirement age of 55 is taken into account,

the numbers of "dependent elderly" look troubling. In

Korea, unless a person is of the very privileged classes,

"old age" begins in many ways at 55, a comparatively

youthful age to be out of work and considered old. From

1960 to 1975 the numbers of those over the retirement age

remained relatively stable at around 8 percent. In 1980

this group made up 9.1 percent of the population, in 1990 it

is estimated at 11.2%, by 2020 over a quarter of the

population (26.2%) of Korea should be post-retirement (Yoon,

1988). (See figure 3 on page 81.) These figures are quite

alarming when one considers the impact of a rapidly

increasing older population that is "dependent elderly".

Lower SES women will often continue to work as nannies or

housekeepers, as lower SES men will often obtain part time

or seasonal work, perhaps helping out in family run

businesses or weeding at the gardens of the public palaces

in the spring and summer. Of course, not all people retire

at 55; government workers, employees of large companies,

factory workers, etc. fit under the jurisdiction of this

retirement law. Some retirees are given a "cushion" of

several years, so it may be more viable to follow Yoon's



Figure 2. Population Growth in Korea (1960–2020)

Nationally Age 65 and Over
Year

Total % Change Total Growth Ž Total Pop.

1960 24,989 822 3. 3
2. 7 2. 7

1966 29, 160 96.1 3.3
1.9 2.0

1970 31, 435 1,039 3.3
2.0 3.0

1975 34,679 1, 207 3.5
1.5 3. 7

1980 37, 407 1,446 3.9
1.8 3. 8

1985 40,806 1,742 4.3
1.0 3. 1

1990 42, 793 2,026 4.7
1.0 3.4

1995 44, 870 2, 397 5.3
0.9 4.4

2000 46,828 2,972 6.3
0.7 4.4

2005 48,407 3,687 7. 6
0.4 3.0

2010 49,486 4, 283 8.7
0.2 2. 7

2015 50,025 4,903 9.8
0.1 3.2

2020 50, 193 5, 746 11.4

All figures are in the thousands.
Growth is estimated yearly average.

Figures from 1960-1985 are actual numbers and percentages while the
figures from 1990–2020 are projected. From the Bureau of Statistics,
Seoul, Korea.

From: Yoon, Joon-Joo. "A Study of Internal Migration in Korea."
In The Journal of Gerontological Society, No. 8, 1988,
p. 8.



Figure 3 Population Growth in Korea (1960–2020)

Nationally Age 55 and Over
Year

Total % Change Total Growth Ž Total Pop.

1960 24,989 1,992 8.0
2.7 2.5

1966 20, 160 2,301 7. 9
1.9 2.7

1970 31, 435 2,559 8. 1
2.0 2.4

1975 34,679 2,884 8. 3
1.5 3.3

1980 37, 407 3,393 9. 1
1.8 3.4

1985 40,806 4,010 9.8
1.0 3.6

1990 42, 793 4,783 11.2
1.0 4.0

1995 44, 870 5,828 13.0
0.9 3.2

2000 46,828 6,829 14.6
0.7 2.9

2005 48, 407 7,892 16. 3
0.4 3.2

2010 49, 486 9, 236 18. 7
0.2 4. 1

2015 50,025 11, 272 22.5
0.1 3. 1

2020 50, 193 13, 141 26.2

All figures are in thousands.

Figures from 1960–1985 are actual numbers and percentages while the
figures from 1990–2020 are projected, from the Bureau of Statistics,
°Cul, Korea.

From : Yoon, Joon-Joo. "A Study of Internal Migration in Korea."
In The Journal of Gerontological Society, No. 8, 1988,
p. 8.



82

(1988) figures for the over 60 group when defining the

"dependent elderly."

Just as social definitions of "dependent elderly" pull

at the lower end of those considered old, the increase in

life expectancy stretch the other end of the statistic.

Besides the social definitions that might increase the

proportion of "dependent" older people, another reason for

the boom of older people has to due with life expectancy.

Another point to consider is the effect of

industrialization on the demographic make-up of the country.

The growth of educational and commercial institutions, as

well as industrial centers in and around cities, brought the

influx of people into urban areas. Seoul was a city of

700, 000 in 1945. The official estimate for Seoul in 1990 is

at 10.7 million (Korea Statistical Yearbook, 1989), although

unofficial estimates reach as high as 12.5 million if non

registered residents are also included. More than 70

percent of the growth of Seoul occurred post 1965 despite

government efforts to curb the migration from rural to urban

areas. This profound change has proven to be particularly

salient for the elderly. As economic opportunities in the

cities increased, younger people were transferred or moved

voluntarily to the cities to study and work, leaving their

parents behind on family farms. Despite the lack of labor,
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many older people chose and still choose to remain in the

country. However, if a spouse became ill or passed away,

the remaining spouse faced the impossible task of managing

the land and house alone. The difficulties increased with

age. Additionally, many of these people worked leased land.

Hence, when productivity cames to a halt, there was little

choice but to move into the urban areas to either live with

one of the children or, if finances permitted, live near a

child. The influx of rural elderly into the cities began to

be noticeable in the mid 1970’s and is still a continuing

trend (Mills & Song, 1979). The results are an increasing

number of elderly with few urban skills trying to manage in

an urban setting.

4. 2 Income

One of the most important contributors for well being

of the elderly is adequate income. To date, the Korean

government has not provided adequate retirement pension

plans or welfare programs for retired people. In January

1988 the government started retirement pension plans to be

paid out monthly. As the plan is new, and subscription into

the program is still inadequate, the present payments from

this plan only reaching slightly over 22,000 people. The

pension plan is available for work places that employ 10 or

more individuals. Starting in July 1991, there will be

pension plans available for places of employment that have
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between 5 and 10 workers. At present, those who are

enrolled in these programs are the military, government,

private school and special business. Money is paid into

these plans on a monthly basis with no penalty for early

withdrawal. At this time there are 60, 809 places of

employment enrolled in addition to over 24,000 individual

plans. These combine to make a total of over 4, 545, 000 who

are now entitled to pension plans upon retirement. In

August of 1991, when the new plan for smaller businesses

becomes available, an additional 300,000 enrollees are

anticipated. When spouses and dependents are taken into

account, about 56% of the nation will benefit from this

program. However, as full benefits cannot be received

unless a person has paid into the fund for at least 20

years, the benefits of this system have yet to be tested

fully. The pension plan takes out a percentage of the

employees’ salaries for the pension. However, in 1998 a new

type of plan will be initiated in which employers and

employees split the deposit into this fund 50/50.

Individuals will, of course, have to pay 100% of the funds

into the program (Chosun Ilbo, January 31, 1990). This

type of social security/ retirement plan that has been

established for the elderly because the family structure is

no longer able to sustain the growing number of dependent

elderly. Unfortunately, even these pension payments will

not be able to sustain the growing elderly population. More

provisions will be needed. As these social security/
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retirement plans are still in their early stages, earned

income and retirement bonuses are the primary sources of

income for the elderly, other than family support. Those in

abject poverty are presently eligible for public assistance.

However, this minimal assistance is not adequate to provide

even the basic necessities, given the very high rent and

food prices in Korea. There is tremendous social stigma

associated with accepting this type of assistance as well.

The income structure in Korea differs considerably from

that of the West. Instead of monthly or bi-monthly salary

payments, Korean workers have 16 to 17 pay periods a year.

Approximately four times a year, an employee receives a

"bonus month."--a one-month base salary bonus. These bonuses

are taxed at a higher rate as the employee did not work for

the added income. These bonus months are at the discretion

of the workplace; for example, bonus months every third

month is not uncommon with a double bonus at New Year’s.

The bonus system is based on the additional expenses of

traditional holidays. One example is ch'usok (the

traditional ancestral worship day in August) which is quite

an elaborate and expensive holiday for the family. These

bonuses are not included in GNP, but they have become a

mainstay of workers who rely on the extra money as part of

their yearly income (Telepak, 1989).
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An employee becomes fully vested (entitled to severance

indemnity) after one year. Although there are no pension

plans, the Labor Standards Act makes provisions for a

retirement allowance system. Article 28 of the Labor

Standards Act specifies that employers must establish a

retirement allowance system whereby a monthly average wage

(based on the average income of the three months just prior

to retirement which would include at least one bonus) must

be paid for each of the consecutive years that an employee

worked at the establishment. That means that if an employee

has worked at one place for 36 years, the retirement payment

would be 36 months pay, based on the average pay of the last

three months. This lump sum payment at retirement is a

major determinant of the retiree’s future independence. It

may be the larger part of his or her income for the rest of

life (Telepak, 1988). This type of retirement system

encourages people to remain in one career throughout their

working lives and to acquire as strong an educational

background as possible in order to have access to the

highest paying jobs.

At this time, it is considered the norm for parents to

move in with one of their children, preferably the eldest

son. However, as younger women gain more overt power in

their households and families, daughters-in-law will not

tolerate "interfering" in-laws. With these changes, many

older people are unsure as to where they want to live in
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later life. Financial and physical independence is clearly

the number one choice for elderly couples. However, given

the economic and social structure in Korea, this is a

difficult task for most older people. As living alone is

not a socially acceptable choice, once widowed, the survivor

moves in with one of the children. If there is an unmarried

child, that is the first choice; however, the eldest son

still bears the burden of caring for his parents. Moving in

with the eldest son or a child is no longer the satisfactory

choice. There is a growing movement among the elderly to

pressure the government into speeding up the development of

pension plans and to develop a social security system for

them. The dependence of the elderly on their children for

allowances has become a sore point for many older adults as

it is now seen as a loss of dignity to have to ask their

children for "spending money".

4.3 The Social Milieu in Korea

As most of my research was done in Seoul, my primary

source of available elderly was senior citizens’ centers,

where older people come during the day. This section gives

an overview of the senior citizens’ centers to establish the

social milieu of the elderly I studied in Korea.

Today, older people who once used to be an integral

part of their communities are isolated from major social
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activities. Rapid industrialization, urbanization, and the

accompanying migration have greatly undermined the position

of the elderly in Korea. There are several factors that

promote these demographic changes. First, there is

isolation of the aged from the family due to nuclearization

which accompanies urbanization. Secondly, there are

economic difficulties which result from early retirement and

deficits in institutional welfare programs for the aged.

Since pension plans are just emerging as alternatives to

savings or dependence of children, except for the privileged

few, most of the elderly today are in economically

compromising situations. They must depend on their

children; if children lived in the country where housing and

space is larger, it would not present a problem. However,

in Seoul apartment life is primarily geared towards the

nuclear family. This presents spatial problems for older

parents who move into these confined spaces. Family

conflicts are heightened and exacerbated by the forced

proximity of urban living. Thirdly, there has been a

breakdown of traditional values and norms relating to the

treatment of the elderly which can, in part, to attributed

to the influence of the culture of industrialization. For

example, because senior citizens ride free on buses, bus

drivers often do not stop when there are only seniors

waiting at a bus stop. One bus driver mumbled, "I don’t

know where these old people think they’re going. They don’t

have anything to do," as he passed six senior citizens
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dressed in white waiting at a bus stop. I timed a typical

green light at a twelve lane intersection at 30 seconds

long; fit for the young to rush across, but barely enough

time to get halfway across if one is unable to hurry along.

4.4.1 The Korean Senior Citizens’ Association

Despite deficiencies in welfare programs, there is one

important welfare service which is utilized by many older

Koreans: the no-in jung or senior center. This is one of

the main welfare programs administered by the Korean Senior

Citizens’ Association (KSCA), a non-profit corporation.

These senior centers are modelled after traditional

community-sponsored resting places for older people. In

some areas these senior centers are still called kyungno

dang, a house where older people are served with honor. The

KSCA claims to lead elderly Koreans in promoting their

rights and privileges. The organization evolved out of
separate neighborhood areas or buildings that served the

elderly, which were consolidated in 1981, and its

substructures, based on the senior centers, were reorganized

according to elementary school districts. The senior center

is still a local entity of service delivery in terms of

classes, programs, and activities, but each center is

administratively affiliated with district branches of the

KSCA. As of 1986 there were about 11,500 centers across the

Country, with membership/attendance accounting for roughly a
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quarter to a third (approximately 800,000) of the older

population in Korea. In Korea, this level of participation

is considered low. In the United States, this level of

participation would be considered high. However, unlike the

United States, which is more pluralistic, Korea is a very

homogeneous nation. The cultural and linguistic

homogeneity, combined with the collectivistic mindset of

Koreans lends a very conformist character to the people.

Hence, when programs are set up, high participation levels

are expected.

The financial support of the local senior centers are

mainly made up of membership fees paid by users, funds

allocated by the central headquarters or government funds,

and voluntary donations of money, goods or services from

local communities. The amount of the membership fees is

decided by each local chapter depending on the economic

status of participants or programs that the members want to

develop and carry out.

Despite concerted effort to lead the nationwide

campaign to improve the welfare of the elderly, and to

expand their social participation, senior centers experience

difficulties due to inadequate financial resources, program

development, administrative skills, personnel recruitment,

and support from the community, as well as "inadequate

involvement" of older people. In Korea one third to one
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fourth of any population participating in a program is not

good; to have a successful program, ninety to one hundred

percent participation is required. Anything under those

levels is considered "inadequate". This attitude reflects

the level of homogeneity and conformity in the society.

Although the KSCA had planned to administer a variety

of programs for education, health, community services,

cultural preservation, and personal services (employment and

counselling), the only real success for the KSCA is the

establishment of places where older people can congregate at

will. The value of this service will be discussed later.

There are now 17 colleges for older people nationwide,

and schools for the elderly although some senior centers do

offer classes separate from the colleges and schools. In

terms of health services, there are mobile physicians who

may or may not come to a center once every couple of years

and a roving pharmacy (with pharmacists and nurses) who may

visit a senior center once or twice a year to provide

medication. There are also visiting lecturers who will talk

on subjects that range from being a grandparent to getting

along with your daughter-in-law to getting a part-time job.

As mentioned in chapter three, one of the problems with

many of the programs administered at the senior centers is

that they were set up by the Chon administration was the
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corruption. Funds were siphoned off by administrators and

it is still unclear as to where the funds went. The funding

did not even reach the level of the KSCA. Hence efforts to

create a fully functioning organizational body for the

elderly were severely hampered.

A single physical complex is the designated no-in jong

in each neighborhood. The appearance of these senior

centers vary tremendously according to the economic

conditions of the neighborhood and participants. The range

is from run down shacks to brand new, designer furnished

centers. There is one basic structural similarity to all

the centers. There are two physical areas: one for

halmonee, or grandmothers, and another for harabogee, or

grandfathers. No matter how destitute a center may be, this

separation exists, even though the partition may be just a

screen. Sex segregation is considered essential as men and

women are considered fundamentally different. In some of

the more affluent neighborhoods there are separate

structures for men and women.

4.4.2 Participants

There are many different ways of categorizing social

gathering patterns of urban Korean elderly. I have loosely

Categorized physically mobile, relatively healthy Korean

elderly into five categories according to socio-economic
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status as follows:

1) high SES groups who get together at private clubs,

churches, tea rooms and go rooms;

2) upper middle SES groups who attend elderly schools

of various types, schools that have one "meeting" day a week

and are open several other days for classes;

3) upper middle SES groups who live in large apartment

complexes that have their own private senior centers,

usually segregated by sex;

4) lower-middle/upper lower SES groups who participate

in senior centers;

5) low SES groups who pass time in parks or around

bok-dok bang (neighborhood real estate offices).

The figure for one-third to one-forth rates of

participation in senior centers refers to those who are in

categories three and four mentioned above. It is difficult

to gauge participation in the high SES groups as these

people are not targeted for programs; nor do they want

researchers to come "snooping around". Those who attend the

schools for the elderly account for approximately one fourth

of the elderly population; however, as there is considerable

cross-over with those who attend senior centers, this figure

is not a reliable source of senior participation in social

activities. The park and bok-dok bang elderly cannot be

accounted for as these people are those who fall through the

Cracks. Many are not even registered residents of Seoul ;
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officially these people do not exist. Kim (1988) found five

determinants of participation. First, education level was

an important determinant in both men and women. Many

educated people did not want to keep company with

participants who were intellectually inferior to them.

Living standard and facility quality together was the second

factor. Women from higher SES tended to have more free

time, being free from domestic roles and duties; hence,

women who had higher standards of living at home were more

apt to join. The environment of the centers themselves had

much to do with who did and didn’t participate; and large

meeting room size and separate rooms for men and women

encouraged participation.

Thirdly, past occupation, especially for men and older

elderly was a discriminator. Participants were generally

self-employed or had been engaged in rural-oriented

activities such as farming, forestry, and fishing. An

implication of this finding which Kim does not explore is

that people who are displaced or have migrated to the city

in adult life, those who are without larger organizational

affiliations, tend to draw together in senior centers.

Senior center participants are generally those who had lower

educational backgrounds, from rural areas, without any other

Organizational affiliation.
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The fourth factor influencing participation was length

of residence. Women, especially in lower SES areas, were

not likely to participate until they had resided there for a

number of years. This did not hold true for men or for

those in more affluent areas.

Political involvement was the fifth factor and perhaps

the most significant indicator of participation. Ninety

percent of all participants were politically active in

national and local politics, a factor crossing educational

and SES barriers.

Finally, having friends or at least a confidant (for

men) at the center was very important for participation.

Older women seem to have an easier time socializing and

making friends so having friends or a confidant was not as

important for participation. Men, on the other hand, are

more withdrawn so having a confidant is more important. For

both sexes, if one could convince a friend to "come along,"

the initial visits were much easier, and participation was

more likely to ensue.

4.5 Sample

Upon entering the field in Seoul, my primary quest in

finding a sample was to duplicate as nearly as possible my

*an Francisco sample. At first I did weekly site visits to
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parks, centers, schools, and private clubs. I finally

decided that the senior centers most closely resembled the

senior citizens’ groups in the United States. Upon arriving

at that decision, I met with the president of the KSCA to

determine which individual centers would be the closest

match to the centers I had been visiting in San Francisco.

Dr. Park of the KSCA recommended several lower-middle class

senior centers. We determined that I should first visit

several to ascertain whether or not members from these

groups had emigrated to the United States. After narrowing

the choices down to ten in the Seoul area, I visited each

and spoke with the presidents of the chapters to see what

kind of people attended the centers. I finally settled on

two senior citizens’ groups: one located in a upper

lower/lower middle class neighborhood and another located in

a large upper middle class/middle class apartment complex.

Although the latter was in a higher SES neighborhood, there

were many members who were "house keepers" at the apartments

of the more well-to-do. I chose one of the first large

apartment complexes in Seoul in order to ensure that it was

well-established. There are always new apartment complexes

going up; hence, many of the no-in jong are not well

attended as they are too new to have a core group or the

necessary infra-structure.

I went to these two senior centers and attempted to

*emain as inconspicuous as possible, waiting and watching to
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see what types of activities could be observed. During this

wait-and-watch time, I became friendly with people as I had

in San Francisco, and obtained some basic demographic

information from the more open members. I also elicited

some general retrospective information about the 60th, 70th

and 80th birthday celebrations, as well as the 60th wedding

anniversary parties. I became very friendly with 25 out of

86 members at the neighborhood senior center, 20 of whom

consented to be interviewed. Due to the sensitivity of some

of the questions, I only got 18 completed interviews. I

received five flat refusals. I befriended 14 out of 27

members of the senior center at the apartment complex and

completed 10 interviews. The total N for the open-ended

interviews was 28. I started six other interviews but was

unable to complete them.

Despite my success in relating to the people at both

centers, I was disappointed by the relative inaccessibility

of the older men. In both the lower/middle class center

both the "grandmother's" and "grandfather's" rooms were in

one building. Hence, the two sexes often mixed and there

was a considerable amount of horseplay between them.

However, in the middle class center, the men and women were

more segregated, congregating in different areas within the

apartment complex. The men’s group was simply not open to

me, although I repeatedly made overtures to gain access to

it. The rationale behind their refusal to admit me is two
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fold: first, in higher society, men of that generation do

not associate with women. Secondly, as I was honest about

my research intentions, the men referred me to the women,

claiming that "It does not suit old men to talk about

emotional issues that might bring tears to their eyes."

Even though I had considerable success developing

rapport with members of the senior centers, not all of these

individuals wanted to disclose information about their own

hwangap—-60th birthday or ch'il soon--70th birthday

Celebrations. These same non-respondents were quick to

speak of the way rituals are conducted, explaining the

Protocol at length; but when pressed for details that drew

"Pon personal experience, they demurred.

In Korea there are clear and long-standing divisions

*tween the formal and informal social rules governing

behavior. For example, during the Yi dynasty when the

**isial belief structure of the society was Confucian, the

P99°lation often accepted that system. While simultaneously

P***ticing shamanic rituals, professing animistic
"*"Perstitious" beliefs, and taking part in fortune telling,

and so on, they did not question the formal Confucian

system. Among the elderly, this situationalism is still a

reality. They can speak of tradition and the way things

should be conducted, but if their own experience is
di Yergent from the "official version" of the ritual or event
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in question, they defer to another whose experience was

"correct." One of the difficulties in fieldwork with the

elderly, therefore, was separating the real practice from

the ideal version of the rituals.

The socio-political history of oppression in Korea has

also affected attitudes of correctness. Often when I had

pen and paper in hand, someone would make an aside about

responding "correctly," otherwise there may be trouble. One

Woman commented, "If you make a mistake, we might all be

taken away." The disparity between ideal and real must

greatly affect the psyches of the older people who cannot

and have not lived up to the "ideal" propagated by the

highly homogeneous official culture.

Of the 28 people who would speak with me at the two

Centers, only three were originally from Seoul. Most had

migrated to the city either to find work or to be with their

children. The largest number of people (12 out of 28) were

from Cholla-nam Do, a province in the southwest of Korea.

Most of the people who attended these senior centers had

been geographically displaced at least once. Even the long

term (over 30 years) and original residents of Seoul

*Perienced a move, leaving behind old and familiar
**ghborhoods and its customs for a new and unfamiliar one.

Sixty percent of those interviewed had no education and

$ºuld not read or write, although their children had
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attained high school or college level educations. A little

over half stated that they were not religious, but added

that they held a variety of folk beliefs.

Differences in demographic features of the middle class

and the lower middle class senior centers existed on three

factors. First, the educational achievement of those in the

apartment complex who considered themselves middle class was

college level, without exception. The lower/lower middle

class was predominantly high school. The second difference

was past occupation or occupation of spouse. Those living

in the apartment complex had worked primarily in their own

businesses or as "salary men" (blue collar workers in large

companies). The majority of those in the lower/lower middle

class center (89%) had been farmers or laborers. The final

differing feature was religion. Fifty percent of the middle

class sample was Christian as compared to 11% of the

lower/lower middle class sample. The majority (66%) of the

latter group claimed to hold folk beliefs or nothing (as

opposed to atheist). It appears that Christianity is

closely associated with education, modern life, and the

middle class. Those who stated that they held folk beliefs

or nothing still clung to the informal indigenous beliefs of

shamanism, animism and sought fortune tellers, channellers,

and so on.
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It is also important to address the individuals and

families whose rituals I observed. One of the difficulties

in observing rituals is that families are not open to being

studied unless one is embedded in the social milieu in a

rather intimate way. I actually observed 14 late life

rituals over the 10 month period I was in Korea. However,

due to the limitations of this dissertation, I only present

eight cases. The rituals I gained access to were through

word-of-mouth and introductions through friends and my own

extended family members in Korea. In the urban setting,

without having access to one intimate tie to the family or a

very social key informant who is willing to tie the

researcher into his or her own network, it is impossible to

observe rituals. Fortunately, as most of my extended family

and kin still live in Korea, and the ties I have with some

public figures, I was able to access intimate family

gatherings that might have otherwise been very difficult.

My volunteer work at certain institutions also gave me

access to age peers whose parents were going through late

life, life cycle events. It is through this vast net I

cast, and good fortune, that I had the opportunity to

observe the rituals that I did. In order to ensure that

these events were not marginal anomalies, and representative

of the range of common possible scenarios for late life

events, I discussed each event with relatives, friends and

key informants so that we could come to a consensus as to

where these rituals fit within the framework of the larger
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Korean society. Although there are individual variations in

each event, with the exception of the celebration held at

the senior center for senior citizens which was regarded as

unusual, but still plausible given the circumstances of the

people involved, the rituals I observed did not fall outside

the acceptable range of possibilities for late life events.



CHAPTER FIVE: Rituals

This chapter discusses the effect of social change on

rituals of aging, both in form and function. In modern

industrial Korea, it is inevitable that rituals have

changed, despite most people’s ability to speak about "the

traditional ritual". The most basic change in urban rituals

is venue; most ritual activity, except the jesah, has

shifted from within the home to public halls that specialize

in a given type of ritual. This has made it possible for

more people to celebrate special events, since there is now

a way to enact the ritual without too much trouble.

Rituals have changed in form from more formal to less

formal. There is more flexibility and creativity in the

format of the ceremonies. In terms of function, most

rituals were community based; presently, in urban areas the

focus is the nuclear family or limited extended family.

5.1 Traditional Korean Later Life Rituals

There are two types of traditional rituals that pertain

to the elderly. One is the hwangap ritual that Koreans

observe as a rite of passage for the individual entering old

age. The other is the jesah, or ancestral homage ceremony,

which is led by the elders in the family to honor the family

103
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dead, as well as to ensure the continuity of the tradition

so that they will be assured of their place in the ancestral

order. In some ways, the hwangap can be seen as the first

in the series of ancestor worship ceremonies. It is quite

similar to the jesah in terms of the functions of the

descendents; a major difference is that the hwangap is a

ceremony for the living.

5.1.1 Hwangap

Since the purpose of this study was not to explore the

roots of the hwangap, but to explore the response of ritual

to social change, I have included a very cursory description

of the form of the traditional hwangap in order to examine

the changes to form. The hwangap ritual is the celebration

of the 61st birthday by Korean count, or the 60th birthday

by Western count. This ritual acknowledges the completion

of one entire lunar period, five times around the 12 year

lunar cycle. It is considered a very important marker in

one’s life because it indicates the auspicious return to the

year of one’s birth. It is also the second time in their

lifetime that Koreans traditionally mark their personal

birthdate; every other year except the first birthday, the

entire population ages a year on New Year’s day. In pre

industrial times, the completion of the fifth cycle was also

regarded as a sign of longevity. Finally, the 60th birthday

marked the transition of an individual from an active role
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in the family and society to an advisory role: a

retirement, of sorts.

Format for Traditional, Pre-industrial Hwangap

There is a set protocol for the observance of the

hwangap gap with seven components (Dallet, 1954;

Encyclopedia of Korean Customs, 1984). This information was

confirmed almost verbatim by my respondents:

1) The event is given at home.

2) The children must plan and finance the event.

3) Official invitations are sent out by the children of the

sexogenarian to relatives, neighbors, friends,

acquaintances, and even strangers who might be in the

vicinity for the occasion.

4) Gifts, money or services for the event are presented by

guests to the celebrant and family. In order to maintain

decorum with regards to the presentation of money, all

moneys should be presented in an envelope--preferably a

double envelope. The envelope should be addressed in a

ceremonial manner. There are certain phrases and sentences

associated with the writing of a letter or message of this

nature. This is just one part of an elaborate system of
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reciprocity in which exchanges of gifts, money, and favors

are very carefully calibrated to maintain social cohesion

through mutual dependence.

5) There is a ceremonial table set before the celebrant.

On the table is food stacked seven inches to one foot high.

The entrees on the table are prescribed in terms of food

groups: appetizers; dried fruit; fresh fruit; "friendly"

cookies; herbal and healthful cookies; pancakes; rice cakes;

dried meats; barbecue; pan fried foods; salads. These

stacked plates of food are positioned in an auspicious

manner, which may vary according to geographical area. At

the table the sexogenarian and spouse should wear ceremonial

white, the color of mourning as well as the most easily

soiled color, to indicate a withdrawal from the working

world into a more contemplative lifestyle. However, if the

sexogenarian’s parents are still living, brightly colored

clothing that mimic the clothing for the first birthday are

worn. Wearing all white while one’s parents are still alive

is interpreted as a death wish, and is disrespectful.

6) There is an official honoring ceremony. The children,

and then the younger relatives of the sexagenarian (all

preferably dressed in matching hanbok or traditional Korean

clothing) must take a full bow to the floor. After this

show of respect, each participant serves the celebrant one

cup of rice wine. Each of the celebrant’s children, starting
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with sons and their wives in birth order must bow and serve

wine. Men only bow twice while women bow four times to show

their inferior status. The younger siblings and cousins of

the celebrant also bow in similar sequence. Then all of the

celebrant’s younger relatives queue up to bow and serve

wine. In a departure from ordinary manners, female

celebrants are also served wine when celebrating this event.

6) The program for the event is loosely set with the

following agenda: flower presentations, oral histories of

the celebrant and his/her family, wine serving, individual

and group singing, poetry readings and speeches made by

various members of the community about a) the celebrant, b)

the celebrant’s family, and/or c) the event. Loud music,

singing, and dancing are often part of the agenda. Although

this is the basic agenda, sequence may vary from event to

event.

Today, due to increased life expectancy, celebrations

are held at the 70th, 80th, 90th and 100th birthdays,

sometimes with increasing grandeur if the celebrant is

healthy. This type of celebration was and still is also

followed for major wedding anniversaries, especially the

60th wedding anniversary.



108

5. 1.2 Jesah

The jesah, or the ancestor worship ceremony, is a

critical ritual in establishing continuity between the

living and the dead. Based on the belief that ancestral

spirits protect their offspring, performing ritual services

is part of this pattern and pleasing family spirits can

ensure prosperity and continuity. There are three types of

ancestor rituals or jesah--one on commemoration day (the day

of death), another on holidays, and a third in front of the

ancestors’ graves once a year (Lee, 1986).

Traditionally, for the ritual performance, there were

special types of foods prepared, and a fixed pattern in

which the foods were arranged on the ritual table. There

were certain proper times to enact the rituals: midnight on

the anniversary of the deceased person honored, New Year’s

day, Chusok--All Souls Day which coincides with the harvest

moon so that the spirits can reap the benefits of the year’s

abundance and bless the next years crop, and so on.

Performance of ritual services was one of the most important

rights and privileges of direct lineal descendants, the

first born son. Other sons left the parents’ home to

establish branch families; but it was the role of the first

son to perform the ritual services for the ancestors of the

family. Naturally, in branch families, there were no

household ancestors until the death of the first generation.
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Although branch families had economic and social

independence from the main family, they supported the main

family in a relationship of moral and emotional obligation

through the execution of ritual services for ancestors.

The actual service for the ancestors consisted of the

gathering of all the immediate relatives at the home of the

eldest son. He lit incense and candles to mark the

beginning of the ritual. Then he poured wine into a cup and

moved the cup three times clockwise above the incense and

candles. All the relatives then bowed three times, two full

head-to-floor bows and one standing half bow, in unison.

The wine was then poured off into a large container so that

this procedure could be repeated by the sons, and then other

male relatives, although female relatives participated in

some households. After the ritual, everyone sat down to eat

the food offered to the ancestors.

Today, in a departure from tradition, special items

that were favorites of specific ancestors are often included

in food offerings.

This type of jesah service was originally enacted by

Yangban families to accommodate four generations of

ancestors. In common households, which make up the majority

of Korea, ancestor worship extends only to the previous

generation. Hence only a man’s parents are honored. Today,
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even in ex-yangban families it is much more common for

people to honor only the previous generation. This is

partly a result of the social disruptions of the past

century. The wars, the separation of families, the vast

migrations within the country and emigration outside the

country have left families disrupted and unsure about the

proper status of relatives in regard to jesah protocol.

Additionally, as people convert to Christianity, which

forbids ancestor worship, the practice is on a decline.

Ritual services for ancestors beyond the fourth

9eneration were enacted once a year at the gravesite.

Kinsmen established munjung, lineage organizations, for this

type of ceremony. These organizations varied according to

economic ability, locality, and numbers of prominent

ancestors. In order to have munjung ancestral ceremonies,

it was necessary for the lineage group to have communal

Property, including farmlands, so that a self-supporting

staff could look after the site and prepare for special

services and tend the graves, stone monuments, and ritual

shrines. For well-to-do families, ancestor worship was both

* religious phenomenon and a social activity for the re

*stablishment of ties. Munjong groups were limited to

°unties or sub-counties, generally located in the

Countryside.
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Today, due to the vast migration of people to urban

areas, urban lineage organizations are appearing for the

first time. The new chongch' in ho lineage organizations,

based on old rural lineage groups, are located in urban

areas with branch offices all over the nation. Every year

in the spring or the fall there are general meetings, and

some also make annual gravesite visits arranged by travel

agencies. Although these new lineage organizations, like

the old style lineage groups, are headed by the elders in

the kin group, they have changed their focus and expanded

their concerns from ancestral worship ceremonies to the

protection and welfare of kinsmen. Through their actions,

these chongch' in ho try to enhance the image of their

lineage in society at large. These types of organizations

are also seen as potential bases of political groups and

factions, as lineage solidarity is strong. Retired people

are often involved in such organizations, essentially taking

care of all the administrative and executive decisions.

5. 2 Rituals

Eight Korean rituals events representing a range of

forms and functions will be presented in this section.

Among the 8 rituals I observed, here I describe one hwangap,

four 70th birthday celebrations, two jesah, and one "day for

honoring the elderly." A secular hwangap is presented to
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show the fast, painless version that is now the most common

variety in urban Korea.

A 70th birthday celebration in a rural setting gives a

sense of how closely to the traditional forms are followed.

A 70th birthday celebration in an urban area quite a

distance from Seoul is presented as a transitional example.

An urban, modern, secular 70th birthday celebration

illustrates the stretching of form to the extreme. Finally,

another 70th birthday celebration shows the transformation

of late life ritual as an expression of family or community

solidarity to age solidarity.

One "day for honoring the elderly" is presented to

illustrate the new rituals that are emerging in the urban

context. The first shows the transformation of the

ancestor ritual from a large, extended family event to a

small, secular event. The second jesah shows the

transformation of the ritual to a modern social and

political context.

CASE 1: The Hwangap as a secular, urban ritual

The first hwangap I attended was a small affair, held

at a Chinese restaurant. Miss Kim, an acquaintance, started

talking about her father’s upcoming birthday. When I showed

interest, she invited me to come out to lunch one Sunday
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with her family. Miss Kim is from an upper middle class

background. She is the third of four daughters, all of whom

were educated at one of the top Universities in the country.

Her two older sisters married well, and both she and her

younger sister have very good jobs, in non-secretarial

positions.

The family actually held two functions: a buffet

dinner at a major hotel for the extended family and another

smaller dinner for the intimate family. Since Mr. Kim has

his own business, he is still quite well off, doing much

better financially than his children. Therefore, the buffet

dinner where some 30 people gathered was financed by Mr.

Kim. The smaller event, held at a restaurant which

specializes in hosting such "events," was financed by the

four daughters in equal parts. Dinner for nine cost

US$700.00. Only the immediate family was present. Unlike

the traditional format, this was a relatively simple nine

course meal. The conversation at the meal was quite

ordinary, with no special allusions to the event save to say

that in these times sixty was still young. Apparently,

gifts had been presented at home beforehand. Johnny Walker

black label was the drink for the celebrant and other men.

The celebrant was toasted, and tok, traditional rice cake,

and rice wine were offered to him after the meal. The men

drank considerably at this event, and the celebrant was

entreated to lead the consumption of alcoholic beverages.
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The emphasis of this event was eating and drinking. No

ritual foods were brought out until the tok was brought out

at the end of the meal. Pictures of the family were taken

at this time. One of the reasons that all the family

members insisted that this event be so simple was that they

were modern and Christian, as if the combination of the two

absolved them from having to follow tradition. According to

Mrs. Kim and the daughters who live in an apartment, it is

no longer convenient for the family to gather at home

because space is cramped and it is involves too much work;

hence, they generally do all their celebrating outside the

home.

Miss Kim and her mother spoke of the grandmother’s 60th

birthday some 17 years ago as a traditional event, the

grandmother being Buddhist. Although a widow, grandmother

Oh had been married to a wealthy man. Her two sons and

three daughters gave her a very large formal hwangap in the

traditional fashion, complete with the bowing and wine

service from family members. All the women and men related

to the celebrant wore matching outfits. Despite the

traditional emphasis, it was catered at a large hall, with

about 200 people attending. The emphasis was, according to

Miss Kim, "to honor the woman who had supported her family,

as well as having been active in the community." Mrs. Kim

also said, "In those days 60 was old. It isn’t that old
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anymore, so it’s really not the same. People don’t

celebrate it in the same manner."

After her own father’s celebration, Miss Kim brought me

pictures of her grandmother’s hwangap to show how big it had

been, thanks to her grandfather’s success. According to

Miss Kim, "only very rich people can have traditional

hwangap celebrations. We cannot afford the time or the

money for such events because we are living in very

different times." She added, "I’m sure the very wealthy

still have elaborate events."

This secular ritual seems to be the growing trend in

Korea. The enactment of rituals in most of Korea are still

linked to a community and associated with a house as the

symbolic center, but urbanization has dramatically changed

that. Apartment living and urban living in general,

becoming more and more synonymous, are not conducive to

large gatherings like the hwangap. In response to the

growing need to have family events outside the home, there

are specialty places that cater to them. One often hears

radio advertisements for establishments that specialize in

events, especially the hwangap. More often than not, it is

the specialty of Chinese restaurants because they have many

private rooms for wedding receptions and such. Larger

hotels are also popular among the wealthier people. This
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hwangap celebration is just one of four similar small ritual

events in restaurant settings that I attended.

The vast migration that accompanied urbanization has

also led to the breakdown of community bases for people both

in urban and rural areas. For those who do mark this birth

date, secularization and nuclearization of the event is not

uncommon. Of the people I spoke with in depth, 32 percent

(9 individuals) said that their events were small family

affairs. 46 percent (13 individuals) had traditional

hwangap’s. Of those who celebrated their hwangap in a

traditional way, 3 of 13 had theirs in their hometowns, not

in Seoul. So actually, only 35 percent of urban celebrants

had traditional hwangap. The rest, 22 percent (6

individuals) did not celebrate it but were very open about

the reasons why they had not celebrated. Six people refused

to answer specific questions about their own hwangap,

although I had many good general discussions with them about

the it.

CASE 2: Basic Form--A Rural 70th or Ch’ilsoon Celebration

Off the coast of Inchon, an hour's subway ride West of

Seoul, are numerous islands that are still inhabited by old

fishing communities. Despite out-migration and modern

conveniences like electricity and indoor plumbing, the
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islands are still relatively traditional. During my travels

around the peninsula, I heard that on one such island there

was going to be a 70th birthday event for a widow. The

island is located on the eastern coast of Korea. There are

two ferries a day to the island, winds and tides allowing.

The eastern coast of Korea allegedly has one of the most

severe tidal changes in the world and local legend describes

as brilliant McArthur’s mastering of these tidal patterns in

his surprise attack on the North Koreans via the eastern

coast. This particular island is the northernmost in South

Korea; hence one needs to pass through security to get

there. It was incomprehensible to the soldiers at the check

point barge that I was going to attend a 70th birthday party

of a person I did not know.

The island was relatively self sufficient through

necessity, as most islands have access problems, and it

produced enough rice and vegetables to feed all 500 or so

residents. There were three villages, as well as scattered

farms on the island. There was one elementary school and a

junior high school, each with about one hundred students.

There was only one minp’ak or guest-house, on the island

although a few residents would allow visitors stay in their

homes if there was no space at the guest-house.

By the time I arrived on the island (a five hour trip

despite the proximity to Seoul), it was late afternoon of
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the day before the event. All preparations had been made.

The celebrant’s two daughters and a son, now living in

Inchon, were paying most of the costs. They came to the

island on the first ferry at 11:00am the day of the ceremony

and left the same day at 3:00pm. Another son could not

attend as he was in Saudi Arabia working on a construction

project. The adults in the village, all 61 of them, had set

up a large tent in a field near the celebrant’s house. Many

younger men volunteered to help, setting out mats, erecting

a large sign, donating their music systems and attaching it

to the large P.A. system in the village.

The morning of the celebration, at approximately

9:00am, the celebrant sat on the main road of the village

that led to the quay, in her new hanbok, traditional Korean

woman’s dress, that her children had made for her. She was

waiting for her children to arrive. By 1:00pm, she was

receiving guests inside the tent. In the tent several

traditional Korean instruments were available which people

played from time to time. Friends from the village strolled

to the tent to pay their respects. The celebrant’s children

and the villagers arranged a buffet feast for midday,

complete with Korean delicacies and rice cakes. Although

there was no bowing at the public event, there were vast

amounts of rice wine and soju available. After the

departure of the children late in the afternoon the music

Was turned up, blaring through the village, and dancing,
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singing, drinking, laughing and reminiscing ensued. The

event lasted into the night, with a few close friends in the

tent, drinking, reminiscing and telling stories. Even then,

people from the village would "pop by" periodically to

confirm that things were going well, to pay their respects,

and to make sure that nothing else was needed. The

celebrant and her peers continued their revelry well into

the morning hours.

This event was, according to the innkeeper where I

stayed, "a very typical event for the island. We like to

show our respect for people who have lived through so much

hardship. She has worked hard all her life. And even now,

in her old age, she refuses to move to the city with her

children. Perhaps when she gets very ill, and cannot move

about by herself she will have to move to Inchon. But even

now she is strong, and we all help each other here. We

island people are very different. We like our life the way

it is."

The sense of community in a small island is very

different from that in Seoul. Within two hours of arrival.

everyone knew who I was and what I was doing there. The

people I met thought it was very strange that I would come

to the island because I heard of the event from a friend of

a friend who knew of someone on the island. Nevertheless, I

was invited to eat and drink and partake. In my experience,
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the islanders’ attitudes were not very different from what I

found in other rural areas, where the solidarity and

strength of the community were much greater than in the

city. These events that mark later life were very natural

parts of peoples’ lives. This was true even when the bulk

of the young people had migrated to the cities to make a

living, to have a better life, to live in the "modern" era.

When a special even occurred, the children generally tried

to return to the villages or the islands, and the villagers

certainly made time to honor their relatives and neighbors.

Discussion

This ritual affirmed the traditional values of

community in the manner in which it was organized. The

entire island was involved in the planning and participation

of the event. Neighbors stopped by, and the entire

community was focused on this event for a day. Filial piety

was also celebrated as all children who lived in the

vicinity made the trip back to the island to honor their

mother. Reciprocity was shown in the range of exchanges of

gifts, services and moneys that transpired around the event.

Additionally, as in most traditional, agrarian communities,

there was not much else happening by way of entertainment so

this event served as a break from the monotony of the

routine.



121

Underlying the activity was the affirmation of the

traditional value of respect for the elderly. Deference for

the elderly was certainly apparent; when people entered the

tent that the celebrant sat in, they went in with their

heads bowed, bearing gifts. In some ways, this older woman

embodied the symbol of the graceful aging, still healthy and

active as well as wise and gentle. The status of the older

woman in the community for her role in the community was

also acknowledged. This woman was a good wife and mother,

as well as a hard worker in the community, and all this was

celebrated in this event. The celebrant and her life were

upheld as examples of the ideal, thereby demonstrating to

the community the values that were condoned and desirable.

When I returned to speak with the celebrant the weekend

after the event, I was told that the widow had taken ill and

had been hospitalized in Inchon. In a very accepting

manner, the inn keeper said, "That is how life is. She

waited for this event before she got sick."

CASE 3: Chilsoon, the 70th Birthday--Of Family & Community

One of the people in the senior center at the apartment

complex said that she would be going to a 70th birthday

celebration in several weeks in Taejon, about a two hour

train ride out south of Seoul. I asked if I could go with
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her. She grunted and said she would get back to me. In the

next few days she offered me a phone number. She said,

"Call this woman, Miss Lee. She’s putting the event

together. She’s the eldest daughter. This is the phone

number at her work place. Since she’s always working, I

suggest you call her there." I called later that day and

went out to Miss Lee’s work place to meet her. She worked

at a very chic dressmaking/tailor shop in the arcade of a

first class hotel. She said she was single and 42 years

old. She was well dressed and seemed intelligent. When I

asked about the upcoming event, she said, "Actually, my

younger brother and three younger sisters are sharing the

expenses, but I am paying for the bulk of it. As a single

person, I have more expendable income than they do. Also,

as the oldest in the family, I have always taken my

responsibilities very seriously." Miss Lee is from a lower

middle class family. Her father did not have adequate

education to get a steady job. "My father could never stick

with a job very long. He’s handsome, but that’s about it.

I feel badly for my mother. She was from a very good and

proper family. But they got married during war times, and

things were difficult then. I think life is harder for her

because she is still not used to the hardship after all

these years."

Miss Lee dropped out of college after the first year

because her family could not afford it. She started working
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so that she could put her brother and sisters through

school. As a result of this financial assistance, she has

considerable clout within the family: they listen to her.

When she told her siblings that they were going to give her

father this celebration, they complied. When I asked why

she was doing it, she responded, "I feel badly for my father

because he was never able to be successful. I feel like I

owe him this, that we all do." A month before the event,

she started trying to line up venues for the event in

Taejon. She finally booked a room in a Chinese restaurant

that could fit six tables of 12, as well as a receiving

table at the door. Additionally, she got hanbok outfits

made for her parents. Since she and her brother and a few

relatives were the only ones living in Seoul, she chose

Taejon so that her father could celebrate with family and

friends.

The Event

I took the 9:00am train to Taejon on a Thursday morning

so that I could get to the restaurant by 11:30. The event

was to start was noon. When I arrived at 11:15, I was led

to an upstairs banquet room of a relatively nice Chinese

restaurant. Miss Lee, her siblings and three female

children were already there. Miss Lee and one sister were

arranging tok in take-out containers for the guests. She

had come up the previous day to make sure the restaurant had
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everything set up and to arrange for flowers and other

details of the event. Her father and mother were there in

traditionally Korean dress.

The parents were seated at the head table. To the left

of the head table was a little stage with a microphone and a

musician who had been hired to play an electric organ with a

rhythm box. As I walked in, another group arrived: the

family of the celebrant’s wife. Her older brother, his

wife, and two younger sisters and one brother-in-law had

taken the same train I had taken from Seoul. Apologies were

made to Miss Lee about the absence of their own children at

this function. One of the women in the crowd said to

another, "My daughter’s going to be in big trouble with Miss

Lee because she didn’t come. You know how important the

number of people present are. And Miss Lee made a special

request for all her cousins to be here. You know she won’t

forget their absence at this function." The absence of the

cousins might well be taken as a social and familial slight,

as a failure in reciprocity that could be held against them.

As the eldest generation, referred to by adult children

as "the adult" family members took their seats at the head

table, I noticed white envelopes discretely passed to the

celebrant. The celebrant took the envelopes and put them in

his jacket pocket without opening them. Drinks, beer and

soju were served by the children of the celebrant when the
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family had been seated at the head table. The adult

children of the celebrant sat at other tables, leaving the

"adults" on their own to catch up on news and to talk on

their own. However, the "children" were responsible for

ensuring that the glasses at the head table were never

empty. Much fuss was made about serving the celebrant

first, ensuring that he never had to pour his own drink.

None of the women at the head table drank openly, and none

smoked, as it is impolite to do so in front of an older

sibling even in later life.

Other guests filtered in. Gifts and envelopes were

dropped at the receiving table as guests arrived. There was

a book to note all in-coming transactions. Money envelopes

were opened after the guests signed the ledger and left the

vicinity of the reception area. Among these guests were

neighbors of the couple and friends of the children, and

many of the friends of the celebrant’s wife. Conspicuously

absent were any relatives from the celebrants side of the

family. I overheard several people discussing a family

tragedy that had occurred, but did not get the gist of the

conversation.

At 12:30, despite one conspicuously empty table and

other empty seats, the function officially began. A little

over 50 people had turned up. Miss Lee went to the

microphone to thank people for coming, and spoke a little
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about the celebration for her father. She then made the

unfortunate announcement that, due to the sudden death of

the celebrant’s brother, many of his relatives had gone to

Seoul to see to the funeral preparations.

After the announcement of the death in the family, I

approached my friend from the Seoul center and asked about

the tragedy. Apparently earlier in the week, as the

celebrant’s brother returned home by subway, he had decided

to stand between two cars of his train. He had had an

unfortunate fall while the subway was crossing the Han River

and had fallen to his death. She added, "You know that side

of the family," shaking her head. I replied that I didn’t,

so she elaborated that, "The men drink a lot. I imagine

that he was drunk and had to get some fresh air. Why else

would a man be standing there? Or fall from between two

cars?" As the death occurred just three days before the

celebration, the event had not been cancelled although small

turnout from the celebrant’s side of the family had been

inevitable. Many people commented on the tragic nature of

the uncle’s death. He had been in his early 50’s, and left

behind a wife and teen-aged children.

The lunch, a six course meal, was served Chinese style,

one dish at a time. While we were eating, other people

straggled in. Many came during their lunch hour from work,

apologizing for their tardiness. By the time the meal was
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completed, most of the empty seats at the banquet tables had

been filled. The guests at my table spoke of Miss Lee and

her devotion to her family, despite "circumstances". I soon

discovered that "circumstances" referred to her father’s

inability to support the family. Her mother was still

working as a seamstress to supplement the family income.

Her father had worked at a textile office for many years,

and then had found work on various construction sites around

the country. He was now retired. All of the family worked

to support the educations of a few members, with Miss Lee

sacrificing her own education for her family. Two of Miss

Lee’s sisters had married, while one was still in school.

Her brother in Seoul worked as a "company man" in one of the

big companies, and was managing quite well given his

background.

After lunch, Miss Lee took to the microphone again,

thanking the people for coming, and encouraging them to

continue celebrating. She gave a speech about how wonderful

her father was, and individually thanked each guest for

taking the time to come. Then she asked each of her siblings

to come and make a speech. One of her sisters retorted

jokingly, "It’s about time. You’re hogging the microphone

and not giving anyone else a chance." The women next to me

commented, "That’s always been the dynamic. That Miss Lee

has a very strong personality and it has been quite

difficult for her sisters to get out from under her." The
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bantering from Miss Lee and the audience continued, and

presently Miss Lee sang a song. Only after she was through

did her siblings get a chance to come up, thank their father

and mother, and sing. After approximately half an hour, all

of the children had done their singing and speaking.

Members of the head table then came up to speak and sing.

Finally, members of the wife’s family came up and sang duets

and trios in both Korean and Japanese. The atmosphere was

quite jubilant, and younger guests started shouting for more

contemporary songs.

Miss Lee, emcee-ing the entire event, called upon an

older gentleman friend of her father’s who was known for his

voice, asking him for a contemporary song. Quite flushed

with drink, the gentleman came up and obliged, singing

several songs. Then younger people in the audience came up

and sang as well. I was also summoned to the stage and

presented to the head table as a Ph.D. student gathering

data about late life rituals. "What do you think?" Ms. Lee

asked. I said it was wonderful, and to save myself from

having to comment, I sang a Korean song. In the meantime,

those who had to go back to work started leaving. One of

Ms. Lee’s sisters took a place near the door, handing out

packets of tok and bidding farewell to the guests as they

departed.
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By 2:30pm only close friends and family remained. They

continued to sing and joke up on stage. Then dancing

ensued, both modern and Korean style. By 3:00pm the

remaining people had to ask the musician to stay a little

longer. The aunts went over to Miss Lee and commended her

on a wonderful event, adding that the cousins would be sorry

they didn’t come after they had heard how much fun the

function had been. Miss Lee let out a "hrrumph" and said,

"I’m not going to forget that they didn’t come." Everyone

laughed, commenting to each other that that was typical.

At 3:30 the family decided that they should leave since

they were booked to return to Seoul on the 4:00pm train, as

was I. We all left together with much bowing and thanking.

I got into one cab with the women while the men took

another. One woman talked about how much work had gone into

the event, impressed with Miss Lee for her efforts despite

her parents inability to give the children any financial

assistance. Another of the women commented that it was

typical of the celebrant’s family that something would come

up to mar a day that should have been reserved for positive

feelings, and voiced her disappointment in her brother-in

law’s inability to support her sister and their family. The

third woman, an in-law, commented, "This is not the time to

talk of such things. Even if they are poor, they have

raised good children. Can you imagine a daughter being able

to pull that off? They are all good children. It’s too bad
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Ms. Lee was born a girl. If only she and her brother could

have traded places. . . " I sat silently in the front seat of

the taxi, taking notes.

What struck me most about the interactions in this

ritual was that the family dynamics and the role of each

individual in the group was clear. Miss Lee’s role as the

leader and manager of her siblings and, in part, of her

cousins was apparent. The surprising element of this ritual

was that her younger sister actually challenged Ms. Lee’s

authority by stating that Ms. Lee was "hogging the

microphone," revealing the underlying tension in that

relationship.

During the train ride to Seoul, I spoke briefly to the

family. They were impressed with the behavior of the

children and hoped that theirs would do the same for them.

One of Ms. Lee’s sisters who has four daughters commented,

"Well, now I can expect similar treatment from my daughters.

Maybe it's okay that I don’t have any sons. Perhaps

daughters can do the same." An in-law commented, "when it

comes to things like this, girls are good. It’s good to

have daughters in later life."
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Discussion

The success of this event dramatizes the modern notions

of "success." Despite the lack of material support that the

parents could give, the children had they done well for

themselves. They feel that their success was, in part, due

to their parents’ efforts. The party exemplified that

notion of successful children.

One of the striking things about this event is the

strength of the celebrant’s wife family and the support and

solidarity shown from that side of the family. According to

Ms. Lee, "that has always been the stronger side of the

family. All of us (cousins) are closer to the weh ch” in

chok (mother’s relatives)." Although Korea is a patriarchal

society, there are individual differences favoring one side

of the family to the other. Ms. Lee commented that, "This

family leans particularly in that direction because my

mother’s side of the family is more stable financially and

in general. They are more reliable and my mother has always

been close to her siblings whereas my father’s family has

always been rather dispersed and only show up or get in

touch when more negative things happen--like when they are

financially in a bind." According to Ms. Lee, things have

changed a bit as her parents have grown older, but the major

support is still from her mother’s side. Even in Seoul she

has little contact with her father’s relatives, while she is
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constantly in phone contact with her cousins and aunts from

her mother’s side.

The other impressive factor was that despite the

absence of the celebrant’s side of the family and most of

his friends, except two older men, the children were able to

draw on their own contacts and friends to fill the hall.

The social structure and networks are still very strong, and

can be called upon for occasions like this. Notions of

reciprocity and duty seemed particularly strong in this

setting. Each of the children drew upon favors owed to them

to get a good turn out at this event. And though many of

the guest barely knew the celebrant, that was not the issue.

The fact that they were there to honor him was more

important. Ms. Lee commented after the event that, in fact,

it would have been much harder to draw people to the event

in Seoul. "People are much busier, and don’t want to make

time. It’s easier in Taejon because it’s not as crazy.

Also, we know a lot more people there." The family is also

from Taejon. However, it is true that outside of Seoul, all

the towns seemed much slower paced, more liveable, livelier,

and friendlier.

In some ways, I was surprised that the event had not

been cancelled because of funereal duties that may have

taken the attention of the family. In that sense, this

event was a rejection of the traditional ritual priorities.
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However, due to the breakdown of the kin structure in modern

Korea, and the difficulty of planning for the event, the

celebration went on as planned. However, many of the family

members were going up to Seoul after the event to

participant in the funereal events.

Before I left the event, I got a chance to speak

briefly with the celebrant and his wife. The celebrant felt

proud and honored. He commented, "This is nothing that you

can arrange yourself. It is up to the children, and I am

very proud of my children, especially my eldest daughter.

It was particularly touching as I was unable to help her

when she was younger, when she should have gone to school.

We couldn’t even find her a proper match. She is still

unmarried. . ." For the celebrant this event was much more

than he had expected or even dreamt of. He was one of the

happiest and most surprised celebrants I have seen. Because

of the unexpected nature of this event, this was one

of the most joyful events I attended.

The fact that the celebrant had few "peers" at the

event addressed the issue of his work history. As he worked

on different construction sites, he had few long-term

friends, except for neighbors. This did not seem to affect

the celebrant. In fact, Mr. Lee was very unpretentious man

of the lower middle/upper lower class, who was honored that

he was given a celebration at all.
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Miss Lee, however, seemed to have her own agenda for

the event. As a poor small town girl who had not been able

to bring the kind of success that a college education could

have brought, this event seems to have operated as a way to

show the extended family and friends that despite hardship

and lack of funding, Miss Lee had made good. She organized

the function well, and managed her siblings equally well.

Miss Lee also came dressed immaculately in imported and

foreign bought clothing. Her manner was very cosmopolitan

and worldly, without being offensively so. If her intent

was to show her hometown community that she had made it, as

one of her aunts suggested, she succeeded remarkably well.

Miss Lee’s dominance of the event spoke to her involvement

and agenda for the celebration, and defied the traditional

notion that in public women should defer to men and allow

the men to have the illusion of control and power. However,

as an unmarried woman of means, Miss Kim took control of the

event, and assumed the role of organizer and emcee in

public. This addresses the new freedoms that some women

have found in modern Korea.

CASE 4: The 70th--A Secular Transformation

My aunt phoned me one day to let me know of an 70th

birthday event that she had heard of . She told me that she

would get me invited to it as she knew that I was trying to
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get to these events. She told me that it was one of her

friends’ brother’s 70th birthday, and that his children were

arranging a party of sorts. When I asked about background,

she explained that her friends were of middle class back

ground. She got back to me to tell me that it was arranged

and gave me the details. I asked her if she knew what I

should expect. She responded that she hadn’t a clue as it

was the children who were doing it. She mentioned that it

was going to be rather fancy.

The Event

I had vague instructions to go to the 23rd floor of the

Inter-Continental Hotel to meet the family. The plush

elevators deposited me on the appropriate floor--a "members

only" club. I was ushered in by hostesses wearing very

elegant evening gowns (and immediately wished that I had

been better dressed). Although the bar/lounge area was

quite full, it was patronized primarily by business men.

There was only one Kim family gathering at a table in the

bar section of the club. Present were the celebrant and his

wife, two sons, with their wives and respective children

(two boys and a little girl), and a married daughter who had

flown up from the South. The daughter came without her

husband because he had some business to attend to. The

celebrant’s other daughter was due to arrive soon with her

husband. Also present were the celebrant’s sister and her
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husband and their eldest son, wife and child, and the

celebrant’s niece, (brother’s daughter). All the men were

dressed in suits and ties while the women were wearing very

fancy dresses, fortified with much jewelry. The celebrant’s

younger brother and another sister were not present as they

did not live in Seoul. The sister had moved to the United

States with her husband.

As soon as Mr. Kim’s eldest daughter arrived with her

husband and children, we were ushered into a room with one

long dining table. On one side of the room were windows

that gave a spectacular view of the southern part of the

city. Obvious from the place settings, which included wine

glasses and more silverware than I knew what to do with, it

was going to be a western meal. As soon as we sat down,

white wine was decanted, although I noticed a bottle of

Johnny Walker black label in front of Mr. Kim. A toast was

made to the celebrant. Menus were distributed to everyone.

The menu was entirely in French, and as no one could make

out the contents, I was asked to translate. It was a four

course french meal with imported seafood salad for starter,

followed by cream of asparagus soup, steak au poivre with

vegetables al dente on the side, and chocolate mousse for

dessert. Finally coffee or tea was served with chocolates

and biscuits. I found it quite entertaining that no one

recognized the menu given that the children had presumably

arranged the meal.
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It was a very congenial meal. There was a lot of small

talk and family gossip, although none focused on the event

itself. Mr. Kim made a few references to the modern

adaptations of life cycle celebrations. He said, "I would

never have dreamed that I would be having this Western food

for the celebration of my 70th birthday." The celebrant’s

niece commented, "It pays to live in Seoul just to be

included in these new types of events. If I lived in

Ch'unch’on, I would not even have heard of this," indicating

that although it was a family event, it was only for those

who were in the vicinity. It was difficult to tell if the

reasons were financial, or if proximity itself is an

important feature in secular, family events.

Mr. Kim’s younger daughter, who must have been a bit

older than I, commented, "We all wanted to do something

different, something special. These days it seems such a

waste [of time and money] to do the typical Korean style

party or dinner when we can really do different things that

are more memorable because they’re so different." She

seemed to be addressing a general trend. Due to the growing

number of options for celebrations, many people were doing

away with traditional forms. However, this lack of

traditionalism poses problems. It seemed that no one knew

quite what was going to happen on this occasion, and the

siblings who arranged this event spent quite a lot of time
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looking at each other, trying to figure out what to do next,

as did the extended family.

The service was impeccable. The waiters kept the wine

glasses filled to the top, and made sure that the celebrant

was never without a full glass of whiskey soda. He drank

about three fourths of the bottle by himself. The food was

some of the best (and only nouvelle) cuisine I had in Korea.

According to the oldest son, most of the ingredients for the

food were imported, including beef for the steaks au poivre.

Given the non-availability of western ingredients and the

quality of the beef in Korea, this had to be true.

After coffee and dessert, one of five waiters dimmed

the lights. They wheeled in a cake with seven candles on

it, and family members sang happy birthday in heavily

accented English. Another of the waiters was present with a

Polaroid camera and snapped away. It was, I was later

informed, part of the service offered to people celebrating

special life cycle events. As everyone was full, the cake

was divided and put into doggy-bags. The celebrant was

pleasantly surprised; however, it was the celebrant’s wife

who really looked delighted with the cake.

Birthday presents were presented next. Apparently,

everyone was requested not to bring money because this was a

new-style event. After all the gifts were opened, the
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children gave their father an envelope: it contained two

tickets to Europe on a Korean tour package. The celebrant

made a little speech from his seat, thanking his children

for making this event so special for him. He commented that

this was actually a big marker in his life. He said, "When

I was sixty I was still working, and you (to his children)

were just out of school, and I still supported you. Finally

you are on your own, you have families of your own, and you

are now giving to me. I guess I really don’t need to work.

Now my work is really done, and I can retire if I want."

Although Mr. Kim is 70 and officially retired, he still has

a part time job that takes him into the office every morning

for four hours.

The party broke up around 10:00pm as it was a work

night for everyone. We all went down the elevator together.

When I left with the extended family members, I noticed that

Mr. and Mrs. Kim and their children were lingering on. When

I inquired about it, I was told that Mr. Kim’s children had

booked them a room at the hotel for the occasion and were

settling them into their suite where they would be served

breakfast in bed in the morning before being picked up by a

limousine to be taken to the airport. Apparently Mrs. Kim

had been involved in all of it, and had arranged for Mr. Kim

to be free from work without his knowledge.
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In a reference to the future, the celebrant’s niece

looked at her infant boy and asked him with a sigh, "Do you

think you could do this sort of thing for your parents when

we are old?" Her husband looked at her and replied, "I

think that would be an unreasonable request, especially

since he’s not going to have any siblings to spread out the

financial burden of this sort of thing."

The financial burden of the event was borne by the four

children. The eldest two, the son and daughter, paid the

largest shares as they were more financially solvent. The

eldest son was one of the partners in a very successful

interior design company while the daughter married a

successful businessman. The younger two were managing, but

were still struggling. The dinner and the gifts cost quite

a lot, but, according to the eldest son, "Our parents have

really given us everything they could; even when they

couldn’t afford to, they borrowed money to make sure we

could all go to college. They only live this life once; I

want them to enjoy some part of their lives. They really

have suffered a lot." The older daughter concurred, adding

that "my father doesn’t like big gatherings. He likes

family gatherings though. So that’s what we did. It cost a

lot more than I thought it would, but it really doesn’t

matter. It’s not like this is an everyday thing. They are

finally at the point when they don’t have to scrimp and save

for us. We’re not rich, but we wanted something special for
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our parents. We chose a private club, but we really are not

people who can go to these clubs. But for one special

evening, we can afford to pay for that."

Discussion

This 70th birthday was subdued yet very successful

affair. It showed the great elasticity of ritual form,

given the ability of older traditional Koreans to appreciate

innovations in their world. The children chose to integrate

modern Korea with traditional Korea, transforming the event

while preserving one of its meanings--that of honoring the

father. It also shows a more subtle alteration of function:

the traditional hwangap was both a family event and a

community event--the public nature, and the distribution of

wealth helped to dramatize the family’s status in the

community. This event had virtually lost its communal

function.

In order to modernize the event, the children had to

deal with the financial limitations of the transformation.

Since they could not afford to invite the entire extended

family and close friends, they kept the event small. Not

all the relatives were invited--just the close Seoul

relatives and one anthropologist. No in-laws were invited--

only immediate family. This event showed the extent of

nuclearization, and stripped the event down to its essential
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elements: the children’s payback to the parents and the

importance of close sibling relations in later life.

Fortunately, I was able to see both in this event. I was

also told by the celebrant, "We are particularly fortunate

because all of us help each other a lot. We are very

close." He also said that earlier he had had no idea how

important that would be when he got older, but that his wife

and siblings were the people who could really understand him

the best.

Finally, it was very compelling to watch the tension in

everyone’s faces because they were "making up the rules" of

the event as they went along. The format was very loosely

arranged, but the amount of emotion expressed by the parents

at the end of the meal was very touching. According to Mrs.

Kim, although many they are now celebrating the 70th

birthday because people are living longer, there are no set

rules for it. Traditionally, people did not live this long;

if they did, few were fit enough for celebrations. Only in

recent years have there been enough older people so that the

event has become a marker in later life. For many older

people, living to 70 means that they will be able to see

their children beyond the struggling stages of early

adulthood, and will be able to be honored in a more

meaningful way.
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CASE 5: 70th at the No-in jong--the meaning of community

The 70th birthday is clearly not the 60th. Not once

did I see the jol, or bowing, or the ritual offering of food

at these events. This may, in part, be attributed to the

fact that the 70th birthday is not a traditional event. The

marking of this birthday is a recent development, and not

considered a true cyclical marker. Each celebration takes

on its own personality, although some elements of the

traditional hwangap, like the foods, are borrowed for the

event. At the lower SES senior center, Mr. Yu, a relative

stranger, came up to me and said, "You’re studying 70th year

celebrations? Well, come around next Saturday. We will be

playing and dancing." According to his friends Mr. Yu is a

relatively well-off senior citizen by this group’s

standards. Despite his age, he still has income as he owns

a small shop. For his birthday, he decided to "have some

fun." He essentially threw himself a party and arranged for

food and a case of soju (rockgut distilled potato beverage)

to be catered. His son and daughter came to help out. As

his celebration was announced at the bi-monthly meeting,

the center also joined in the planning, making the rice and

kimchee, and providing other condiments as well as another

case of soju. The center also provided drums and musical

instruments, a large tape player and some tapes. Other

senior citizens brought food and cakes or whatever else they

could afford. While there may have been some exchange of
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money, I did not see it. As this center was geared to those

of a the low-income, small amounts of money may have been

exchanged in a very discreet manner. In honor of the event,

all the seniors were dressed in unusually bright colors, and

much more chatty and excited than usual. People started

arriving around 11:00am and started drinking soju as soon as

they arrived. Before the food was officially served at

1:00pm, Mr. Yu was asked to stand up. Speeches were made

about his generosity and his character, and he was

congratulated for having lived so long. He made a speech on

the theme, "We’ve lived a long time, we deserve to play,

thank you for coming and celebrating with me." This was

followed by singing, dancing, drinking, and general revelry

for hours.

Discussion

This event demonstrates the basic elements that have

made the no-in jong--the senior centers located all over

Korea, especially in urban areas--successful. For many

seniors, this is the only place to go, the only place they

fit in with others like themselves. Many seniors expressed

a dislike of staying at home with their myonuree or

daughters-in-law, because it was uncomfortable. "Old people

just get in the way," said one. At lectures given at senior

schools, the most popular topics are "how to get along with

your daughter-in-law," and "how to fit into the youthful
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society." At the senior center, the participants are

comfortable with each other. Both men and women can drink

and smoke without fear of censure. They can also take off

their socks and pull up their skirts, and just be themselves

instead of adhering to decorous behavior in front of their

children.

The ritual emphasized the changing nature of relations

between in-laws. Surprisingly, only the son, and not the

daughter-in-law, offered to help out at the event. Some of

the older women just shook their heads and spoke about the

disrespect of the younger myonuree these days. As young

women gain more overt control of families due to the

nuclearization and upward mobility, they are less likely to

tolerate criticism from their in-laws. The stage when older

women traditionally can exercise control over daughters-in

law is rapidly changing. Mothers-in-law must now be

considerate of sons' wives, because of the conflicts that

arise from close urban apartment living, and the control

that younger women exercise over the family and its

finances. This growing defiance of tradition by younger

women is very evident in the ritual setting. The absence of

the daughter-in-law was a significant slight that the older

women discussed amongst themselves.

Additionally, holding the ritual at the center alludes

to a new function of the event. It celebrates the relative
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autonomy of the old person as Mr. Yu paid for his own

ceremony. In this way it is status maximizing in an

individual way as contrasted with the familial sense of

traditional rituals. It also is interesting that Mr. Yu

chose to spend money on himself instead of his children or

grandchildren. This may be the presage of the . shift towards

individualism in the culture. The cohesion within each

senior center, despite differences in the backgrounds of its

participants, is very important, especially for social

ritual events. The solidarity that emerges among the

elderly may be borne out of necessity as well as a common

historical experience. Mr. Yu did not want to celebrate at

home where his children could "get in the way" or interfere.

He felt that it was at this center that he could really let

loose and still be treated with respect by his peers, both

because of his generosity and his status within the center.

He felt that he would not have been given the same treatment

at home, and that the center was his real community.

In terms of frequency of the 70th birthday or ch'il soon

event, of the 17 people over 70 I spoke with, only five said

that they didn’t celebrate it, which means that 70 percent

did. Three of the five who responded negatively gave as

their reason that their husbands had recently passed away.

One said it was because the family was in bad economic

condition. The last one said that he lived alone, and since
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these were family events that I spoke of, they had no

relevance to him.

Of those who did celebrate, the events ranged from

small family gatherings to large outdoor parties. As one

woman put it, "there is really no form for this event. It’s

just that we’re so old that the children feel like they have

to celebrate." A man I interviewed said, "We have nothing

to do with it. It’s not good or bad. It’s all up to the

kids now. We have no say. They just do it the way they

want to. It’s really their event. So it has little to do

with us. They do it because it’s just one day that they can

remember as special." In fact, it was interesting that many

recounted their 70th events as "surprising" because their

children handled it so differently from anything the way

they had expected; but then, few of the people I interviewed

expected to live much past 60. The celebration of the 70th

birthday is a new phenomenon because it was not until very

recently that many people lived to this age. This 70th

birthday is the most flexible one; however, celebrating the

day is the norm for those who have family nearby.
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CASE 6: Day for Honoring the Elderly: Apartment Life

There are new apartment complexes going up constantly

in Korea. Old lower- and lower-middle class neighborhoods

are torn down in order to make room for the new buildings.

In some areas of Seoul, one can scarcely see any other kind

of dwelling for miles around. It is difficult to say how

many of these housing developments have gone up in the past

decade; what is certain is that millions of people have been

relocated. Apartment life involves a trade-off. While

residents admit that there is better security in these

complexes (a major concern for those who are out of their

homes during the day) and that they are more convenient, the

loss of the house also means changes in terms of enter

taining. This, in turn, changes the texture of ritual life,

previously focused around the traditional house. Since the

apartment complexes are newly inhabited by people who may

have come from far away, residents must grow accustomed to

the "newness" of everything. Many older Seoul residents who

have lived in neighborhoods for over a quarter of a century

must suddenly get used to not living in a real

"neighborhood".

Almost immediately after the Chungee Apartments opened,

the women living there initiated a women’s group to "get to

know one another" and to improve the quality of life in the

apartment setting. After a year, one of the concerns that
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was aired was the lack of use of the senior center at the

apartment complex. Many of the families living there are

multi-generational. The women felt that their parents were

not getting out of the house enough, were becoming isolated.

In their old neighborhoods these older people had routines,

had places to go and meet their friends. The move to this

new complex was proving difficult for them. In order to

"break the ice" and instigate some activity among the older

residents, the younger people got involved. They organized

a "Day for Honoring the Elderly" on a parking lot in the

complex. The day was chosen on a convenient Sunday, and

everyone was notified three months in advance so that they

could plan their schedules around it. It was billed as a day

of fun for the elderly, as well as a day of honor.

The event started at 11:00am when the seniors from the

apartment complex (that houses about 1000 families) started

strolling over to the designated area. A long, narrow tent

was installed on the cement area. Under the tenting there

were tables set out for roughly 150 senior citizens. The

women who organized the event were dressed in nearly

matching hanbok's. Under another tent they prepared food

and massive amounts of soju and makaree, a milky rice wine.

Before the event officially started, the organizers and

volunteers all lined up before the seniors and did a jol, a

deep bow, as a sign of respect. Each older person was then

served individually. The meal was a good quality
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traditional style one, with meat as one of the main dishes,

although some seniors complained about the food. Afterwards

there were fruits and tok served in large quantities, and

gifts for every senior.

Throughout the entire event there was entertainment.

The emcee, a young woman in her twenties, spoke to the

senior citizens. Normally she works as a kindergarten

teacher, and indeed, that was how she spoke to the seniors--

as if they were children. She tried to draw them into

participating in her activities without success. From the

start the seniors started grumbling. They did not like

being talked down to, and they could not relate to the

entertainment, which consisted of dance numbers and popular

songs by young singers. Additionally, some elementary

school children sang songs for their grandparents, an act

that was better accepted by the seniors. The main draw of

the entertainment was a Korean American comedian with a very

popular T. V. show. He told rather tame jokes at first. The

seniors seemed a bit awed by his presence, but not

particularly entertained. Later he began telling raunchier

jokes, with better results, but his appearance was a brief

One .

At this point the emcee attempted to get the seniors

(who were drunk by now) to sing at the microphone. She

finally resorted to coaxing the T. V. personality to sing
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some popular songs. The seniors were quite openly

discontent at this point. After the first song, the singer,

Frank Yoon, a man in his late forties, sang the songs that

his parents had taught him, old style songs that the seniors

were familiar with. At one point he stumbled on the words,

which he did not remember well, and some seniors went up to

"help him sing". From then on, the older people took over

the entertainment--playing the musical instruments and

singing and dancing in their fashion, dispensing with all

the organized activities and games. They dismissed the

hired organist, who could not keep time, and they danced

until late in the afternoon.

The organizers were relieved that the seniors were

finally having a good time but could not understand what

they had done wrong, and why their agenda for the event had

not pleased the seniors. During the event some women were

discussing the difficulty of pleasing the older people,

grumbling amongst themselves that "they have to do things

their way, they just won’t be compliant." One older woman

confided to me about the organizers, "They always do this.

Young people want to take over even in our fun. They want

us to enjoy the things they enjoy. They just don’t

understand that we are different. We don’t need all this

stuff--just some soju and makaree, rice and kimchee and some

music to sing and dance to. But they try."
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The event was considered a success by everyone. The

organizers felt that their effort to "break the ice" for the

seniors had succeeded, and that some of the older people

would start socializing, if perhaps slowly. The older

people were honored and thankful that such a day had been

organized for them, and had eventually managed to have fun

once they had taken over the event. Even within relatively

class-homogeneous groups living in an apartment complex, the

differences between the sensibilities of the seniors and the

efforts of the younger people were great.

This ritual must be examined on many different levels.

The intention of the organizers was to present a hwangap

style event on a large scale. However, the elderly resisted

what they saw as a patronizing attitude. They resented

having others manage their lives for them. They had their

own sensibilities, and did not want to be treated as

"dependent elderly" who could not even manage to make

friends on their own. One older person confided, "We will

organize ourselves when we are ready. Why do they bother?

It’s nice, but it’s just lip service and they are

patronizing us."

Clearly evident from this event is that rituals are

social events embedded in social relations. The new,

contrived relations of the apartment complex have little to

do with the development of real social ties for the elderly.
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Hence, this ritual was unsuccessful as an attempt to build

social solidarity among the elderly. The younger people

seemed to feel a bond among themselves, and perhaps this was

an event as much for the organizers as for the elderly.

Participation at the no-in jong in this apartment complex

did not increase after this event.

There seems to be a communication failure between the

elderly and the younger people: the new mass society seems

to adhere to the development of instant ties, aided by a

star of the electronic device: the television. The elderly

are not impressed or persuaded by this new order.

This event was still seen in a sympathetic light by the

elderly because of the effort that was put into it, the

intention of pleasing, although it was not what the elderly

wanted. And in some ways, the elderly became sympathetic to

the problems and issues of urban, apartment life through the

experience. However, to really implement a successful

event, not only do the sensibilities of different cohorts

being catered to must be taken into account, but the element

of control of the event must be reconsidered. However, in

the creation of a new type of event, there is never a

perfect fit between organizers and participants if there is

the generational/cultural disparity between the two as was

the case for this event.
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CASE 7: Commemoration Day--A Secular Ritual

The commemoration jesah is the most commonly enacted

ritual in Korea. The common commemoration day ritual is

enacted on each anniversary of the parent’s death. It is

the duty of the eldest son to enact this ritual in the home,

to which all the relatives are invited. This includes all

siblings and their spouses and children as well as any

living siblings of the dead parent and any of their children

and grandchildren. In the population over 60 in Korea, if

the family is intact (spouse alive, children living close

by), the practice is still maintained. If a spouse passes

away, the practice is carried on by the eldest son. It is

unclear as to how many people maintain the practice once

both parents pass away.

Given my interest in the subject, an acquaintance

suggested that I join her at her uncle’s home, on her

mother’s side, for the jesah ritual for her grandfather.

After she checked with her family, she gave me the date and

time. When I asked about planning, she said, "It’s the same

every year. We figure out what the lunar calendar date of

death is. Then my uncle calls the rest of the family (his

three sisters) and the family gathers the evening before the

date to do it [the jesah].
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Everyone who can make it comes. Unless someone is out

of town on business or out of the country [many of my

acquaintance’s cousins seem to travel abroad on business ) or

studying for college entrance exams or something important,

there’s really no excuse to skip it." In preparation for

this event, the uncle’s two daughters-in-law do all the

cooking under their mother-in-law’s supervision. I was told

that food preparations for the event starts days in advance

as special ritual foods are put out. In addition, in this

particular family, the practice is to put out the favorite

foods of the spirit of the deceased being honored.

The Event

I arrived at the apartment complex where the event was

to take place at around 6:30, having been told that the time

of the ritual had been altered to meet the needs of the time

schedules of modern life (work schedules) and the school

schedules of the children. I was also told that this was an

integrated jesah. Apparently, in many families, only the

male members conduct the ceremony. When I walked in, I

noticed that everyone was dressed up, men in coats and ties

and women in nice dresses. I was introduced to the Uncle

who was preparing the ceremonial altar set up in the living

room. The living room furniture had been moved around to

make a large space for the ritual. The ceremonial altar was

set up with black and white framed photos of the deceased
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couple. In front were fruit, and tok, as well as meat

dishes, vegetable dishes, fish dishes and kimchee. My

acquaintance’s aunt pointed out that one of the vegetable

dishes was the grandfather’s favorite. The aunt had tended

to the preparation herself as she had learned to prepare it

to the deceased liking when she was the daughter-in-law in

their home. The two daughters-in-law were in the kitchen

cooking; assorted children were in one of the four bedrooms

in the apartment. Also present were the Uncle’s two sons,

my friend and her husband, and her parents. Not present was

the Uncle’s younger sister who lives about three hours train

ride away.

The Uncle drew me into a discussion about the jesah,

explaining how the family did theirs. He was philosophical

and spoke about the need for family continuity. "I don’t

know what it’s like after death, but it’s good to know now

that one is not forgotten, that one can leave a memory

behind." He also explained that in this particular case,

since his father was the third son, this was the first

ceremony for this branch family. The stem or main family

should be honoring four generations of ancestors but "the

fool first son [of his oldest brother] converted to

Christianity so he and his wife wouldn’t have to perform the

ritual. His father [the speaker’s brother] still performs

the jesah [even though his wife is dead], but when he’s gone

there will be no one to honor the ancestors. I don’t know.
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Maybe he [my brother] will be forced to convert to

Christianity to save face. Young people these days are so

self-serving."

Uncle’s eldest daughter who was worried that her

husband would be late "because he hates these things"

confided later that she had recently converted as well. She

is married to a first son and confessed that, "although I

will continue to come to my grandparents' jesah, and will

come to my parents' jesah when they pass away, I don’t

really want the responsibility of having to do all the

preparations for my husband’s parents. I’m just the

daughter-in-law there (motioning her head to the kitchen

where her sisters-in-law were busy cooking), and it’s a lot

of work." She hopes that she will be able to convince her

husband to convert as well so that they will be excused from

performing the jesah.

When all the food was prepared and laid out on the

table, the candles were lit and the children (four boys

under the age of 10 whose screams had not been muffled) were

called in. As soon as the children came into the living

room area, they became very quiet. The entire family stood

in the living room. Uncle poured one cup of wine and waved

it around the incense of the ceremonial table three times.

Then the family took two full bows to the floor in unison,

pausing at the bottom for several seconds, and one half bow.
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The first son then did the same, followed by the younger

son. My friend and her mother also made offerings at this

ceremony. The entire ceremony took about 15 minutes.

The candles were then put out. The daughters-in-law

quickly left the room and brought in four traditional Korean

tables, making a long banquet table with them. During this

time, the eldest daughter’s husband arrived, apologizing for

being late, and chatted with the men. Places were set, with

Uncle at the head of the table and the eldest son to his

right. The men proceeded to finish off all the ritual wine

used in the ceremony. All the food was quickly brought out

so that everyone could eat and go home as it was a weekday.

While we were eating I was told that the eldest son had been

gradually learning to do the ritual himself so that he could

do this in the future. He said to me, "These gatherings are

very important in many ways. These days everyone is so busy

and we rarely get together as a family. The jesah is a good

time to just be with everyone. Of course, if any of us

moved out of Seoul, we couldn’t expect them to come up. But

for family members who live in the same area it’s

important." At around 9:30 everyone made their excuses and

went home.
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Discussion

The jesah is the most commonly enacted ritual in Korea.

The social breadth of the ritual has changed in recent

years, with accommodations being made to integrate it to

modern life. Midnight, the night before the day of death

was the traditional time to do the ritual. Due to the

impracticality of this practice, most people opt for dinner

time. The jesah I observed is quite typical. It is

becoming a small, family event attended by children of the

deceased and a few of the grandchildren. Of the 28 older

people interviewed, only four did not mark the jesah (14

percent). Of those who did not enact the jesah in the lower

SES center, one man said that he did not celebrate because

"these are all family events. I am alone in the world. I

live alone." Another woman who had migrated to Seoul after

the death of her husband claimed, "I arrived here and was

shocked that my eldest son and his wife had become

Protestants. Of course, they do not do the jesah. As I

have little say in the matter, I go to church now. I

started going three years ago although I am really Buddhist.

My son and his wife like it, and since my son does not

observe the jesah, I want to understand the reasons for

that."

Of those who did not celebrate the jesah in the middle

class center, one woman explained, "First of all, I am
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Christian, although that doesn’t really matter because we

can still mark the death of parents through prayer before

dinner or something like that. But now we don’t do anything

for commemoration day anymore. We live alone. I believe

the importance is in the numbers of relatives or close

friends who gather. Our eldest son and daughter immigrated

to the United States. In fact, we just returned last year

after a six month visit. My daughter gave birth to a boy.

I just don’t think I can live there. We go to my youngest

son’s house for dinner for New Year’s and Chusok still."

Another woman said that she did not enact the jesah because

she is Christian. However, she lights candles and says a

prayer before the picture of her husband on the eve of his

death date. "I do this at my second son’s house. I live

with him. I moved up here when my husband died ten years

ago, and since my eldest son lives in Berlin, I chose to

live with my second son instead."

Of those who still took part in the jesah, one said

that her daughter did the ritual for her father. "I only

have two daughters, and I always felt badly that I didn’t

have sons. But daughters are as good as sons. My daughter

does the jesah every year on the eve of his death date."

Another man, age 83, who is Christian said that he still did

everything except for the bowing. "That way I am not

praying to false gods, but am still respectful to my

ancestors. I do that for my parents, grandparents and
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great-grandparents. And on my parents’ one hundredth

birthday which is next year, I plan to visit their grave

sites as it is a tradition in my family." Not one of the

respondents enacted the ritual at midnight. Most widowed

people did the jesah for their deceased spouses as well as

their parents. When they pass away, they hope that their

children will continue the practice in some fashion although

most think that even the jesah will be subject to dramatic

changes in the future. One woman commented, "Things in

Korea have changed too much. Now many people do not follow

traditions. Many do not understand the peace and sense of

continuity that can be found in such rites as the jesah. It

affirms both life and death, and lends a sense of

continuity. But younger people think only of the future and

of money. They don’t see the importance of the past."

The secularization of the ritual and the limited

attendance of the jesah ritual is inevitable with the

mobility of families and the adaptation to urban life. With

apartment life being more the norm that the exception, even

if large family jesah’s are desired, it is difficult to do

given the limitations of space. The time constraints of

work life in an urban setting also interfere with the

enactment of traditional forms of ritual. The meaning of

the jesah has transformed from a focus on ancestors to the

re-affirmation of family relations in the new urban setting

where time limits visits, and work lives create new types of
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allegiances away from family. For older individuals, it is

also one aspect of family life over which they still rule.

Older people are the guardians of this tradition, and hand

it down to their eldest sons, when possible.

It is difficult to say how the jesah will change in the

future. The Korean population is quickly converted and

accepting Christianity as the "modern" and more appropriate

religion for the times. In recent history, Christian

churches have also been strong supporters of political and

social opposition group. The Confucian ethic of family

service can be absorbed into Protestant work ethic with a

little imagination. One reason that younger women might be

so ready to convert, especially if they are married to first

sons, is that they are then freed of traditional obligations

that bind them to their husband’s families. As women gain

more power in their families, they are also quietly

rebelling against traditions that conflict with their

modified roles.

CASE 8: Ancestral Homage--Transcending of Time and Space

An anthropologist I met called me one evening to let me

know of an outing she and her assistant were going on and

asked me to join her. She was going to a modified jesah

ceremony that "should be very interesting." As we were

essentially "crashers" at a very large function, we met at
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the bus station on the designated day and took an hour and a

half bus ride West of Seoul to a large hillside lineage

group grave site. As this jesah was a new community ritual

organized by a chonch’ in hwe group, neither the anthropology

professor nor her assistant knew what to expect.

When we got the end of this particular bus line, the

Professor said that she had directions and that we should

just follow the path that led to a small hilly area. As we

started up the hill, many cars passed us. We started

talking with other people who were also walking up the hill.

We were told that this ceremony was one to honor the

forgotten ancestors and the ancestors buried in the North.

I was not sure at first if the forgotten ancestors referred

to those beyond the fourth generation who are not

remembered, or if it referred to those who were not

acknowledged for some unknown reason. In fact, this was not

a partial munjung, but a partial permutation of a less

widely practice jesah for forgotten ancestors, for

ancestors never honored, whatever the reason.

There was obviously considerable preparation for the

event. This was a lineage group event that had been planned

during the previous year. A committee had been set up to

arrange this particular event; to oversee the budget and the

preparations for ceremonial food and the other aspects of

the ceremony including the emceeing, readings, speeches, and
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ritual singing; and to make sure that the details were

publicized among the chongch' in hwe group.

The event

The ritual was to take place at a site that the

chonch” in hwe had developed several years previously,

putting up monuments to the ancestors. It contained two

special gravestones at appropriate spaces apart: one for

forgotten ancestors and another for ancestors in North

Korea. The overall site is an unusually good one, by

geomantic standards. It is nestled half-way up a line of

hills, surrounded on three sides by mountains, but open to

the West. As people gathered, food was placed on tables

covered with white tablecloths in front of the two grave

sites. In front of the tables were two two-tiered

ceremonial platforms, or altars, made from a square of

granite. On the top tier of one platform was an urn of

wine, a ceremonial wine cup and a tray of incense. On the

lower part was a smaller ceremonial wine bottle and two wine

cups on either side of the bottle.

Twelve men dressed in their white jesah costumes stood

in a row in front of the two gravestones while an older man

in white moved to and fro on the right side of the site. A

microphone was set up there for the emcee. About 100 people

slowly assembled. Among the active participants as well as
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those who came to show their respect, few were under 40

years of age. One couple stood out, being young-looking

people, and the only ones with their young children with

them; they were the only young people there (other than

myself and the professor’s assistant). Most of the others

were well over 40 and closer to retirement age. The 12

performers of the ritual were all over 65. About a fourth

of the older people came dressed in hanbok's, traditional

Korean dress. There were a few more women than men.

At 11:40a.m., as the speaker went to the microphone to

announce the beginning of the ritual, two of the older men

poured rice wine into two wine cups and started sprinkling

it around the site, asking people to move over so that a

thorough job of sprinkling could be done. This practice is

to invite the spirits of the forgotten dead to come to the

site of the ritual. As soon as this was finished, everyone

standing on the lawn before the grave stones took off their

shoes. The speaker spoke telegraphically, merely

orchestrating group movement, but not giving directions.

One of the line of white-clad shouted out orders as to what

was to happen next. The twelve men were then called up, two

by two, to the center area to wash their hands and to give a

jol to the ground. After the 12 men in white were done, the

entire group of 100-odd people knelt and put their heads to

the ground three times. (This is a modified practice mostly

for older people who find it difficult to get up and down in
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succession). An older man then got on the stage and started

chanting in a language I did not understand. The professor

said that he was repeating the lineage history in old

Korean. There was pouring of wine up at one of the altars,

six times, by a couple of men. All the participants got on

the ground and put their foreheads to the ground three

times. Then the wine pouring ritual was done at the other

altar, in the same fashion, after which the mass bowing took

place again. As soon as the last bow was taken people

started putting on their shoes and talking. It was 12:15 at

the finish. Food was served immediately, consisting of

rather elaborate picnic lunches in styrofoam containers,

complete with disposable chopsticks. Two large vats of soup

were also brought out and served in small styrofoam bowls.

Many of the participants started drinking the ritual wine

(dumped into a large urn after ceremonial use) immediately.

Tok, cake, milk and coffee were also available afterwards

for dessert.

During the meal segment of the event, a lot of business

was conducted. Male members of the chongch' in hwe went up

to the microphone to tell newly discovered portions of the

lineage history. Others went up and made announcements

about functions being held in various parts of the country

by this particular chongch’in hwe. Other people made

announcements about fund raising for different family

relation functions and events and gave out leaflets and
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cards for more information. Yet others gave testimonials

about who they were, and how this was the first lineage

function he had attended.

It was during this picnic time that I moved among the

participants, talking to people about the function. Most of

the people there had some connection to the north be it

relatives in the North, relatives who had been taken to the

North during the Korean war, or were from the North; these

people had come to honor their relatives who are presumed

dead by now. As there is little opportunity for people to

have contact with relatives in the North, this was one way

to maintain connected-ness despite separation.

After almost everyone had dispersed, we headed down the

hill to return to the bus stop. We were stopped by a core

group of the chongch” in hwe, and offered some spirits, which

of course we could not refuse. These men started told us

about their group and about the history of the lineage.

They eventually led us up the hill to an immaculately

maintained Koryo period Buddhist temple, and told us of the

historical significance of this land to the lineage. After

spending some time touring the area, we again tried to go to

the bus stop. But the men had a minibus with extra space,

so they gave us a ride back into the city. When we parted

we were invited to the annual jesah of the stem house of the

lineage group, honoring four generations of the family.
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This function had also been taken over by the chong ch” in

hwe as the financial and time burdens had become too much

for one family to handle, given the diminished family size

and increased living costs of today.

Discussion

The enactment of two types of jesah, one honoring

forgotten relatives (especially those captured by North

Korean troops during the Korean War), and one for living

family members in the North. This is a trend that started

in the early 1970’s, some 20 years after the Korean War.

That was when South Korea had developed economically, after

the people had some modicum of wealth, when survival was

less of a problem. These rituals speak to special needs of

this generation of people who are growing old.

Most of the people at this jesah ceremony were older

people who had personal connections to the North, whose

family lives and ties had been disrupted by the division of

the country. For these people, the division was not only a

major tragedy, but also an event that gave them a sense of

shared identity. It was similar, then, to Meyerhoff’s

findings (1979) of the survivors of the holocaust. The war

or tragedy was the common experience; these people

"survived". The ancestral worship ceremonies that have

emerged in the past twenty years speak to the communal
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experience of the war and the long lasting consequences of

was on family, community, and the sense of continuity. This

was not only a personal, familial, or lineal ritual ; it was

a ritual that addressed the historical and social context of

the nation, and the desire among the people in the South for

re-unification with the North.

Politically speaking, each decade has had its primary

issue. The 60’s was the decade of building a foundation of

economic growth; the 70’s the decade of economic boom; the

80's the decade of democratization. The issue for the 90’s

is re-unification. This is particularly salient as the

cohort who was affected by the division of the nation is

aging and going into retirement; as this cohort is no longer

so involved in career and making a living and more time to
think about life, the issues around the Korean War are

coming out. Not only do the elderly talk about the division

of the country amongst themselves, they are now talking

about the issues with their children. Recently re

unification has come to the forefront of politics. After

many years of oppressive rule in South Korea, it is finally

possible to openly want re-unification despite the

differences in political orientations of North and South

Korea.

There is a tremendous amount of pain and suffering that

the separation has cost individuals, families, communities
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and lineages. The enactment of these rituals is not only

one of mourning and a remembrance of a whole nation, but

also one of healing. By remembering, people can attempt to

cope with the present situation. It gives people a sense of

solidarity around the issue of re-unification and makes them

feel active. The political tones of this ritual are

unmistakable. Additionally, this ritual transcends the

boundaries or space and time by honoring those who can not

be reached or those who are presumed dead in the North.

Finally, being a new form, these rituals also allow

creative outlets of other kinds. Pride in linage wealth,

lineage solidarity, lineage identity and individual rank

within the wider kinship group are also expressed in the

rituals. For example, the reciting of lineage history

presumably gives people a "moment of glory."



PART III: THE UNITED STATES

CHAPTER SIX: Korean American Immigration History

As the history of Korean immigration to the United

States is too vast a topic to explore in detail, this

chapter briefly outlines that history and how it has shaped

the make-up of the Korean population in the United States.

There have been several distinct waves of Korean

immigration, each with its own characteristics. At the turn

of the century Korean immigrants were a minority in a

minority. There were 7, 225 immigrants who initially landed

in Hawaii between 1903 to 1924. During this early period

immigrants followed a pattern common to other Asian groups.

They were predominantly uneducated young men (10: 1 male to

female ratio) who came to find work (Choy, 1979). The men

who wanted to marry often sent for picture brides; in fact,

the Commissioner of Immigration and Naturalization lists

1, 100 picture brides before 1924, when the practice became

illegal. Many of them married non-Koreans, presumably due

to the lack of choice. Between 1911 and 1934, the Korean

immigrants in the United States, like the Chinese

immigrants, had come as sojourners but had no homeland to

return to. The homeland they remembered no longer existed

due to social and political changes--primarily the Japanese

Occupation. Moreover, many who immigrated to the United

171
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States after 1911 were political refugees from occupied

Korea. Although legal immigration ended in 1924, students

came to the United States throughout the 20th century. Many

students who came in the early period were young

nationalistic men who had fled their occupied homeland.

Immigration re-opened for Koreans after the Korean War.

Between 1951 and the 1965 Naturalization Act the national

origin quota system required that the number of immigrants

from a given country be proportional to the number of the

ethnic population in the country. Hence, immigration for

Koreans was limited to 14,027 immigrants between 1951 and

1964. Of this number 6, 423 immigrated as wives of

servicemen, 5,348 were war orphans, and 2,256 were

categorized as professionals and skilled workers (Choy,

1979; Hurh and Kim, 1984). The post-World War II immigrants

were initially predominantly young women. One reason is

that girls are adopted at a much higher rate than boys.

Additionally, since boys are valued in Korea, they are less

likely to be put up for adoption. Since the Korean culture

is a male-dominant, Confucian hierarchy, the establishment

of an ethnic Korean community in the United States was slow

to develop.

The first group, wives of servicemen, were hardly in

the position to build a thriving Korean community. Although

little is known about them, "this group has been noted for
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its severe culture shock, lack of education, impoverishment,

isolation, miscommunication in the family, lack of

occupational skills, high divorce rate, and general

alienation" (Bok Lim Kim, 1977: 103). The war orphans were

in no better position to form any kind of community, as

these children were placed in Euro-American families at

relatively young ages.

Many immigrants who were listed as "professional or

skilled" were young students who graduated into the area of

their training. In light of this information it is

understandable that it was difficult for these "professional

or skilled" workers to build a Korean network as

professionals within the United States were spread

throughout the country. In addition, since professionals

are more likely to be integrated into mainstream working

establishments, it was difficult to maintain close enough

contact with other Koreans to establish a basis of a strong

traditionally-oriented ethnic community.

Finally, many sponsoring agencies for Korean immigrants

were church groups without links to the wider ethnic

community. Since many Koreans did not know other Koreans,

the development of a core ethnic network was slow to come.

Instead, the communities as such were made up of ad hoc

church groups or collections of any Koreans who may have met

by chance. Individuals whose paths would never have crossed
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became connected; socio-economic class and status boundaries

were crossed; gender relations took on different

characteristics as the traditional hierarchy could not exist

out of context.

In 1965 the Immigration and Naturalization Act

abolished the national origins quota system and adopted a

new preference system and revised labor certification

Procedures. Although the legislative change has had an

impact on immigration from various countries, its effect on

the volume and composition of Asian immigration to the

United States has been most dramatic. The Asian share of

total immigration to the United States grew from 7.6%

between 1961 and 1965 to 27.4% between 1969–73. In the same

eight year period Korean immigration increased even more,

from .7% to 3.8% of total immigration, an increase of over

5 Oo3. Post-1965 population counts indicate that in the

*ecade which followed the new immigration law, the number of

Korean immigrants increased about fifteen times. In fact,

*bout one in every three immigrants from East Asia is now a

Korean (Hurh, Kim and Kim, 1976; Kim, 1978; Choy, 1979; Hurh

*nd Kim, 1984).

S - 1 Demographics: Post 1965 Korean Immigrants

With the influx of this new wave of immigrants, the

Somposition of Koreans in the United States underwent some
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major changes. Post. 1965 immigration differed from the

previous wave in that most came of their own volition,

without adoptive parents or a husband to sponsor them.

Three characteristics of the Korean immigrant population

stand out: it is educated, young, and predominantly female.

Urntil 1968 the immigrants continued to be primarily

professional and highly skilled individuals (74%). However,

more recently, the number of professional and skilled

immigrants has dropped sharply. Between 1975 and 1980, only

1.6 listed their occupation in the professional and skilled

worker category (Gardner, 1985). This may be due, in part,

to the mean age of immigrants. It is usually an elder son

or daughter who immigrates as a scout for the family. When

immigration law changed and made immediate family first

Priority, immigrants began sending for their family,

especially for their younger siblings who could work or

benefit from an American education. These individuals

Probably would not have qualified for immigration pre-1965.

Immigration figures show that in 1980, the mean age of

*Sreans was 26 (Gardner, 1985). Between 1974 and 1977, 88%

Sºf immigrants were under 30, with half the figure made up of

those under 20 (Hurh & Kim, 1984). Additionally, in recent

Years the sex ratio of immigrants has changed considerably

from being from predominantly male pre-World War II to pre

ºlominantly female--71.5 males per 100 females--in 1980

(Gardner, 1985). Although the literacy rate in the country
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of origin is extremely high (98%), the level of educational

attainment for men is significantly higher than that for

women (Hurh and Kim, 1984). This may explain some of the

differences in educational levels and occupational statuses

of immigrants in recent years as there are significantly

more female Korean immigrants.

The sex ratio of about 71.5 males to 100 females

creates has sometimes been attributed to the desire of women

to escape the limitation of traditional Confucian precepts,

as well as to the high proportion of women in Korean between

the ages of 20 and 40. But whatever the reason, for the

first time in immigration history a female preponderant

ethnic group. This has implications for inter-ethnic

relations. The disproportionate number of females to males

dramatically increases the likelihood of women marrying out

Sf the ethnic group. This in turn affects the ethnic flavor

Sf Korean American communities.

In sum, the trend in Korean immigration to the United

States has moved from predominantly young, uneducated males

to predominantly young, educated females. The socio

Sºconomic status of immigrants has moved from menial

laborers, to outcast females, to a more middle class group.

These class differences between earlier immigrants, interim

immigrants, and recent immigrants is the source of much

S■ iscord within Korean American communities. The middle
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class came to the United States in large numbers and

expected the rights and privileges that they had in Korea.

They were confronted with a rather unusual mix of Korean

Americans whom they felt were socially beneath them.

However, these long term Korean Americans had, and still

have, greater knowledge of life in America. Although the

more recent immigrants often have much greater economic

reserves than previous waves of immigrants, being "fresh off

the boat," they still do not have the same status in the

hierarchy that their Korean sensibilities may demand.

A product of the immigration laws in the Korean

community is great intra-cultural variation within the

community attributable to the length of time in the United

States. Level of assimilation into mainstream American life

can also be loosely associated among Korean immigrants with

the length of stay. The breadth of social contacts and

networks in the United States, in conjunction with socio

*Conomic status, may in turn impact the lifestyle of the

immigrants in the United States. An educated professional

"ith little or no contact with the Korean community in the

9nited states may be inculcated into the American mainstream

*uch more quickly than a lower middle class Korean who lives

in an area with an extensive Korean community. Age of

**migrants also determines willingness and desire to adapt
t- - - - - -S’ American ways. These differences lead to the division of
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the Korean community along cultural lines which range from

"traditionally Korean" to "completely Americanized."

Korean Americans are also the most rapidly growing new

immigrant group, a fact that leads to further diversity.

Seventy-four percent of those under age 20 are American born

while 71% of those over 20 are foreign born (Hurh and Kim,

1984). That difference in place of birth in conjunction

with the sex ratio, educational status, and mean age of

immigrants, may have important implications for inter

generational relations as well. Although the Korean

American population is predominantly young, there is a

growing population of older Korean Americans as a result of

two very different processes: the aging of earlier waves of

immigrants age and a large influx of elderly Koreans

immigrants who have come to be with their children. In

order to clarify how elderly Koreans are fitting into the

fabric of Korean American communities, I will discuss the

°ultural context of the Korean American community.

°-2 Cultural Background

Despite factors that have been unfavorable to the

*evelopment of a traditionally based Korean community, the

**sent waves of immigrants have transported the Confucian

**undations of the culture and adapted them to the Korean

*rican context. In the United States the concepts of
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reciprocity and filial piety structure much of the

interaction within the Korean community. The ethnic

community has carried over the hierarchical power structure

which assumes one leader within a complex chain of command.

Once individuals assume positions of power and establish a

hierarchical structure, notions of reciprocity and filial

piety are mechanisms which perpetuate the existing social

Order.

6. 3 Community

Kinship relations and church membership are the two

principles around which Korean American communities are

organized. In Korea the extended family is still important

because it functions as a support system. In situations of

great mobility, as in emigration from Korea, ties to the

extended family or community that are based on physical

Proximity are weakened, but there is evidence that kinship

°ontact persists (Hendrix, 1976; Adams, 1970). Not only is

°ontact maintained, Litwak (1959–60) has found that after

"igration a modified extended family consisting of a group

of 9eographically dispersed nuclear families remains tied

*ogether in an egalitarian structure of mutual aid.

When Koreans immigrate it is important for them to re
Ge - - - - º5tablish contact with kin and form close social relations

Vºy ||**h non-kin for two reasons. First, most immigrant groups
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are subject to discrimination when they first come to the

United States. Koreans believe that the discrimination is

particularly strong if the immigrant group is 1) a racial

minority in the United Stated and 2) culturally and

linguistically divergent from the mainstream. Given the

perception of discrimination among Koreans, strong kinship

and ethnic ties are viewed as necessary insulation in a

somewhat hostile environment. Secondly, immigration law in

the United States gives preferential treatment to relatives

of U.S. citizens and residents. Many Koreans invite their

kin to the United States as soon as they are able. Not only

does this establish a larger kin base in the United States,

it strengthens the ties between kin because of the

inevitable feelings of indebtedness that the recent

immigrant has towards the sponsor (Hurh and Kim, 1984; Choy,

1979; Kim, 1979).

The second entity around which social structure is

°rganized is the church. Korean Americans, as a group, are

*ore involved in Christian churches than any other Asian

American group except Filipinos (Kim, 1978; Kim, Kim, and

Hurh, 1978) and have created a very large number of Korean

Shurches. There are many reasons for the high rates of

*nvolvement in the church. First, it appears that many who

**migrate are already affiliated with Christian churches in

*Sorea. Kim and Hurh (1984) reported that 50 percent of
t- -heir sample were Christian pre-immigration. It is unclear
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as to whether this is a true indication of the larger

population or whether it is indicative of the tendency for

Christians to self-select into surveys. However, given that

only an estimated 12 percent of the total population of

Korea is church affiliated (Korea Week, February 1978), the

proportion of Koreans who are religiously involved seems

high among immigrants. Additionally, almost 70 percent of

the respondents in the Kim and Hurh study (1984) were

affiliated with Korean ethnic churches in the United States.

In this study the denominational breakdown into Christian

churches is as follows:

Roman Catholic Church 10.0%
Protestant

Presbyterian 52 - 8
Methodist 9. 1

Baptist 4. 9
Seventh Day Adventist 4.4
Holiness 1.4
Non-denominational 3.9
Evangelical 1. 6
Other 11.9

100.0%

(Kim & Hurh, 1984: 130)

°hurch affiliation for Korean Americans does not seem to be

**lated to socio-economic status, educational levels, length

°f time in country, occupation, or other structural

Variable, indicating the pervasiveness of the church-going

Phenomenon.

The ethnic church performs three primary functions for
IR

Sºrean immigrants. People go to church a) to worship; b)
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for activities such as churches sponsored cultural and

social functions like talks, movies, folk dances, summer

camps, sports, and so on; c) for socializing as the church

offers a sense of community. The church is social place

where people can see their friends and acquaintances, and

meet new people. The church can be seen as a microcosm of

the Korean society, operating under old world rules that

both long-term residents and more recent immigrants

understand. It then becomes an arena wherein "immigrants’

secondary needs, such as social status, prestige, power, and

recognition within the immigrant community" can be expressed

(Kim and Hurh, 1984:135). Membership in and attendance at

churches seems to have little to do with geographical

proximity. It is more often the structure and formality of

large church functions which appears to attract members (Kim

and Hurh, 1984) and people often drive from 60 to 80 miles

to attend services and functions. An additional reason that

Korean churches have proliferated is simply because

religious pluralism is accepted and even encouraged in

American society (choy, 1979).

°-4 Family structure

As mentioned in Chapter 4, in the traditional Korean *

family, the wife is relegated to household tasks while the
h - - -**band is the bread-winner. In this type of household the
h **sband is expected to exercise the final authority in the
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family. Although this notion is changing in Korea, it is

still generally held. These family roles are supported by

the patriarchal Confucian structure and men assume a posture

of "the lord of the manor" regardless of the actual economic

or power dynamics within the family. The men still believe

that they bear the burden of financially supporting the

family. Conversely, women believe that household tasks are

their responsibility in addition to the additional work role

they may take on. Even in two-income immigrant households,

both men and women seem to adhere to the traditional roles

and division of labor. Because the Korean American
community is still largely first generation, members of the

community still abide by the values of the country of

origin. Until a more functional alternative is available to

these immigrants, they will follow their own value system.

So far these values do not seem to severely impede economic

survival in the United States.

I mentioned that the increase in numbers of Korean

American elderly is due to two factors: 1) natural aging of

the group and 2) the immigration of old Koreans. The

majority of the Korean elderly are of the latter group. As

Korean Americans settle in the United States, they bring

Sºver their aging parents because it is considered a filial

duty to live with or near aging parents. It is also quite

atural to want to live near family. In 1988 it was
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estimated that about 10 percent of the Korean American

population were age 60 and over (Kim & Kim, 1988).

The concept of filial duty and wanting to see parents

may be commendable, but when parent (s) are actually brought

over to the United States, problems ensue. In addition to

the problem of cultural dissonance is the added pressure on

young caregivers: the care-giving role of the woman

includes older people. Many women are under tremendous

pressure due to the added role of worker that they must take

on. The mid-life squeeze for Korean American women with the

addition of older parent(s) or in-laws is particularly

difficult. Although the concept of bringing over an aging

parent has survived in principle, the reality is quite

disruptive. More families are looking for alternative

living arrangements to the traditional live-in situation for

aging parent(s) or shuffling them between siblings to ease

the burden. As added expenses are also an issue, children

will encourage their parents to go to Korean community

°enters to see what funds are available to them.

°-5 Demography & Income of Elderly

Since the number of Korean Americans in the United

**ates is estimated to be about 800,000 (Gardner, 1985), the
In -*mber of aged 60 and over is about 80,000. Many of the

Ge +derly are recent immigrants, having lived in the United



185

States for between five and eight years. Hence trend for

population growth among Korean Americans is like that of the

general US population: the segment of the population 60 and

over is a rapidly growing group. In San Francisco, females

over 60 outnumber their male peers by about 2 to 1 (Chin,

1989).

By American Standards, the economic conditions of

Korean American elderly are not good. About half the older

people I spoke with in informal interviews (N=134) in San

Francisco are on Social Security. Despite living below the

poverty level, many Korean elderly do not qualify for social

security because they do not have the required 40 quarter

participation in the program. Additionally many of the

elderly worked as low-wage laborers at non-taxed jobs, and

do not qualify. In San Francisco, many are on General

Assistance, and many live in low-income government

subsidized housing for the elderly. Although the pattern of

living with one’s children still exists, the Korean American

elderly prefer to live independently, and about half the

married couples (19 couples) I interviewed live apart from

their children. Although the number is not know, many of

the widowed and single elderly also live alone.

This preference for independent living on the part of

*lders from a traditionally extended-family society deserves

*9me explanation. The lifestyle of Korean American families
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focuses on survival and a better life for the children who

are now growing up in the United States. The elderly rarely

play important roles in the fast paced lifestyle. My

research (Chin, 1989) shows better adjustment in two or

three generation households when the older person (s) are

integrated into the lifestyle. As this can be difficult,

living with children often isolates the elderly from social

activities with their peers. For example, it often limits

contact since many families live in more suburban areas away

from the senior groups, around which many social activities

for are based. When asked about living conditions (Chin,

1989), until poor health necessitates, living apart

independent from their children is the number one choice for

both married and single elderly (87 of 134). Most of the

elderly living apart from children express pride in their

ability to live alone (52 of 63). And despite their rather

"disadvantaged" economic situations, most of the elderly who

are financially independent from their children feel

fortunate that there are welfare programs that will give

them the independence that they could never have had in

Korea. This seems to be a hold over from the changes that

are taking place in Korea, where migration, urbanization,

industrialization and changes in women’s social and family

**-les have drastically undermined the traditional family

**** acture. These attitudes are strongly affected by factors

**e social class and length of residence in the United

*** *=es. As most of my sample were of lower or lower middle
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SES in Korea, their standard of living improved considerably

post-migration. Additionally, most of the respondents who

answered positively had lived in the United States three

years or more and experienced life with family, and the

subsequent move out of a child’s home.



CHAPTER SEVEN: Social Milieu of the Elderly

In the United States all of my field work was done in

San Francisco. In San Francisco there are two Korean

community centers. They provide job training, career

counselling, summer jobs for teenagers, anti-AIDs campaigns,

social workers, and special programs for the elderly who

became a visible group within the ethnic community in the

early to mid 1970’s. Hot lunch programs, English classes,

and calligraphy classes, and geriatric social worker

services are offered to aged clients. These centers are

available to all Korean elderly, but are not readily

acceptable to the Korean sensibility. Although the elderly

may use the social worker and hot lunch services, they do

not see the community centers as places to spend time.

Their aversion is base primarily on the cultural orientation

of the center staff. These centers are organized and run by

younger immigrant/ second generation Koreans who have been

"Americanized". For example, a simple matter like the

manner in which the dining room is run is a point of

conflict. The Korean elderly feel that if food is served,

there should be a jib joo-in, or a "keeper of the house" to

greet all diners. As centers are generally short staffed,

and pressed to serve all the diners, service is geared

towards efficiency, not personalized service for individual

diners. As such, it is difficult for older Koreans to feel

fully comfortable there.

188



189

7.1 The Korean Senior Citizens’ Associations

In response to the growing need for places for the

elderly to congregate apart from churches, church functions,

and community centers, many senior citizens’ groups have

been established. In the beginning one large Korean Senior

Citizens’ Association, the Everlasting Group, was

established in 1972 with city and state funding, as well as

funding from Korean sources. This center was established by

older Korean Americans who felt that there was a need for

older people to gather together for meetings at least once a

week, as well as to plan social and political functions and

arrange sight seeing trips for the elderly. As there was

only one group, many different types of people congregated

in this organization. As it grew, there was

factionalization, and splinter groups created their own

Senior Center Organizations. The first official splinter

group, Silver Harmony, was founded in 1982. Since the first

bread, to date, there are five official groups in San

Francisco. Splinter group are created when there are

personality conflicts between officers.

These groups give newly immigrated individuals a place

within the context of Korean American elderly. This, in

turn, places them within the context of the larger

nainstream, for these Senior groups inculcate and socialize
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their members to the place of Korean elderly in America.

Although the amount of money these groups manage is not

large, nor is the political or social clout they carry

great, for the elderly this is the only venue that the

elderly have complete control over. Hence, power within

these groups is very important. Members frustrations with

the policies and politics group leadership is another

important reason for formation of factions within the group,

or the formation of new centers.

Participants and Non-Participants

The Korean elderly in San Francisco are less segregated

by SES, educational levels, political proclivity, and

previous occupations than the elderly in Seoul. Many met

each other through these centers for the elderly, but they

are not the only places where Korean American elderly

gather. Other social groupings include:

1) high to middle SES groups who "meet for lunch"

under the auspices of Korean University alumni associations;

2) gae or money pooling groups where 13 to 25 women

will gather to put in a certain amount of money in the kitty

each month. One woman will take the kitty each month. This

is a traditional way in which women have had access to large

sums of money at one time. This practice crosses SES

barriers;
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3a) middle/lower-middle/upper-low SES groups who

participate in senior citizens’ associations;

3b) defacto "lunching" groups consisting of drop outs

from the senior citizens’ associations;

4) upper-low/low SES groups who meet regularly at the

hot meals programs at the Korean community centers;

5) upper-low/low SES groups of men who "hang out" at

certain local Korean-owned coffee shops and Korean pool

salons.

The exact rate of participation in the Senior Citizens’

Groups is not known, and there are many factors that figure

into non-participation. First, as in Korea, those with high

educational levels are not likely to participate, as they

feel intellectually superior to those who attend regularly.

Secondly, living standard has much to do with who can come.

As these centers are not centrally located for many of the

seniors who live in on the outskirts of San Francisco, it is

a major trip by bus in what may be an unknown area. There

are also membership fees that deter some low-income elderly.

Fees are typically $10 to $25 per month. Additionally, many

of the less affluent women do domestic chores for their

children. As all of these Senior Citizens’ Associations

meet on Saturday, and Saturday is a working day for many of

the Korean families with children, baby sitting prevents

many women from participating. Thirdly, as these Senior

Citizens’ groups are just being organized from the two main

Senior Citizens’ groups, Everlasting and Silver Harmony,
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there is considerable friction and factionalization within

the groups. Many participants have withdrawn from the

groups as they do not like the in-fighting and malicious

gossip that goes on in them. In fact, many of the drop outs

have informal gatherings of their own for lunch and other

social activities. Finally, there are an unknown number of

frail or disoriented individuals who cannot attend.

7.2 Sample

The exact population of Korean American elderly (over

60) in San Francisco is not. Some Korean service providers

(Kim, 1988; Choi, 1988) estimate that there are about 4,000

potential elderly clients in the city. A more conservative

estimate is somewhere between 2,000 and 3,000 out of an

estimated total population of between 16,000 and 20, 000

Korean Americans (Kim, 1988; Choi, 1988). The reason that

there is more than the average 10% population of elderly

(Kim & Kim, 1988) in this urban area is that services for

the elderly are quite developed, and there are many rent

subsidized housing facilities for the elderly. Hence, it is

estimated that older Koreans make up somewhere between 13 to

19 percent of the total Korean population (Kim, 1988; Choi,

1988). The estimated population of Korean American seniors

was arrived at from the following information. First, the

Community of older Koreans is large enough to support three
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relatively large senior groups: the original senior

citizens’ group boasts over 300 members; a splinter group

from the first has about 150 members; the smallest group has

about 50 members. Since all these groups meet on Saturdays

at lunchtime, it is difficult to belong to more than one at

a time. In addition, these senior groups, there are two

local Korean community centers which together service 550

clients each year. Some of the older seniors attend both a

community center and a senior group, but I did not see much

overlap here. Assuming that up to half the population of

elderly uses the services, the minimal population of elderly

would be somewhere around 1,800. It is generally

acknowledged within the ethnic community that there is a

high proportion of elderly in the area.

Most of the seniors who are involved in an organization

receive social security or social welfare, or some sort or

disability if applicable, and many live in low-income

housing for the elderly. Although an individual on social

security or public assistance is not considered wealthy by

American standards, compared to the minimal social planning

for the aged in Korea, these Korean Americans feel very

fortunate and consider themselves quite well off. The

benefits available in the United States allows the elderly

to feel somewhat independent of their children which is very

important for their well-being. It is rumored that many of

the Korean elderly liquidate all their assets when they came
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to the United States, arriving with at least five-digit

figures in their savings from Korea. The validity of these

rumors was never confirmed by any of my respondents although

they believed that some of the seniors were better off than

they appeared to be. As there is no record of having any

savings or checking accounts in the United States, nor any

record of ever having owned property, many of the more

recently arrived Korean elderly qualify for senior housing

as well as public assistance or some time of welfare

benefit. In fact, the majority of my respondents did

qualify in terms of the criteria set up for social services

for the elderly. As the language barrier makes it difficult

for the elderly to work, except to help around the family

business or at home, the elderly have few options but to

apply for benefits if they want any income or to be "less of

a burden" on their children. Because the welfare system is

set up so that immigrant elderly can apply for benefits

three years after they arrive, and because so many seniors

utilize the system, many Korean American elderly perceive

the social security/welfare system as an essential part of

their experience in America. Part of the attitude is

because Koreans come from a very homogeneous, collective

culture so if one of their friends is getting a particular

benefit, they feel that they are owed the same. Another

aspect of going out and getting services is that the Korean

elderly have lived through difficult times and have

sacrificed a lot for their children. In later life, Koreans
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feel that they can finally reap the benefits of their

efforts. If the respect and rewards are not available at

home, being given social services is viewed by some as

public recognition of their life long efforts. Korean

utilization of these services for the elderly and

impoverished is quite high (as compared to other minority

elderly) and one subsidized senior housing project that has

been dubbed the "Kimchee Apartments" by Korean seniors as a

sign of the Korean usage of the system.

Most middle aged people who send for their parents are

not aware of services for the elderly until their aging

parents arrive to the United States. Generally, it is the

old parents themselves who learn of services and alternative

sources of funding and involve their children in gaining

access to these services, after they have settled themselves

into a senior group. There are also those who are aware of

the welfare system in the United States but will not use it

unless they have to fearing that stigma attache to accepting

handouts.

The fact that Korean American elderly are utilizing

social services is not necessarily an indication that all is

well. The involvement of large numbers of Korean elderly in

obtaining maximum services may be an indication of the lack

of attention they are receiving from their families. One

middle aged woman said, "It’s really terrible, the way
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Korean youngsters bring their parents over and then just put

them into senior housing." When questioned further about

the "terrible" fate, she said that "in these projects you

are alone. You could die and no one would know or care."

One of the seniors in an English class indicated that

adjusting to life in the housing projects is very difficult.

Due to the language barrier, it was difficult to make

friends, and daily contact with any one person was not

possible. There were several other Korean immigrants living

in the same complex, but she was afraid to wander to

different floors of the building in case something might

happen. This illustrates the typical subjective experience

of living in these housing projects, indicating that welfare

services are not seen by the aged as a fair substitute for

filial care. However, given the reality of living with

adult children who are "too busy" to attend to parents,

living independently, even in housing projects, is seen as

the living situation of choice.

Regarding the general health of the elderly Korean

Americans in this area: most of the elderly with whom I was

regularly in contact appear to have had little or no

disability, since they are the ones healthy enough to be

involved in group activities. Six elderly Koreans with whom

I have visited seemed to be suffering some type of

degenerative dementia. Four seemingly healthy acquaintances

have died while I was volunteering in the community.

s

*
*
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The seniors I had contact with represented a range in

educational levels, from no schooling at all to a B.A. from

Columbia University. As one of my volunteer activities was

teaching English to those illiterate in Korean, I know that

there a quite a high rate of illiteracy, especially for

women over 60 and for men over 70.

Once I got into the field I realized that sampling was

somewhat problematic. First, only a small proportion go

through their 60th, 70th, or 80th birthdays, and 60th

anniversaries in a given year. Out of approximately 2, 000

to 3,000 Korean American elderly, I would estimate the

number would be twenty to thirty. Within this number, I had

to get to know a sample of celebrants or their families well

enough to get invited. Hence, I simply had to settle for a

convenience sample. Although there are elderly Korean

Americans who may be more articulate and expressive than

those selected for this study, I was limited to those who

happened to be having a celebration. Thus I have, in my

sample, individuals with whom I may not necessarily have

chosen to study simply because they were not as

communicative as I would have liked my respondents to be. A

final issue was raised in the sampling procedure: although

there may have been well over 20 celebrations of the

specified rituals in the larger metropolitan area, even the

larger, more public versions of the ritual celebrations were

--º-,
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quite personal and limited to community members. This meant

that acceptance into the community was a prerequisite for

observation. Due to limitations of time and mobility, it

was impossible to be a participant-observer at all the

rituals, especially given the level of factionalization of

the Korean American community in the greater metropolitan

area •

Therefore, I chose two community centers which served

the elderly population, teaching English at one center and

serving at a hot meals program at another. As a result of

providing services for the elderly, I was introduced to two

Senior Citizens’ Associations through the seniors I worked

with. I also stationed myself outside the Korean Catholic

Church after mass on Sundays, as some of my seniors at the

community centers told me that Catholics were "really big on

rituals and celebrations." It was through these two senior

groups and the ties I developed with members of the Korean

Catholic Church which led me to my sample. Since my

sampling procedure was not random, the inferential power of

my data draws its strength from the highly patterned nature

of the events, and the ethnographic background which allows

me to develop a sense of what is typical or deviant. There

are also valuable intra-sample comparisons to be made:

these data give an indication of the range of ritual

patterns that are maintained and transformed in a variety of

new contexts.

-



CHAPTER EIGHT: Rituals—-USA

Although rituals in the United States have the same

traditional base as those in Korea, there are some

fundamental differences. The first is the importance of

ethnicity. In the United States, Korean-ness represents

minority ship. Hence, the community that develops is in part

a response to the distinction between "us" and "them," and

the Korean community carries more meaning than that of a

loose-knit group of nationals. It is a lifeline. The

rituals of aging transported to the United States reflect

this change.

There are also logistical and religious elements that

place restrictions on ethnic expression. First, as these

people are not within close proximity to their familial

gravesites, it is very difficult to carry out the jesah in

any respectable manner, although commemorative jesah’s are

possible. Secondly, most Koreans convert to Christianity

either shortly before they immigrate to the United States or

shortly thereafter. One of the advantages of conversion is

that there is no more obligation to carry out the jesah,

especially since it is forbidden by the church. Another

advantage is that most Korean communities do revolve around

church activities. Integration to the new surroundings is

difficult without support, especially in later life. Hence,

conversion after immigration is not surprising. The

§
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sequential relationships of the difficulty of carrying out

tradition, conversion, and immigration are unclear, but the

three are inextricably tied together.

The outcome of the loss of the jesah as a Korean and

therefore an ethnic tradition changes the importance placed

on other rituals of aging. Suddenly the hwangap gap and the

chilsoon janchi take on new importance, for there are fewer

occasions from which to inculcate and re-affirm culture/

ethnicity. The six case studies presented here take on

greater importance than they would have or could have had

these individuals been in Korea. Not only do they change in

importance, the nature of the rituals are transformed to

coincide with the new environment.

In this chapter I present the rituals that I observed.

The six cases I have included are two hyangap ceremonies,

two 70th birthday celebrations, a 60th wedding anniversary,

and a senior citizens’ group’s 16th anniversary party. In

the United States, due the sharp differentiation between

private and public, I was only able to view public rituals.

The first hwangap presented is the transformation of the

traditional community ritual to the include the ethnic

definition of one Korean community setting. Although this

celebration is in a new context, in many ways it is much

more traditional than any of the hwangap I observed in

Korea. The second hwangap presented is a transformation of

º
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the event to a new context. Although there were some

traditional elements to this ritual, this event disregarded

many of the traditional elements as well. Despite the

unconventional nature of the event, this hwangap was

extremely successful owing to the adaptive nature of the

event to both the celebrant and the cultural context.

The next three events presented are 70th birthdays.

The first of the 70th birthday celebrations epitomized the

Korean form. It was a proper event, with no outbursts of

any sort. It was also obviously a meticulously planned,

with the celebrant doing most of the behind-the-scenes work,

so that the event went off without a hitch. The effort put

into showing that the older man was still the Confucian

ideal was quite compelling.

The second of my 70th birthday examples was an attempt

to clothe personal ambition in ritual garb. The entire

community knew that it was the birthday of Mr. Koh,

president of Silver Harmony senior citizens’ group. Instead

of having a birthday celebration, Mr. Koh held the senior

citizens’ group’s sixth anniversary party on his birthday.

The censure that ensued from this event gives an indication

of the limits of the elasticity of ritual, and the

differences between a ritual and a forced situation. In the

end, however, traditional excuses were used to remedy the

situation.
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The next ritual example presented was the 16th

anniversary of Everlasting senior citizens’ group. This

event was chosen as a contrast to the failure of the 6th

anniversary/70th birthday party just mentioned. In many

ways this was a very special event, as the decisions made

over the year at the senior citizens’ group were very

significant ones for defining the senior citizens’ group in

the United States.

The last ritual example was a 60th wedding anniversary

celebration. This ritual was chosen because of the rarity

of the occasion both in traditional Korea, modern Korea, and

the United States. Due to the rarity of the occasion,

although there are general rules about rituals, not one

person had ever participated in such an occasion. Hence,

the ritual was improvised, but retained many of the

characteristics of a traditional event. This occasion was

the most moving of all the rituals observed. It was a true

celebration of old age, family and continuity.
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7. 1 Ritual Cases

Case 1: The Adaptation of a Ritual to a New Environment

Having heard through the church of my research

interests, Mrs. Chon approached me to invite me to the

hwangap celebration that she and her son were planning at

the church to honor Mr. Chon. She also volunteered her

family to answer any questions I may have regarding the

hwangap celebration.

The Chon family is of lower middle class; both Mr. and

Mrs. Chon have clerical positions with the military post

exchange. The job has created much stability for the Chon

family as Mr. Chon had a similar job with the American

military when he lived in Korea. As hiring policies are

different in the United States and Korea, Mrs. Chon also got

a job along side her husband when they first moved here ten

years ago. Their son Lou, who lives with them, graduated

from a University of California and is well placed at his

first job. They also have a daughter, Jane, who lives in

Oakland, and an older son in Korea.
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The Planning Stages

When I spoke to Mr. Chon before the event, he said,

I feel a little young to be having this
event. It was different for previous
generations because people aged much faster.
But my friends have invited me to their hwangap
gap celebrations and I should reciprocate.
It is a bit odd because nothing will really
change in my life: I will continue to work;
my home situation will remain the same; my
role in the church will not alter. I am not
sure what this hwangap means except that maybe
I should start thinking about my old age.

Mr. Chon’s comments directly address the impact of longer

life expectancy on the meaning of the event. In traditional

Korea the ritual meant a change of status from working to

non-working, from an active role to an advisory capacity.

However, despite the change in meaning, Mr. Chon reflects on

the importance of reciprocity in the Korean American

community. There is a sense of social obligation to hold a

hwangap celebration; since gifts and money are exchanged at

celebrations of major life events, it is considered bad form

if an individual does not allow members of the community to

reciprocate, give back what Mr. Chon and his family have

given to them. Gifts and money are exchanged with great

care: gifts of similar value and even function are traded;

similarly, money is given in exact amounts. Mr. Chon

commented on this process, saying:
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At these events you give back; you must give
your friends a chance to pay you back. It’s
a sign of mutual respect.

In fact, if one shortchanges a monetary gift, it can be

interpreted as an act of aggression considered reason enough

for a rift between individuals. Even if there are

legitimate reasons for the inability to reciprocate, there

is still loss of face. Mr. Chon saw the change in meaning

of the event as a change from life cycle marker to statement

of economic obligation. Traditionally, both notions were

held in balance because each was as important as the other.

However, because of changes in life expectancy, preservation

of the ritual results in greater emphasis on the ever

important idea of reciprocity.

Another facet of the ritual that Mr. Chon spoke of was

the notion of creating a community memory. According to Mr.

Chon,

The American born Koreans know so little about
tradition. They have no memory of what is
Korean. Perhaps if the community is invited
to share in a celebration the children will
be able to understand or, at least, appreciate
part of the culture they come from. I feel
this is missing in the Korean community. But
maybe we have been trying so hard to make it
in America that we have not been able to teach
them either.

Mr. Chon had remarkable insight into his own hwangap

celebration on the communal and social level, indicating
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that it is only through active participation that one can

gain memory of a shared community and culture.

Although Mr. Chon down played the significance of the

ritual except on the communal and social levels, Mrs. Chon

indicated that there was another reason that this event was

important. She alluded to the importance of family in the

definition of self. She said,

My husband has been alone in the world for a
long time. His parents passed away when he
was very young, and he has no sibling or close
relatives. Now he has his own family. It is
up to us [the family] to honor his achieve
ments and acknowledge that he is not alone in
the World.

This statement is in keeping with the value placed on family

in the Korean culture. It is difficult to live in a Korean

community devoid of a larger family context. Unless a

larger family can support the individual, there is little

sense of belonging in the community. Since Mr. Chon has

built up a family of his own, it is appropriate that he

should be honored. His son, Lou, concurred with his

mother’s statement. The key planners seem to have insight

as to personal issues which make this event so important to

the celebrant. The ability to understand that the celebrant

still has his roots in the traditional Korean view of self

influenced the way in which Mrs. Chon and Lou selected the

venue, the participants, and the format.
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After some consideration Mrs. Chon and Lou decided to

use the only Korean Catholic church in the bay area as a

platform for their event, as Mr. Chon is very active in the

church. After consulting with their priest, the family

decided to have the event at the church hall. Lou took

responsibility for arranging the hall for the party, bought

champagne, ordered traditional rice cakes, hired a video

technician to film the event, wrote the invitations, and

essentially made sure things happened. Mrs. Chon mobilized

the community, both church and larger ethnic network, to

make enough food for over 200 guests. She made up a menu of

appropriate foods and delegated the making of each dish to

individuals who owed her favors. She ensured that there

were enough supplies: plates, napkins, silverware, cups,

champagne glasses and the like. Both Mrs. Chon and Lou

distributed the invitations.

The Chon’s” other son and daughter were not involved in

the planning of the event. The eldest son lives in Korea,

and funds were not made available for him to visit. There

is actually a rift between the eldest son and the rest of

the family; hence, Lou has taken on the role of the eldest

son, with all the accompanying responsibilities it entails.

The daughter, Jane, was absolved of involvement due to her

status in the family. From my experience with Korean

families, the youngest child usually has a very special
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position in the family that excuses them from assuming

family responsibilities until he or she wishes.

The Event

The event itself was unusual. There was no table set

out at the entrance of the party hall to take gifts and

record moneys given by individuals to the celebrant, as is

usually the case. Although the traditional hwangap

activities were held in the parish hall, the receiving table

was placed at the entrance of the church itself, in a

separate building. The reason for this was Mr. Chon’s

decision that the main event for his celebration would be a

Saturday mass. The mass was not publicized as such; so most

people had to be directed from the hall to the church to

find the receiving table.

Approximately 150 Catholic and non-Catholic individuals

attended the mass, which was in Korean as might be expected;

however, there were modifications made to address the

special nature of this Saturday mass. The sermon addressed

the meaning of growing old and spoke of the importance of

family unity and solidarity. After touching upon the more

traditional Korean values with regard to later life, the

priest began to expound upon the importance of the marriage

dyad in later life for companionship, especially here in the

United States. In fact, he spent more than three quarters
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of his sermon restating this point in many different ways.

The repetitive nature of his sermon served to reiterate the

different nature of aging in the United States. In some

ways it appeared as if the priest was trying to bring out

into the open and legitimize the difference in the quality

of life in later years here in America.

Following the sermon, both children went up to the

altar to thank their parents for taking care of them, and to

thank the community for coming to share this event with the

family. As the children spoke they created a real sense of

community within the confines of the church. Finally,

communion was taken by Catholics in attendance. Up to that

point there had been a sense of unity. However, as only

members of the church were able to fully participate in the

communion, which seemed like the climax of the event, the

sense of community seemed to dissipate.

The actual party seemed a way for the community to re

enter their everyday lives. Due to the communion,

participants seemed to feel categorized into two groups:

those able to participate fully and those who were only

spectators. Additionally, another 75 or so people showed up

after the mass, adding to the feeling that the group was not

a cohesive unit. After participants got their food,

attention was called to a special table traditionally set at

the front of the hall, laid out for the celebrant. Both Mr.
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and Mrs. Chon sat with their priest on what appeared to be a

throne. The priest’s placement at the head table was a bit

anomalous; however, it may have been an indication of Mr.

Chon’s position in the church. Mrs. Chon, the children, and

the relatives from Mrs. Chon’s side of the family [some who

flew in from the L.A. area and around the country] did a

traditional bow to the floor on a mat placed in front of the

table to show their respects to the celebrant. After the

bow, each family member offered Mr. Chon a small cup of rice

wine to show their respect and reaffirm their familial ties

to the celebrant.

Entertainment ensued and the celebration began to take on

the characteristics of a more ordinary, large community

gathering. There was much talking and socializing, and even

more eating and drinking.

Reactions to the Event

Although there were mixed reactions to the religious

nature of the event, there was generally more positive

feedback. One man said, "I don’t know why they had mass.

It made me very uncomfortable because I am not Catholic."

Another woman commented, "Since I couldn’t relate to the

mass, I wish they had paid more careful attention to the

detail for the traditional part of the celebration." On the

other side of the coin, the most obvious index of the
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success of the event--number of people in attendance--

exceeded expectations. The number of people who actually

showed up to pay respects to Mr. Chon surprised the family.

People who came to the event seemed pleased to be at an

event with so many participants. One participant

commented, "These large events make you feel glad to be

Korean. There’s a real sense of community." While mingling

in the crowd, I heard statements like, "This really is some

event!" and "Isn’t this something!"

Discussion

Mr. Chon’s hwangap speaks to the new manifestations of

the traditional ritual. It was appropriate for Mr. Chon to

have his celebration at the church, as he was a church

leader and would be awarded more respect in that context. A

leadership role in the church is not to be taken lightly

within the Korean American community. Churches, rather than

community centers or political coalitions is the arena for

power as churches are the major social centers for the

Korean American communities. They function as a major

support system: church members are one of the networks

that helps other Koreans in instrumental ways: job hunting,

moving, house hunting, baby sitting, shopping, finding

English classes, finding spouses for your children, and so

on can be arranged after mass on Sunday. Hence the use of

the church facilities may have drawn more people than the
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Chon family expected. Additionally, the fact the Mr. Chon

has a leadership role in the church is a pretty accurate

indication of how much power and status he has in the

Catholic faction of the Korean community.

The use of the mass as the main event in the ritual was

also particularly interesting because it is a great

departure from the traditional form of the event. Due to

the status of the celebrant in the church hierarchy, it was

not considered inappropriate, although non-Catholic guests

felt uncomfortable and left out as they were unable to take

communion. The Catholic participants seemed particularly

pleased with the event, for although it was not strictly

Korean, it reaffirmed the importance of their religious ties

in the community at large. The religious tone also gave

license for the event to vary from the traditional form,

because it was not only a hwangap but also an homage to the

importance of the church in the lives of Korean immigrants.

This ritual is an indication that it is important to

members of the Korean community that certain events continue

to be celebrated. It seemed unimportant that the original

meaning of the rite of passage had fundamentally changed;

having been transforms from passage into old age and an

acknowledgement of position within a community of life long

friends and relatives, to a rite of ethnic and religious

affirmation and an acknowledgement of position within a
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community that was yet unknown and undefined. Additionally,

the form of the event had been thoroughly transformed.

Elements that remained the same were notions of reciprocity,

and communal celebration.

Case 2: Power and Prestige Beyond Expectation

Doreen is an historical figure in San Francisco, having

served the state of California and the city of San Francisco

for many years. Doreen has been honored by both state

officials and city officials for her work. Her deeds are

know throughout California, as well as in Korea. She was

the first woman to conferred the Korean President’s Medal of

the Order of National Service Merit for her aid to Korean

immigrants and Korean Americans.

She was born of Korean immigrant parents, a railroad

worker and his "picture bride," who ran a small "greasy

spoon" restaurant. Her father, Mr. Moon, was the founder of

the oldest Korean church on the American mainland and was

very active in the Korean Independence movement, as well as

other Korean organizations. Not surprisingly, many Koreans

would seek out the family restaurant and would get special

treatment, with Korean food prepared special for them.

Doreen grew up in the pre-civil rights era, and ethnicity

was insular for economic and social survival. Growing up,

Doreen was active in church as well as in school. She
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graduated as a life member of the California Scholarship

Federation from the San Francisco Public Girl’s School and

enrolled at University of California at Berkeley in 1939.

For 26 years Doreen worked as a job counselor and

developer for the California employment service. In the

course of her career, she has placed more than 3,000 Korean

immigrants in their first jobs. As Doreen is bi-lingual,

she also served as a translator both in her official

capacity and as a volunteer. Doreen’s ability to convey the

American way and system to Koreans made her effective in

aiding Korean immigrants. In 1976 Doreen founded a Korean

Community Center although she has long since retired from

managing the center.

When Doreen retired from her job with state of

California at age 65, the Korean community gave her a

hwangap celebration. In some ways, Doreen’s retirement/

hwangap, held on her 65th birthday, was the most truly

transformed ritual. This hwangap was the expression of one

woman’s power in the community and prestige beyond

expectations. This was one of the few occasions in which

different factions of the community banded together to

organize one event. Different factions divided the

responsibilities: one group of seniors bought her a white

chi’ma chogori (traditional dress); another group organized

the food; a community center provided drinks; some people in
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official positions from the Korean community (the Korean

Consul, the President of the Residents’ Association, and so

on) ordered traditional rice cakes; etc. Essentially, the

usually divided factions took on the duties that would

traditionally be Doreen’s children’s responsibility,

including manning a table for her gifts.

The community accorded her such respect and veneration

because she was the only Korean-English translator in the

state until the mid 1960’s; additionally, she has been a

founding member of many Korean American organizations.

Because Doreen is an i "sei, an American born Korean, and her

sam” sei (third generation) children neither speak Korean nor

know traditional customs, the community had an added

incentive to put on this ritual for her. They consulted

with her children on the preparations, and managed the whole

affair. Because this ritual was a community based ritual,

it was well attended and made a good impression on everyone.

It was estimated that over 500 individuals streamed into a

Korean community center over the course of a day. Unlike

other Korean community events, this was attended by many

people of ethnic diversity: there were other Asian

Americans as well as African Americans, Anglo Americans, and

Chicanos.

This event was unusual for another reason: in the

United States, Korean women are rarely honored. It seems
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that women fare better in the United States, regardless of

age. They simply adapt and fit in much better. For older

women, even if language is a problem, they can still baby

sit or clean. Transported to the American context, even

older women find that they have a new found economic power.

Older men, on the other hand, find it more difficult to fit

into the fabric of the immigrant family. Given this

situation, it is more common for men to be given large

events of honor, perhaps as compensation. Doreen’s party

was the only event held during my two and a half years in

the field that honored a woman. This is quite a contrast

from the late life events in Korea, which honor both men and

women equally, although widowed women may have slightly

toned down celebrations. From merit alone, Doreen broke

inter- and intra-ethnic barriers, as well as political and

social class boundaries.

The sheer volume and variety of people who attended was

remarkable. People could not fit into the building for lack

of space; hence, the party spilled over onto the sidewalk

where food and drink were made available. The event took on

the characteristics of a block party with a very diversified

attendance.
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Discussion

The large scale community participation in this event

bring out the underlying values of Korean American

community. This event was a tribute to Doreen’s life, a

life of generosity, ability, courage in adversity, tenacity,

pioneering spirit, hard work and self-sacrifice, education,

ethnicity and service to the community. These are qualities

dramatized by the ritual, qualities that are valued by the

community and address the ideals that the community holds.

The celebration of Doreen, in some ways, was the celebration

of the ideal life lived. That the celebrant was a woman did

not matter. The significance of this function was that

Doreen was the symbol of a successful and good life in both

youth, adulthood and later life. Doreen continues to be

active in community activities, volunteering when time

permits, and interpreting when the need arises.

Case 3: A Celebration of Form

Mr. No, and official at the Everlasting Senior

Citizens’ Group, had his ch'il soon celebration at his senior

group’s meeting place. As he was a prominent member of the

group, leaders of other groups like the Korean Residents’

organization, the Catholic Church, the Silver Harmony Senior

Group, an East Bay Senior Group, the Korean Consul came to

honor this man. A receiving table was set up for gifts and
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money, whose amounts and donors were meticulously written

down. In traditional Korean fashion, all familial disputes

were set aside to honor the patriarch. All his children

came to honor their father. Even the estranged daughter,

who had not spoken with the celebrant since she had married

a Euro-American several years back, came in full Korean

dress, by herself, to honor her father.

About 200 guests came. The format was typically

Korean: speeches were made by the senior center’s

dignitaries, then by other important guests. The children

each came and did a jol before their father, unusual for a

70th birthday celebration, then poured him some Johnny

Walker Black Label. More people came up and talked. Lunch

was served, primarily by the women volunteers who always

serve at the center, joined by the children of the

celebrant. Singing, dancing, and drinking followed.

There were a few unusual things about this event.

First, it appeared at the outset that the wife of the

celebrant had organized the event. The question that can be

raised is the integrity of the event. At a 70th birthday

party, it is unusual for so much spousal involvement as the

children are now quite well-established. Indeed, Mr. No's

daughter, son and daughter-in-law were well into their 30’s.

I tried to speak with them about the event but they remained

aloof, and with tight smiles commented that they were here



219 s

to honor the patriarch. No grandchildren were present.

Generally speaking, in order to retain the intent of the

event, of children honoring their parents, the children

should have been more involved. It was common knowledge

among the seniors of the Everlasting Senior Citizens’ Group

that Mr. No did not get along with his children. It would

then follow that as the children had come to the function at

their mother’s request, they did not want to talk with me

about the meaning of the function. They had come to the

function and were behaving as was expected; to do more than

that was more than they had contracted to do with their

mother. Additionally, in order to prevent any leakage of

their rift with their father to the function, the children

remained silent, doing their "duty" as filial children. For

me, their silence accentuated how deep their rift with their

father really was. However, despite conflict, their loyalty

to family face and their mother prevailed.

Not only did the celebrant’s wife appear to have

planned the entire event, she confided that she made sure

that her children would behave properly. When I pressed for

more information, Mrs. No said that she had also played a

big part in helping the senior group to organize the event,

sending out invitations, making sure the food was ordered,
etc. However, she was reluctant to talk to me about it.

º
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However, the true initiator and planner of the event

might have been Mr. No himself. Mr. No asked his wife to

hire a video crew to record the event. After the event, he

made an edited tape and presented me with a copy. Mr. No

had included footage of majestic scenery, and had edited out

all the slow portions of the event, and had put the entire

tape to music. The original tape was not made available to

anyone.

This is not unlike the wedding ceremony in Korea today.

Video tapes are made of ceremonies held at wedding halls.

Although the wedding itself never lasts more than an hour,

the video runs much longer as parts of the tape include the

couple posing in parks and photo studios. The emphasis

seems to be on a "managed" memory of the event, not the

actual event itself.

Mr. No's involvement in making his own video tape, in

conjunction with his reluctance to talk about the ritual

puts into question the impetus for the event. Undoubtedly,

the senior group would have planned something_as they

celebrate all significant birthdays of the members. It is

also understandable why Mr. No's event was held at the

senior center since that was the venue where he had most

power and prestige as the treasurer. However, the size of

the ritual may have been very different had the center

planned the event.
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Discussion

The adherence to the form of honoring the patriarch on

the 70th birthday despite familial conflict was interesting.

The value of family face and appearance is critical in

Korean culture. In planning for and carrying out the

celebration, careful attention was paid to the attendance of

the children, and the appropriate behaviors. No scenes or

bad mouthing was present in any way. The absence of

conflict was, in some ways, indicative of the tension in the

family. In order to retain an outward appearance of calm

and solidarity within the family for such a public function,

silence was used.

The choice of venue, the senior center, was not

remarkable as it is the arena that Mr. No has the most

influence. However, given the strife within the family,

perhaps it was the only way to carry off the celebration.

The amount of support and structure to have a public event

is great. Within family involvement, community support and

structure is essential. Given Mr. and Mrs. No's involvement

in the senior center, it was the easiest way to arrange an

event. The children just had to show up and follow their

mother’s instructions for appearance. In this manner, the

patriarch was honored, and the community saw the show of

family solidarity. In a public tribute, the internal view

of the event was less important. As long as the public face

7

º

&

R



222

of the family was maintained, the event was received as an

important celebration of the patriarch in the familial and

social structure.

Case 4: The Anniversary Deception--A Failure of Ritual

Doreen, a key informant, and I were looking through her

files on elderly Koreans to determine who had birthdays in

the next month. She noted that Mr. Koh, the founder of

Silver Harmony Senior Group--a group with approximately 75

members--, was turning 70 the following month, commenting:

Oh look. Mr. Koh is turning 70 next month. He
should have a big celebration, holding such a
prominent position in the community. You know,
he broke away from the larger senior group
about five years ago after some disagreement
and started his own group, the Silver Harmony
Senior Group. I’m sure the his senior group will
have a big event or something. You should ask his
wife. She should know.

As I had been volunteering every Saturday at the Silver

Harmony senior center for approximately a year, I felt

comfortable approaching Mrs. Koh about her husband’s

chil’soon janchi, asking if she was planning anything for

his birthday. She hesitated, then replied,

Every week I make preparations for the weekly
meetings of this group. You know, I spend most of
Thursday food shopping and all of Friday cooking
all the food for the lunch. Then on Saturday
morning I get up at the crack of dawn to make sure
the rest of the food is ready. I come down here
early to get everything set up--to put out all
the plates and cups, boil enough barley tea
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for everyone, make the rice, make sure the table
and chairs get set up. . . It’s a lot of work. With
all the work I already put in, I don’t think I can
put on another event. I don’t think we’re going
to do Mr. Koh’s chil’soon janchi. You know, the
group’s 5th anniversary is next month too. It
is too much. I don’t know. I don’t think we
can celebrate his birthday as well.

I went away from this conversation slightly confused, not

really sure what to think. As my research interests were

well known in the community, some seniors who knew of Mr.

Koh’s birthday had suggested that this was going to be a big

event. I approached Mr. Koh about it. With an autocratic,

Confucian gesture typical of members of his historical

cohort, he brushed me off as the girl who volunteers in the

kitchen. "Talk to the lady [my wife]." Little more

information could be gleaned about the event. There was,

however, much talk about the party to celebrate the

anniversary of the Silver Harmony Senior Group. In fact,

two weeks after my initial attempt to get information,

advertisements were placed in all the major Korean

Newspapers announcing the anniversary party of the Silver

Harmony Senior Group. Lee halmonee (grandmother), age 79,

the undercover Buddhist shaman of the community warned,

There’s something funny going on here. I don’t
know about this. I think Mr. Koh has got his
boundaries mixed up. That’s going to make a
mess of things. It seems funny that this event
is taking place when it should be a chil’soon
janchi. There’s something amiss here. I don’t
think it’s going to go well.
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Despite some confusion as to the exact event,

invitations were sent out to all the dignitaries of the

Korean community to celebrate the 5th anniversary of the

Silver Harmony Senior group. The guest list included many

Korean government officials as well as many politically

active Korean American individuals. Members of the Senior

group started decorating the hall 3 days in advance. Food

was catered to take the pressure off Mrs. Koh.

The Event

The celebration was held in the church hall, the weekly

meeting place of this senior group. The hall, normally a

rather dingy basement room with a stage, was dressed in

colored streamers and accessorized with many sheets of

rice paper with calligraphy. "WELCOME TO THE 5TH

ANNIVERSARY OF THE SILVER HARMONY SENIOR GROUP" "HEALTH,

HAPPINESS, AND GOOD LUCK" "CONGRATULATIONS" were

strategically placed on the walls. Instead of the usually

12 tables placed in a U formation, there were now

approximately 200 chairs that faced front. At the entry to

the room was the reception table. There were sheets of

paper and a calligrapher at hand to note the individual

contributions over $20 and place them on the walls, both at

the entry as well as in the hall. The treasurer set up at

the table with a book to keep records and a money box.
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Attendance was very good. More than 200 people showed

up. It was interesting to note that even warring factions

of the Korean elderly were represented, to save face.

Outward shows of harmony are essential despite discord. The

disagreement between the two senior groups manifests itself

in the groups’ competition to vie for moneys available for

senior groups from the United States and Korean governments

as well as from private individuals. In fact, although this

event was considered an anniversary celebration, it also

served as a fund raising effort.

After everyone settled down, speeches were made by

appropriate dignitaries: the consul general, previous pres

idents of Korean American groups, former senior group

leaders, and individuals in high profile positions gave

speeches about the need to serve the elderly. As soon as

the speeches were finished, about 60 people got up and left,

many claiming they had somewhere to go. This was the first

concrete indication that something was amiss. Excuses were

made about previous appointments, family commitments, etc.

After the first exodus, lunch was served, lunch was

catered in bento style, with fancy Korean festival foods

served in styrofoam containers. Wine was available for both

men and women--a rare concession to the women who normally

huddle in the kitchen to have a swig--and hard liquor was

available for the first time since I had been attending
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their gatherings. Tok, traditional rice cakes, were

available in a range of colors and varieties rarely seen in

the United States. The arrangement of the tok on the

dessert plates had been a painstaking process as a diner

could be offended if the serving was not appropriately

attended to. Mrs. Koh’s sons came to help out at the event,

delivering the food, and distributing the food amongst the

diners. One son made an interesting comment: "This event

is very important to my mother. I really should help her

out. This isn’t just another anniversary event."

Although this celebration was billed as an anniversary

party, there was obviously a hidden agenda. To add to the

notion of the hidden agenda, there were several other

younger people there to help out. If this event had been a

true anniversary, the younger generation would not have

participated in the same way, as concerns of the Korean

Seniors are clearly separated from those of the younger

population; only when familial obligations are involved are

the younger generations called in to participate.

The rest of the event went off without a hitch. People

ate and drank. After the meal, tables were removed so that

seniors could sing and dance. As usual, a small core group

remained to the bitter end, dancing and singing. Meanwhile,

donations were tabulated and attendance was noted. After
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the group closed up the hall, some of the men who held

positions in the group went off to socialize.

Reactions to the Event

Early the next morning I got a phone call from my key

informant. She asked,

Have you heard? Mrs. Koh is looking for a lawyer.
She wants a divorce. Mrs. Yoon, you know the
woman at the senior group, called me late last
night wanting to know the procedure for filing for
divorce. She said that Mrs. Koh had called her
for help. This is big news in the larger Korean
community.

Apparently, Mr. Koh has a reputation for being quite the

ladies’ man. On the previous night he had gone to a woman’s

house and been arrested when the neighbors called the police

because of the cries that had come from her apartment. The

woman had been badly beaten up and had to be hospitalized.

News of this event spread quickly in the Korean community.

In fact, a Korean reporter was seen at the scene of the

crime. Rumours spread like wild fire.

According to the police report, Mrs. Cho, age 69, had

been for three years sexually involved with Mr. Koh, age 70.

That evening he had walked into her apartment slightly

intoxicated. First they had discussed the events of the

day, going over the financial implications of the event.

Apparently there had been a disagreement. Then Mr. Koh took
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off his pants and asked her to mend a hole in the seat.

Mrs. Cho gave the pants back to him and told him that he

already had a wife who could do this type of chore.

According to Mrs. Cho who filed the complaint, Mr. Koh then

started to hit her. She claimed that she entreated him to

stop. Mr. Koh would not stop until the police came; by then

Mrs. Cho was in pretty bad shape, with broken ribs and a

severely battered body.

Mrs. Koh’s request for help regarding a divorce was

presumably related to the events of the previous evening.

According to Mrs. Yoon, Mrs. Koh could not tolerate her

husband’s repeated misadventures and wanted to get out of

the relationship.

The seniors reacted to the anniversary party and "the

crime" as a single scandal: events related to the party had

led to the assault. One discussion of the event between

four elderly women exemplifies the common reaction:

A: You know, the fight was over money. That Mr.
K always pockets money for the X Senior Group.

B: And he’s greedy, too. Always looking for
money.

A: He wants power, too. Why do you think he
started his own group?

B: I heard that Mrs. Z asked for some of that
money.

A: How much money do you think the group got
that day?
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C: I don’t know. I heard it wasn’t that much.

D: [to me] These Koreans. How come Koreans are
always ego-tripping? Why can’t they just get
along? Someone always wants to be better,
have more.

C: You know, that Mr. K really likes women.

B: That’s how he killed his last wife. The
present Mrs. K was his mistress in Korea for
over 25 years. I think his first wife died of
a heartache.

A: Mr. K is always coming on to women in the
group. Have any of us been spared his ad
vances?

D: [to me] He’s always trying to touch us.

C: You know that woman with the nice figure, you
know, the woman who dances well? Well he went
with Mr. K into the bushes in the park and she
says he played with her breasts.

D: That woman is also always fooling around. But
you’re right. Other women have said similar
things.

In fact, most people I spoke with linked the beating with

issues of money, specifically the money collected at the

anniversary function. In this instance, the money is a

representation of power and status in the community. If Mr.

Koh was indeed "shortchanged" at the function, it would be a

real slap in the face. To add insult to injury, his

mistress wanted to share the money with him, to take some of

the status awarded him at the event. There was public

censure of the events and, as in the conversation above,

many defamed Mr. Koh for his actions.

In another conversation with a group of elderly women,
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a further aspect of the events was brought forth:

E: Who does that Mr. Koh think he is anyway?

D: He really made a real mess this time.

Lee Halmonee: I ask you, what was the ritual?

D: I don’t know. I wasn’t there.

E: You know, I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to
be his birthday party or the anniversary of the
Silver Harmony Senior Group. It was supposed
to be the anniversary, but I wasn’t convinced.

Lee Halmonee: What did I say? You have to be
clear about what you’re doing. You can’t mix
personal ambition with community needs.
People may not say it but Mr. K has crossed the
boundary. No one can get away with that kind
of self aggrandizement disguised as a group
concerns. People will only take so much.

In gauging the reaction of the community, it appears that

this incident was "the last straw". Apparently Mr. Koh has

a reputation for abusing his official status for reasons of

personal gain. Even the officials of the Silver Harmony

Senior Group had been appointed in a very undemocratic way,

it was said. For example, his vice president was said to

have been appointed because he was sexually interested in

her. Several months before he began his affiliation with

the woman she was appointed to the office.

One difficulty with reporting this ritual was that

there were so many conflicting versions it was difficult to

pin down exactly what had happened. The police report said

one thing; my key informant said another; various community

º
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members came up with new and creative versions of the same

incident. Because Mr. Koh and Mrs. Lee were the only ones

who really knew what happened, in an attempt to get some

sense of Mr. Koh’s side of the story I tried to make an

appointment with him. He brushed me off, saying I should

not listen to rumor. He did add that he would be making a

statement at the next meeting of the Silver Harmony Senior

Group, and that I should attend. In the meantime, the

Korean newspapers ran an article about an unidentified older

Korean man who attacked and beat up an older woman. When I

spoke with the editor about the reporting of the incident,

the response was, "It would be a shame to ruin the

reputation of a member of the community, especially if it

turns out that there were extenuating circumstances." There

also seemed to be an underlying support for the position of

the man as it is not considered particularly immoral in

Korean society to be involved with a widow. In the

meantime, unconfirmed rumors of rape and police arrest ran

rampant in the community.

In the following week, at the meeting of the

Everlasting senior group--the one competing with Silver

Harmony--I came across a group of women discussing the

incident. When I mentioned that I had heard something of

it, the women mentioned that it was indeed a big scandal and

giggled at the notion that I, a student who seemed only

interested in taking notes and studying, should have heard
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the dirt already. At this point, this particular group of

women started cracking jokes, referring to the X Senior

Group as a sarang chang, or a field for love.

Finally, the president called the meeting to order to

take care of business and make announcements. He began with

the beating incident which had by this time made all the

Korean papers in California. In the year that I have been

visiting this senior group, this was the first time that the

entire group quieted down in rapt attention. Although no

names were mentioned, there were references to the Silver

Harmony group and members of this group were advised not to

talk about the incident for fear that the Everlasting group

would be mistaken for silver Harmony.

The Silver Harmony Senior group was also meeting on the

same day, and Mr. Koh was just beginning his explanation

when I walked in. There was a noticeable tension in the

atmosphere, and attendance also seemed to have dropped by

half. Another change was the presence of alcoholic

beverages at each table. An open bottle of Jack Daniels was

also sloppily placed in a paper bag at the front of the

hall. Mr. Koh basically blamed the victim for her trouble.

He conceded that Mrs. Lee had asked for money. As he

thought it was unreasonable, he had refused her. In

response he claimed that she started hitting him. When it

became apparent that hitting him was getting her nowhere,

*

2.



233

she started beating herself up. Mr. Koh insisted that he

had noticed signs of senility, pointing out odd little

idiosyncrasies as evidence of insanity. He went on to say:

Mrs. Lee has been in the United States for 15
years. Fifteen years is a long time. In fifteen
years you are exposed to movies, magazines, T. V.
and all these American influences. You know what
I mean. You’ve seen those daytime T.V. shows
where women behave as aggressively as men, where
women do not know their place, where women don’t
know how to be real women. ... I think Mrs. Lee was
changed from being here. . . She is no longer really
Korean. . . She is very Westernized and behaved
very inappropriately.

As Mr. Koh continued to entreat his group to believe him in

this way, blaming "non-Korean" influences for Mrs. Lee’s now

exposed madness, one senior looked at me, glanced back at

Mr. Koh, and signalled the slitting of her own throat, as if

to indicate the group response to his confessional speech.

Throughout the speech Mrs. Koh, who normally sits tall, sat

with averted eyes, looking vaguely at the floor.

After the confessional speech, a late lunch was served.

More seniors seemed to leave in a hurry. Those who remained

seemed slightly more intoxicated than usual, and the core

group of revellers sang and danced more vigorously than in

previous weeks. A petition in support of Mr. Koh was passed

around in case character witnesses were needed in court.

In the kitchen Mrs. Koh was talking with her friends

who gathered in support around her. The women were
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complaining about "men" and their foibles. However, it was

Mrs. Lee who was perceived as "at fault". According to Mrs.

Koh :

Men will be men. You can’t stop or control them.
This is nothing new. What I’d like to know is,
what is wrong with that woman? Women should
remain discreet. People do what they do. Why
does she need to tell everyone everything?

Despite her situation, Mrs. Koh emerged unscathed from

scandal. Her ability to look beyond the incident to more

deeply rooted Korean values about appropriate behavior

brought the admiration of the community. I was told by

Doreen that when her children discussed the shame that a

divorce would bring to the family, she gave up all notions

of saving herself and concentrated of raising her family

above the scandal.

Mrs. Choi, a younger Korean woman who often works with

the Korean seniors commented:

I don’t know what the fuss is. I can’t even
understand why the woman raised such a fuss.
That woman is a bad woman. Obviously she
is just as guilty. I don’t understand why
this sort of thing happened.

Another bystander commented, "There is really nothing more

frightening than a woman." By relying on shared values of

the country of origin, Mrs. Koh gains respect and support

from members of the community who may have otherwise turned
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against her. One value in Korean culture that she draws on

is the role of marriage in the hierarchy of power. Marriage

is the institution which validates a woman’s role. It is in

the marriage that women gain identity and women are referred

to as so-and-so’s wife or so-and-so's mother. If a woman is

widowed, she has no status or role in the larger society

except as the mother of a man. Therefore, a man-less woman

must follow a strict code of silence or risk censure if she

"steps out." A woman in this position is merely a sexual

commodity, not worthy of voicing an opinion. This code of

silence, in turn, supports the patriarchal hierarchy in

terms of the freedom allowed to a man in his extra-marital

activities. By shifting the focus away from the abuse of a

ritual to the importance of the marriage dyad, Mrs. Koh is

able to salvage some part of the mess that her husband

Created.

Discussion

In terms of the outcomes of this ritual, Mrs. Koh’s

status was enhanced when her traditional values and

character were brought to public attention in a time of

adversity. Mr. Koh’s credibility was somewhat damaged as

his duplicity was exposed and he almost lost control of the

situation. His senior group lost some members. It is not

clear whether these are temporary or permanent losses.

However, since no one publicly exposed or discredited him,
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his power was enhanced. He "got away" with the fiasco.

This should enable Mr. Koh to rebuild the roster for his

senior group. Mrs. Lee’s reputation, on the other hand, was

further damaged because she became the scapegoat for an evil

that the community could not recognize.

The overall ritual message of this event was the

dramatization of being Korean. For many, participation in

the event and the aftermath, the gossiping, the reporting,

the repeating, the speculating and so on, was one way of

enacting their identity. The community accepted complicity

in the events, and whatever was wrong, and even published it

in all the papers although names were omitted to protect the

family of the individuals involved. The fact that Mr. Koh

is a bastard and powerful is a truth about the community

that the people accept, the way we accept a double chin or a

wart on our noses. It is ours, no matter what. Not only

are the good things about the community dramatized, the bad

things are as well. In confronting an evil, no quick

explanations were available for the situation. Hence, quite

awkwardly, the "cultural explanation" was invoked. Mrs.

Lee, originally pitied, became the scapegoat for all that

went wrong. Afterall, in Korean culture "men are bastards"

and children who just can’t help themselves. Men are

permitted to have affairs outside the marriage as long as

they are moderately discrete. Therefore it is up to the

woman to behave like upstanding citizens and adults, or at
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least put up a front thereof. Any woman who cannot play the

game is at fault. Any woman who doesn’t play the game well

enough is at fault. Any woman who cannot rise above

scapegoating will be further blamed.

Another element that is brought out in this ritual is

the newness, strangeness, and insecurity of the immigrant

culture. If this type of incident had attempted or occurred

in a mature culture, it would have been stopped or

"finessed" into something else. The fact that it happened,

and that the incident leaked out to create a scandal of this

proportion in such a clumsy manner demonstrates the great

uncertainty people have about what to expect, and what to do

about it. This anxiety itself helps to bind people

together, as does the complicity of participating in the

event and the aftermath. The anxiety also helps to create

rather convoluted situations because people are checking

each other to see what to do, how to react, instead of

trusting their own responses.

Case 5: A Community’s Anniversary

The 16th anniversary of the Everlasting Senior Group

was observed as a comparative ritual to Mr. Koh’s

anniversary deception. The Everlasting Senior Group is the

largest senior citizens’ group in the bay area. Although

the organization contains a range of socio-economic
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statuses, there is a large group of middle class people.

This anniversary was touted as a large event, and I was told

by the president that I must attend.

At the foyer of the senior center there were two tables

set up. One, staffed by two women, was for taking money and

recording donations. At the other table were two women

selling raffle tickets for prizes that had been donated to

the Everlasting Senior Group by members of the community.

The prizes included several rice cookers, cases of fruit,

100lb. bags of rice, color TV’s, walkman’s, large portable

tape recorders, etc.

The local Korean television crew came with their news

anchor. Also present were reporters from all the Korean

dailies. Among the guests at this function were

representatives from the Korean consulate and other local

association presidents and officials, including members of

other senior citizens’ groups, community center directors,

and religious leaders in the community. As people arrived

they handed over white envelopes and signed the donation

ledger. Well over 300 people came to this function.

The event started with the singing of the Korean

National Anthem, followed by a recording of The Star

Spangled Banner. Speeches were made by the Korean Catholic

priest, a prominent Buddhist monk, the President and Vice
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President of the Senior Group, and the President of the

Korean Residents’ Group. A video crew was on hand to record

this event for the senior citizens’ group.

When the president of the Korean Residents’ Group

started talking, it became apparent why this event was such

a landmark incident. Several weeks previous to the event,

the senior group had decided to join the Korean Residents’

Group and invest approximately $40,000 for the purchase of a

property to house both the Residents’ Group and the Senior

Group. For the members of the Everlasting Senior Group who

had voted to invest in the property, this was a major

decision as owning property is the first indication of

permanence, of wanting to belong in a new place. After 16

years of renting out various spaces around the area, the

decision to move into a location permanently is quite

monumental as this indicates a break from the homeland, of

looking forward to a long future in the host culture.

As the majority of the seniors at this senior citizens’

group are long time residents, and more recently immigrated

elderly tend to congregate elsewhere, this was not too

surprising. There was wild clapping and shouting at the

announcement of the decision, although some mumbled about

the possibility of being dead before the deal went through.
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After the speeches a catered lunch was served with tok

and fruit as desert. After lunch many of the official

guests left. Raffle winners were then drawn. Music,

singing, dancing and drinking followed. A group of women

sat in the back of the room playing hwato, a traditional

gambling card game. The event lasted late into the

afternoon, ending around 5:00pm.

Discussion

This anniversary event was significant in comparison to

the anniversary/birthday deception example previously

mentioned. This celebration was a purely public event.

When the speakers gave their talks, they addressed community

needs and community functions. There was no mention of

individual achievements or deeds. No one person was singled

out. Past presidents of the Everlasting Senior Group were

honored for their ability to work with the community, and

reference was made to the up-coming elections for new

officials for the senior group.

Additionally, the purchase of the property was

presented as a communal effort as members of the group had

contributed, either through dues or additional donations, to

raise the funds for purchase.
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Activities during the event were also very group

oriented, and potential plans for funds raised at the

anniversary celebration were listed for further discussion

and vote once the donations were tabulated.

This event was geared towards the group, and the

presence of the media at the event further authenticated the

public nature of this event and attested to the communal

nature of the senior citizens’ group.

Case 6: A Return to the Beginning

One Saturday at the Silver Harmony Senior Group Mrs.

Koh informed me that there would be an event. "I’m not sure

what it is, but it will be a big deal." It was unclear as

to the location of the event, but the date and time was

confirmed. I was introduced to the celebrants after lunch.

I spoke with the celebrants, Mr. and Mrs. Choi

individually to ask some questions about the event, which

was a 60th wedding anniversary. Mr. and Mrs. Choi are

typical middle class Koreans. They have 6 children, two

daughters and four sons, all of whom have done well for

themselves. Although neither Mr. or Mrs. Choi are educated

beyond the third grade, all their children are college

educated, and one daughter recently returned to Korea

because she was offered a position as a professor at a well
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regarded college. The middle generation, the children of

Mr. and Mrs. Choi, family began a staggered migration to the

United States in 1959. The first arrived in 1959 and the

last arrived in 1976. Mrs. Choi arrived in the United

States first, about 6 years ago to help her youngest

daughter, then still in graduate school, because she had

just given birth. Mr. Choi did not come with his wife. In

fact, he resisted any move, saying that he had no intention

of going to America as an immigrant at his age. When he

finally decided to join his wife, the children had to

struggle to convince him to come on an immigrant visa

instead of a tourist visa three years ago, to join his wife,

as all his children had moved to the United States.

Planning Stages

The children of Mr. and Mrs. Choi decided that they, as

a group, should honor their parents. This event was

particularly important for the middle generations because

they had been unable to give their parent due respect at

either the 60th or 70th birthdays. The family had been

scattered across two continents as well as spread with the

continent. Even if they had been more centrally located,

the preoccupation with survival and "making it" it America

would have made any event very difficult. The middle

generation had original agreed to sponsor a small event for

their parents. However small the event, all the siblings

-,

º,

º

'.



243 sº

had agreed to make a trip to San Francisco. The children

divided up the responsibilities for the event in a typically

Confucian fashion. The first son, Joe, and his wife bore

the brunt of the responsibility: he was responsible for the

venue and the food. In addition to being the first son, AA

was the most affluent. The second son, Stan, and his wife,

were responsible for the lunch service. The third son,

John, was responsible for the calligraphy displayed on the

walls. The fourth son was the designated errand person and

acted as driver, while his wife would act in a similar

capacity at the event. The two daughters, both of whom live

out of town, were expected to attend.

Joe, after consulting his wife and her aunt, decided

that they would hold the event at a restaurant. First, this

would avoid having to estimate food amounts accurately.

Secondly, this venue seemed appropriate for showing their

homage as it was a "good" restaurant. An alternative choice

for venue that Joe considered was the Silver Harmony Senior

Group meeting hall. However, as the space is in the

basement of a church, it is dark and rather limited in terms

of kitchen capacity and hired cooks, the restaurant was

chosen. The siblings finally agreed to rent out the bottom

floor of the restaurant, a section which usually serves as a

cocktail lounge and bar. In addition to the issue of the

quality of the facility, there was an unspoken reason for

choosing the restaurant; the recent scandal at the senior

º
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group involving Mr. Koh could potentially twist the

perception of the event. If held at the Senior Group hall,

it might seem to some that the Choi family was showing

support for Mr. Koh.

No invitations were sent out. People were told word

of-mouth. The reasons given for this were two-fold. First,

it is an acceptable way to invite people to an event;

secondly, word of mouth is less formal, and less obligatory.

The children did not want people to bring large quantities

of gifts and money, feeling that this would detract from the

celebratory nature of the event. Greater formality would

indicate the need to play out individual, familial and

community obligations.

When I asked Mr. Choi how he felt about his 60th

anniver-sary before the event, he replied,

It’s a once-in-a-lifetime event. I suppose it’s
good. It’s a rare event and that makes me happy.
But you know, this would be better if we
lived in Korea. Life is better in Korea. Koreans
have it rough here. It’s hard to feel really
comfortable when life is so hard. One of my sons
graduated from [a top name] University and still
can’t find a job. It’s difficult to feel good
when you can see your children struggle.

Although Mr. Choi relates that this event is special, he

uses the opportunity to let me know that he does not really

want to be in the United States. He has always felt that
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this country is not the promised land that Koreans believe

it to be, and uses his own children as evidence of the

misconcep-tion. Not only is it difficult economically, Mr.

Choi believes that the event would have been better

celebrated in Korea.

Mrs. Choi was not as positive about the event itself.

She said,

I am now 77. Mr. Choi is 79. We got married when
he was 19 and I was 17. We were children then.
We didn’t know anything. Now you want to know
how I feel about this anniversary? Not
particularly good. It reminds me that I had two
other children who were taken from me, who left
this world... We’ve been married a long time.
Maybe we should celebrate.

Mrs. Choi's ambivalence about the event comes through in

this statement. Unlike her husband who viewed the event

solely as a social event, Mrs. Choi was more introspective,

thinking about the incidents in her married life that she

seemed not to have come to terms with yet. In thinking

about her marriage, she focused on more personal issues like

the loss of two of her children, an issue she was reminded

of again when she discussed the respect that her children

paid to her. Mrs. Choi also saw the event as a social event

that should be celebrated. When I mentioned to Mrs. Choi

that her husband thought that Korea was a better place to

live, she replied, "For us Seoul is a much better place to

live."
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From speaking with Mr. and Mrs. Choi I got a strong

sense that they had come to the United States for their

children, not for themselves. Both Mr. and Mrs. Choi

implied that if they had been in Seoul their 60th wedding

anniversary would have been better since they were more

connected with people there. The couple seems slightly

uninterested in the event, letting their children take

control. The disinterest might be just affect, as the

couple is not supposed to run the show. However, as the

couple actively discussed how much better the could have

been in Korea, this event seems to serves a kind of

compensation given to them for their uprooting. In a sense,

the children seem to be bribing the parents. By inviting so

many guests, they may have tried to show their parents that

they are now concretely part of the Korean American

community.

The Event

By word-of-mouth it was known that guests should arrive

sometime between 11:30 and 12:00. When I arrived at a

little before 11:00 a few people had already begun to

assemble. I entered a windowless room with about 15 tables.

A buffet table had also been put out. The entry was at the

rear of the room, and the tables were set apart from the

entry by a bar. The couple, dressed in their han’bok,
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traditional dress, greeted me and introduced me to two of

their sons. Before I could say anything a woman rushed in

with a bundle under her arm and said to the couple, "You

must change. I brought you these from Korea." A woman from

the Silver Harmony Senior Group nudged me and said, "She’s

the daughter from Korea." The parents went to the restrooms

behind the stage area to change. In the meantime the

siblings arranged a ceremonial table with traditional foods

for their parents and spread mats on the floor in the front

area for all the relatives to kneel on in the traditional

show of respect. A jug of rice wine was set to one side, so

that relatives could offer the couple ritual cups of wine.

While the arrangement of the ceremonial table was being

fine tuned, the eldest daughter rushed in with the youngest

son. She had just flown up from Los Angeles after closing

up her shop for the day. Learning that her parents were

behind the stage getting ready, she rushed back to help her

mother with her chok” dori, a crown worn for special

ceremonial occasions.

By this time over 100 people had arrived at the event.

Although there was no greeting table for receipt and

recording of gifts and money, the Korean seniors at the

event took it upon themselves to collect money and make a

written list of names against amounts. Although the table

had been purposely omitted, the guests wanted the event to
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be more traditional. In order to be comfortable at such an

event, they needed to honor the couple in the only way they

knew.

The official ceremony started with the couple walking

to the rear of the room. An aisle was cleared amongst the

tables. A close family friend acted as emcee and started to

talk about the couple as they walked down the aisle, re

enacting a traditional marriage ceremony. In their brightly

colored wedding clothes they looked like any newly wed

couple until they came closer. Their features, however,

showed the wisdom and the wear-and-tear of time, creating a

startlingly dissonant effect. It was a very moving

procession up the aisle, and sniffles could be heard amongst

the audience.

When the couple came to the front of the room, they

stood facing each other on the matted area. Traditionally,

the next step would have been for the woman to bow to the

floor before her husband-to-be in a gesture of subservience.

He then is supposed to reciprocate. Mrs. Choi, however,

simply stood, refusing to bow to her husband. The guests

started to become uncomfortable. Audience members began to

call out directions. Some shouted, "The woman is

subservient!" while others urged, "Times have changed; you

should bow together to show that things have equalized."
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There seemed to be several issues on hand here. In

later life the marriage relationship may change; in this

case the relationship appears to have become more equal.

Hence, Mrs. Choi was reluctant to show subservience. Also,

when Korean women pass through menopause, the range of

acceptable female behaviors allowed a woman in public

suddenly expands. As a woman lives beyond her function as a

sexual commodity, she becomes more independent of the

culturally defined ideal of the demure, retiring, self

effacing exterior expected of "ladies." Finally, the change

of context from the Confucian hierarchical social milieu in

Korea to the more egalitarian mode in the United States must

have influenced the situation. The couple finally bowed

simultaneously to each other, indicating the structure of

the present relationship.

After the couple finished bowing, they were led by

their children to their positions behind their ceremonial

table. The M. C. started announcing the children with their

respective spouses, couple by couple, starting with the

first born son. In resume fashion, great detail was given

to the following children’s and in-laws’ educational

background and occupations before each one bowed to the

floor. Women who bowed were careful to keep their hands

covered with long scarfs so that they could cover their

faces with the material to show their servile positions in

relation to the celebrants. The two daughters were called
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upon in order of age to bow last. It is of note that

neither daughter brought her respective family when both

have husbands and children. As Korean culture is

patrilineal, only blood descendents of male offspring are

considered of import.

Family portraits were then taken in many different

combinations. After at least an hour and a half of picture

taking the women and the younger generation served lunch.

Wine, both western and traditional Korean, was served. As

lunch was being served the ceremonial paraphernalia was

removed and the stage set for the entertainment.

Professionals had been hired to play both traditional and

modern Korean songs. Dancing followed. The seniors finally

closed the affair with their own singing and dancing.

Well over 200 people had gathered for the event.

Although the seniors made up the core of the guests, there

were people coming and going throughout the afternoon. In

fact, beyond the area where the seniors had positioned

themselves, the event had the atmosphere of an open-house.

Members of the Korean community who had heard about some

party and were curious about the function just popped in to

say hello. Hence, the guests were an eclectic gathering of

individuals. There was a large group from the Silver

Harmony Senior Group. There was another contingent from the

Korean Catholic Church. There were also some from the
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Everlasting senior group. Additionally, there were friends

of the middle generation who showed up. Finally, there were

the drop-ins. As many as 15 drop-ins could be counted at

any given time. The party divided itself into age groups,

the older group sat at the tables; the middle group taking

the very rear and spilling over into the main restaurant

upstairs. The grandchildren gathered in front of the bar

and spent a lot of time running back and forth between the

main restaurant and party. The older group was also divided

along gender lines with men and women sitting at different

tables. The sexes in the middle generation more mixed,

although there was some separation. The children all sat

together.

Reactions to the Event

The most common reaction to this particular event was

surprise and wonder. The 60th wedding anniversary, a return

to a new cycle, is a ritual that has emerged only recently.

Although we may see quite a few in the next 10 to 15 years,

it is a ritual that cannot last as the average age of

marriage in Korea is mid to late 20’s for women, and late

20’s to early 30’s for men. The improved living conditions

and medicine in the past century has lengthened the lives of

many who were born and married under the assumption that

they would live until 60 or so. Mr. and Mrs. Choi both

lived much longer than their expectations. When they
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married they had no notion of living 60 years, let alone

being married for that long. One woman remarked, "It’s

really amazing. I have had a hard time living with myself

for 60 years. Can you imagine living with another person?"

Another added, "It’s rare to see a couple live that long.

Sometimes the wife will survive, sometimes the husband. But

both is not easy." One man commented, "If my daughter got

married tomorrow she and her husband would have to live

until they were well into their 90’s to celebrate a 60th

wedding anniversary."

This was a first for all the individuals who attended

the event; as it was a new event, the participants tried to

retain as many elements of a traditional ritual as they

could in order to have it well-received. In fact, both Mr.

and Mrs. Ch claimed that they were pleasantly surprised with

the event, and that it was much better than anything they

had dreamed of . Their own position within the Silver

Harmony Senior Group and the Korean community at large had

been elevated because of the attention and awe their event

had drawn. The event received a lengthy article in all the

Korean papers, as it had been elevated to the status of a

community event. Mr. and Mrs. Choi have become friendlier

at senior gatherings, and appear to be getting along better

with other seniors at the Silver Harmony Senior Group

meetings.
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If the success of the event can to be measured by the

number of people who attended, it was extremely successful.

According to the eldest son,

This event just sort of snowballed. It started
out a small family gathering. Then we started
adding people to the guest list. All of a sudden
we needed to rent a hall for the people. Then the
Silver Harmony Senior Group got involved because
my father thought it would be nice if his peers
could be involved. And then our friends heard
about it from their parents and through the
church. Before we knew it we were organizing a
party for over 200 people.

One reason for the success of the event was that it

snowballed of its own accord. The interest in the ritual

did not come from the planners. It was the community that

pushed for the event, and it was the community that wanted

to honor Mr. and Mrs. Choi for the sheer beauty of a wedding

that could last intact for 60 years.

Discussion

The 60th anniversary ritual pulls on the traditional

values placed on family. The community came out in support

of the loyalty and longevity that the event represented, and

the familial support of parents in later life. Another

element that was addressed in the ritual was the importance

of family success. The success of the children in their

lives was an important component of the event. Despite the

fact that Mr. and Mrs. Choi had immigrated only three years

-
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ago, their children have been in the area for over 15 years.

All the sons married women whose families were in the area,

giving Mr. and Mrs. Choi relations to people through

marriage. In addition, all the Choi sons are very active in

the Korean Catholic Church. This gave Mr. and Mrs. Choi a

firm position in the community at large. Additionally, the

amount of time and money spent on the affair attests to the

family’s affluence. The ability of six siblings to co

ordinate such a function also raises their status in the

community as it is evidence of their ability to raise

responsible children. This ritual is an example of how

ritual serves to affirm status that has already been earned.

The ethnicity issue was also apparent in the manner in

which the guests insisted on gathering money in the

traditional form for the couple despite the non-traditional

structure that the children had established. Because the

event was an affirmation of Korean culture, complete with

traditional clothing and bows, the participants felt

compelled to comply with the symbols of Korean-ness that

were apparent in the event, calling upon traditional form

even when it was not called for.

Finally, because this ritual was a new event for most

people, the guests participated in inventing a new Korean

ritual, calling upon their own knowledge of Korean culture

and giving instructions on what should happen next if this

º

:



255

was a traditional event. However, as the Korean American

ethnic culture differs from Korean culture, adaptations like

the joint bows of the couple were taken in stride. The

elasticity of new traditions with traditional Korean

elements was shown through this ritual.
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PART IV: COMPARISONS

CHAPTER NINE: Analysis of Korean Material

This chapter discusses the general effects of social

change on forms and functions of late life ritual in Korea.

The next chapter focuses on rituals in the United States,

again both form and function. Finally, an overview of the

two settings will be made, so that we can get a more

theoretical view of the interactions of ritual and social

change as it affects late life.

Before discussing ritual change in Korea or the United

States, it is helpful to reiterate the seven traditional

elements of form common to these events, as a baseline for

the changes in both settings. Traditionally:

1. Rituals are conducted at home.

2. Children must plan and finance the event.

3. Invitations are sent out or arranged by the children.

4. Gifts, money, or services are presented to the

celebrant.

5. Traditional foods are part of the event.

6. There is an official honoring ceremony which consists

of a jol--a head-to-floor bow by younger blood relatives--

and the offering of rice wine to the celebrant.

2
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7. There is a loose but recognizable culturally

prescribed agenda for the celebration.

9. 1 Social Change

The most dramatic changes that have occurred in Korea

are the industrialization and urbanization of the nation.

As mentioned in chapter one, the modernization process has

transformed Korea from a primarily agrarian society where

the population lived in hamlets, to a predominantly urban

one. One of the consequences of this process is the

breakdown of traditional values. The most glaring example

of this is a subtle change in definition of the self. In

Korea, the focus of self-feelings has traditionally been the

family and the community, relationships within which were

arranged in a complex hierarchy. However, with the move

from rural to urban living, the relational system has

changed to include strangers. Living arrangements in the

city also isolate people, as large apartment complexes have

been built to house the thousands moving to the already

over-crowded cities. A large proportion of the urban

population live in buildings with hundreds of strangers from

diverse geographic areas, blurring the formerly sharp

distinction between friend and stranger. Finally, most

apartment units are designed for nuclear families. Hence,

the traditional multi-generational living situation is

becoming less common in urban areas. All these changes
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encourage a concept of one’s self as an independent

representative of one’s immediate family, operating in

anonymous situations, in contrast to the traditional concept

of the self as continuous with carefully prescribed roles in

familiar group settings. This process has been discribed

for urbanization in general by Wirth (1938).

In addition to the changes that urban living itself has

brought, industrialization has enhanced notions of an

autonomous self. Wage labor focuses on the salary earner,

and emphasizes the idea of the individual distinct from

familial and communal relationships. There seems to be

conflict between the two ideas of self--one that is defined

socially, with prescribed roles and behaviors, and the

emerging notion of self as an individual with choices of

roles and behaviors. Furthermore, the geographic and socio

economic mobility in Korea has enhanced the notion of self

as a fluid entity in society. The changing view of the self

is reflected in both the form and functions of late life

rituals.

9.2 General Effects on Late Life Ritual

9. 2. 1 Form

The form of the hwangap and ch'il soon events have

undergone some changes as a result of the social changes in
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Korea. The first criterion of the traditional form, having

celebrations at home, was lost in all rituals except for

one, which occurred rural Korea. New living conditions have

changed the nature of social life, focusing on outside

venues for celebrations. The home as a ritual center is not

a viable option, especially since the modern home is design

for nuclear families, and "modern" life. Entertaining on

the scale of the hwangap or the ch'il soon events is not

possible at home because of the small space and the

disruptive effect on neighbors, with whom the celebrants are

not acquainted. The transition into ritual restaurants or

halls, and community settings, was perhaps inevitable.

The second criterion is the planning and financing of

the event by children. It is difficult for the children to

plan the hwangap due to cultural, life course, and logistic

considerations. Culturally, industrialization is

accompanied by new social values. For example,

competitiveness is heightened, and there are rising

expectations with regard to the quality and standard of

living. Expectations of rituals are also heightened as

these raised expectations have a generalized affect on all

areas of social life. Celebrants expect their age-marking

celebrations to be consonant with the material advances in

society.
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However, there have also been changes in the timing of

life events in modern Korea. In terms of planning rites of

respect for parents, most children are just not doing well

enough financially when the parents are reaching 60 years of

age. Therefore, the spouse’s involvement is considered

acceptable.

Logistics of social life have also contributed to the

difficulty of planning. The scattering of the family

combined with the rigid work hours of a more industrialized

society tend to make scheduling of events more problematic.

Hence, the rigid criterion of a rite of respect being

planned specifically by children has altered. The planning

and financing element has shifted to include others. In all

the successful family oriented cases of the hwangap or

ch’ilsoon events, celebrations were planned by people other

than the celebrant. As these events honor the celebrant,

his or her involvement in planning is viewed as

inappropriate. However, another acceptable transformation

of the modern ch'il soon is to change the focus of the event

from family to age group, and from the honoring of the

celebrant to the mutual recognition of seniorhood among age

mates. In the exception to the rule, Mr. Yu gave himself a

ch’ilsoon event at a senior citizens’ center. Although this

is still unusual, it is likely that more self-given events

will emerge.
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Part of this seems to stem from the erosion of the

family unit and the possible rise of one type of

individualism. Mr. Yu and his peers at the senior center

felt that it was acceptable and honorable for him to give

himself a party because he felt most at home with this group

of people. Instead of spending the money on family, he

chose to share it with his age peers. Mr. Yu was viewed not

as self serving but as giving to the community or new

extended family, since he did not spend the money on

himself. Generosity is highly regarded in Korean society,

and the choices of whom to be generous to have opened up.

Mr. Yu felt that he had the choice to spend this money as he

pleased instead of fulfilling any familial obligations.

The third element of the traditional ritual was

official invitations to the event. For the secularized

family rituals in Korea, this is no longer necessary. Since

most of the rituals I attended except three ch'il soon

celebrations were strictly family affairs, only phone calls

were required to fix the time and place. The change from

community/extended family function to immediate family event

is also a response to the urban, industrial environment.

Family and community are not within close proximity, and

many people have to travel to attend such rituals. As I

mentioned earlier, the costs have become an issue since

gatherings are no longer held at home. For the community
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rituals, announcements were made at the community centers or

spread word-of-mouth around the village or among the

extended family. In addition, a network of phonecalls was

initiated by the children or the spouse or community/center

leaders so that the appropriate people were contacted. The

change of form may reflect the changing technology of

communication, as well as the increasingly mechanical

organization of time. People have to be contacted quickly

and often because of the difficulty of scheduling events in

the clock-oriented society. The telephone provides a means

for doing this.

The presentation of gifts, money or services varied

from ritual to ritual. The range was from all three types

of exchanges, at the rural Korean ch'il soon event, to just

money for financing, and personal gifts for secular, family

events. In urban Korea, as events are held outside the

home, the primary concern was the cash for payment to the

restaurant. The traditional notion of exchanging services

was based in the community whereby people of different

statuses and economic capabilities could still participate

fully in the reciprocal nature of the event. The barter

system was also one form of currency in pre-industrial,

rural Korea, as there was little access to consumer goods.

The exchange of services is on the decline with the demand

for the plethora of goods now available for public
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consumption. Given that cash gives access to the entire

range of goods, it is now the gift of choice.

The fifth criterion was traditional ceremonial foods.

In Korea, except for the rural example, only tok and

traditional alcoholic beverages were present. The choice of

food and venue was quite individualistic, and adult children

who sponsored events expressed that this was one way to

personalize an event that could otherwise be of a packaged

nature. Again, urbanization and industrialization seem to

influence adult children towards individualistic ways to

express tradition, changing the form to more secular and

personalized events (Simmel, 1950).

The sixth criterion, the official honoring ceremony,

was never observed in Korea. Since the 70th birthday is a

relatively new phenomenon, the ceremony is excluded although

children or other participants ensure that the celebrant

never has to pour his or her own alcoholic beverage.

Additionally, for the hwangap--the 60th birthday--children

claim to do the jol at home, so the ceremonial aspect has

two forms: the jol at home and the wine pouring at the

outside venue. The separation into the two forms of the

ceremony arises from change in the function of the ritual.

Because the ritual is no longer a community event but a

family oriented celebration, venues do not provide the space

for the jol. In the events that are still geared for the
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community, like weddings, small rooms designed specifically

for the jol are provided by wedding halls.

The last element of traditional Korean ritual form--the

complex agenda for the ritual which includes speeches,

singing, and dancing--was observed in the communal ritual in

both Korea and the United States. However, there are more

nuclear-family rituals in Korea, and there the traditional

format is used less frequently.

In summary, there were certain widespread effects of

industrialization/urbanization on the forms of rituals,

stemming from four broad sources: social mobility,

logistics, value heterogeneity, and technological change.

In each case the ritual was used as validation of status for

the celebrant and/or the celebrant’s family. This is in

accordance with one of the traditional functions of the

ritual, which is to underline and solidify the individual’s

or the family’s status and prestige in the family or

community. However, social mobility has created both

greater needs for status validation as communities

disintegrate and greater opportunities are available and

incomes and statuses become more fluid. For example,

although community rituals are no longer the norm, an older

person expects some type of acknowledgement from family

members at significant birthdays. At Mr. Lee’s 70th

birthday celebration at the members only club, the children
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spent beyond their means to create a special event because

they felt that they should give their father the best of

everything available. The raised expectations of the

material facet of the event reflect the rising standard of

living and availability of services and goods in the

country.

By logistic impacts, I refer to problems of ritual form

associated with the impact of migration. As the family is

scattered, there are problems associated with the planning

of rituals. Due to the tremendous mobility in the Korean

context, members of the community are not well known to one

another and the decision of who to invite, and whether to

attend, is problematic.

Additionally, as migration patterns and histories of

families diverge, value diversity is inevitable. The

differences in attitudes and beliefs are apparent in ritual

form. The slow shift towards a more individualistic

approach, and the conversion to Christianity of many

individuals emerge as factors which influence the ritual.

Less emphasis on religion inevitably results when there may

be several different religions represented among

participants. One respondent said that her family did not

celebrate her father’s hwangap in the traditional way

because she was Christian, and it was not in keeping with

Christianity to maintain indigenous folk customs. Instead,
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her family held a lunch at her father’s favorite Chinese

restaurant.

In spite of the problems associated with community

dissolution and community formation, and the rapidly

changing social milieu, there seems to be a willingness to

experiment with the ritual. Perhaps this is, in part, a

response to the insecurity and instability of the changes.

In a situation of rapid flux, rituals and other reminders of

the past often serve to anchor people and bind their

anxiety. In Korea, the general trend was towards

familialization of rituals. Even within that context,

families were willing to experiment and rituals observed

ranged from traditional rural to modern urban affairs to

find new ways of expressing old traditions. Technological

changes in the society not only give the general population

access to new products and services, they also create a

taste for "newness" itself. For example, the secular

"Western style dinner" celebration was not seen by the

children as Western but as a modern adaptation of a

traditional event. Knowledge of the menu was unimportant

was because the children did not want to learn the Western

menu. It was the style and novelty that was more important.
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9.2.2 Functions

Of the many functions that rituals serve, four stand

out in the rituals I observed: 1) rite of passage; 2)

status affirmation; 3) reciprocity; and 4) expression of

filial piety. A discussion of each of these functions will

help to show how rituals continue to fulfill new social

needs in a changing milieu.

Rite of Passage

Each of the rituals I analyzed was, either

traditionally or presently, a rite of passage.

Traditionally, the hwan' gap celebration functioned as a

signal that an individual had entered a more sedentary stage

of life, withdrawing from active participation in society.

However, because people now live longer and are active and

healthy longer, traditional notions of old age and actual

modern life experience are mismatched. This particular

cohort of older Koreans I studied is in a unique situation.

They are the first group of Koreans to so dramatically

outlive their parents and their own expectations of

longevity. This creates a tension regarding their age.

Many say, "I am the first in my family to live this long. . ."

or "It’s really strange to think that I am older than my

parents were when they died..." Although outliving one’s
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parents is expected, to outlive one’s parents by 20, 30, and

sometimes 40 years is not.

Living beyond one’s planned lifespan can also create

problems of rolelessness as well. Even certain pet projects

or "unfinished business" may have been wrapped up, leaving

many older Koreans with nothing to do. This problem may be

particularly sharp for the Koreans in the United States as

many closed their affairs when they emigrated from Korea.

The hwangap in Korea affords families the opportunity

to re-think and re-enact their images and expectations of

the active life cycle. Age 60 is no longer old, but the

Korean people are still tied to their cosmology and the 60th

birthday is a return to the year of birth, the completion of

one life cycle. Regardless of changes in life expectancy,

this event must be marked. The restaurants that specially

cater to this event fill a need in Korean ritual life. The

abbreviation and commercialization of the event was

inevitable given the vast numbers of people going through

the event, and the social changes that have occurred through

industrialization and urbanization.

In Korea those in their 60’s appear to be very active

and the 70th or 80th birthdays may more appropriately serve

as a marker of retirement from active life. The importance
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placed on the 70th birthday celebrations I observed indicate

the new meaning that this event has gained in recent years.

Status Affirmation/Expressions of Solidarity

As I mentioned earlier, one function of later life

rituals is to affirm the status of the individual, couple,

and/or family in the community. There seem to be two

factors that affect the status given to older Koreans in the

ritual: the social/economic mobility of the family and the

changing status of the elderly. In Korea the abbreviation

of the rituals may reflect the diminishing status of the

elderly, as well as the loss of the communal dimension of

such rites. Late life functions have become expressions of

family solidarity with the exclusion of the larger

community. The growing Korean economy has made it possible

for the children’s success to be dramatized by the form of

the ritual. How much one’s children can spend or put into

an event is a measure of their relative success within the

extended kin group. The 70th birthday celebration in Taejon

showed the manner in which children’s success is dramatized.

Status of the family and lineage is also dramatized in these

events, as family histories are recalled.

There is, however, a trend towards rituals of age

solidarity which serve to recognize the status of an old
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person within his/her own neighborhood senior center, as in

the case of Mr. Yu’s 70th birthday celebration. This is

particularly true for those who migrated from the country to

an alien, urban environment. In the absence of a network

that knows one’s family or lineage, age peers are turned to

for recognition and support.

The Expression of Filial Piety

In Korea the celebration of these rituals is still

viewed in part as an act of filial piety, a veneration of

the father’s position. In ritual, filial piety buttresses

the father’s position through the public acceptance of

filial obligation and duty. In modern Korea, this is

extended to the mother as well given the more prominent role

she has had to play in the family since the Japanese

occupation. Additionally, since the society is in flux,

there is more freedom to implement ritual innovations and

changes.

There seems to be dissonance between the sentiment of

filial piety and role performance. Ideally, a child or

children do anything they can financially, instrumentally

and emotionally to support the model of the parents as

superior. However, life in modern Korea is not conducive to

daily acts of filial piety. Hence, the ritual serves as a
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venue for the expression of this highly regarded ideal. One

man in his thirties said,

I was taken. My mother first indicated that she
didn’t want to celebrate her 60th birthday so we
didn’t plan anything. Instead, we bought both my
parents tickets to Europe to celebrate the
occasion. They accepted the tickets with
graciously. We also took my parents out to dinner
at a very nice restaurant at the beginning of the
year so that we wouldn’t offend my mother by
pointing out her birthday. But as her birthdate
drew nearer, we noticed that she seemed to want a
celebration. It just didn’t seem right so we
ended up giving her a large hwangap at a hotel.
Now we are all broke because of the financial
outlay. But what can you do? She’s our mother.

In an effort to enact a celebration that would embody the

sentiment of traditional filial piety, the children over

extended themselves financially. This seemed to be

necessary to uphold the valued ideal, because the realities

of modern life prevent many children from attending to their

parents on a daily or more frequent basis. This is often a

factor in children’s eagerness to spend lavishly on the late

life rituals of their parents.
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CHAPTER TEN: Analysis of American Material

Koreans are an ethnic minority in the United States,

who view their new context as a difficult one. They are not

only racially different enough to find some avenues of

mobility blocked to them, but there is relative status

deprivation upon immigration. For example, due to the lack

of knowledge about the way this society operates, a person

with a master’s degree may have to take a position which is

far below his training. These factors result in the placing

of great importance on the support of the ethnic Korean

American community. For first generation immigrants, in

this arena, traditional rules of interaction lend

familiarity, and roles and identities are made clearer.

Late life rituals clearly serve as one way of strengthening

and clarifying ethnic relationships and meanings.

Although the ethnic community is familiar, its

relatively small size and visibility create another

unfamiliar situation: individuals and families become more

highly visible than in the case of urban Korea. A person’s

behaviors and statements are magnified in the ethnic

community because it is so small. Dynamics within the

ethnic community are also uncertain. As there is much

anxiety regarding cultural and community dissolution and

continuity, rules and roles in building an ethnic community

are ambiguous. Hence, there is an element of self
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consciousness in dealing within the community as well as in

the larger context of American society. Rituals enacted in

the United States dramatize the underlying tensions and

functioning of the ethnic community, as well as the

diversity within the new context.

10. 1. Form

Migration from Korea to the United States is a change

from an industrializing to an industrialized context. In

the United States living arrangements and lifestyle is

geared firmly towards the nuclear family. Although homes

themselves are much larger in the United States, ritual

events are difficult to enact at home since such

celebrations can be quite loud and spill over into outside

areas, disrupting the neighborhood. As most Koreans who

live in single family homes big enough for a ritual reside

in integrated neighborhoods, it can be difficult to hold a

Korean function in a private home. Additionally, in the

United States the function of rituals have changed from

traditional community functions based on proximity, or

modern Korean family celebrations, to ethnic community

events. Hence, outside venues for celebrations are the

norm. Entertaining on the scale of the hwangap or the

ch’ilsoon events is simply not possible at home; and the

community venues also facilitate access and symbolize the

communal function of rites. The transition into community
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settings or restaurants in the United States is inevitable.

Hence, the first criterion of the traditional ritual form

was lost.

One acceptable transformation of the Korean American

ch’ilsoon is to change the focus of the event from family

solidarity to age solidarity, hence the frequent use of

senior centers as venues. Doreen’s retirement party is

another case where the meaning of the event differed from

the tradition. Her hwangap, as it was billed, was a

unanimous community salute to her services and deeds over

her life. As it was a total community affair, the planning

and financing did not rest on the children, although one of

the children did provide the venue for the event.

The second criterion of form is the planning and

financing of the event by children. As in Korea, it is

difficult for the children to plan the hwangap due to life

course considerations--the children do not have the

financial resources to support the event; hence, the

spouse’s involvement is considered acceptable. The Chon

hwangap was instigated by the celebrant, although Lou, the

son, participated wholeheartedly in the planning, and

financed part of the event. Mr. Noh’s 70th birthday

celebration was also primarily planned by his wife, although

the senior center’s support helped tremendously. In all the

successful cases of the hwangap or ch'il soon events,
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celebrations were planned by people other than the

celebrant. As these events honor the celebrant, his or her

active promotion of the ritual is viewed as inappropriate.

The one failure of ritual was one in which the celebrant

flagrantly dismissed protocol and tried to merge two events,

an anniversary honoring himself, and his ch'il soon, into one

event. This disaster could never have happened in Korea,

because its formal inappropriateness would have been obvious

to everyone involved, from the start.

The third formal element of the traditional ritual was

official invitations. In the United States, technological

advances in modes of communication like telephones, faxes

and such have made formal invitation obsolete. Phonecalls,

faxes and telexes were initiated by the children or the

spouse or community/center leaders so that the appropriate

people were contacted. Additionally, as all the rituals

observed were community rituals, public announcements were

made at the community centers and announcements were placed

in newspapers and newsletters.

The presentation of gifts, money or services varied

according to ritual. As a general rule, the rituals held in

the United States were closer to the traditional form in

this criterion of ritual events. Members of the community

were involved in providing services and bringing gifts in

all the rituals observed in the United States. Part of this
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adherence to form can be attributed to the fact that all of

these events were very public celebrations, having as one of

their functions the expression of ethnic solidarity.

Therefore best behavior or traditional Korean behavior, as

interpreted by the Korean American community, was

appropriate. Another component of these exchanges is

translated to terms of status within the community.

Position is gauged, in part, in the count and quality of

gifts received and given.

The fifth criterion of form was ceremonial foods. In

the United States there was concerted effort to re-enact the

ceremonial table for the celebrants in order to assert

ethnicity and tradition in an alien context. Again, as the

rituals attended were in the public domain, Korean-ness was

very important. The re-creation of Korean culture in the

United States in the realm of food was, in part, one area

around which the participants could bond.

The sixth criterion, the official honoring ceremony,

was seen in Mr. Noh's 70th birthday, Mr. Chon’s hwangap, and

the Choi 60th anniversary. The honoring ceremonies were an

integral part of the Korean American ceremonies but not the

Korean events. This may be attributed to the new meaning of

the ritual in the United States, as a venue in which Korean

ness is dramatized. The jol, or honoring ceremony, is in

many ways the epitome of traditional Korean culture--more
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Korean than Korea itself. In the Choi anniversary

celebration, grandchildren were taught how to bow properly

before the celebrants, indicating parents’ concerns about

passing on their their native ways.

The honoring ceremony was not present in either of the

anniversary parties, as there was no celebrant singled out

for the event. Doreen’s event also excluded the official

honoring ritual. Since the jol ceremony requires the

children’s complicity, and Doreen’s children were not versed

in Korean custom, this element was not considered of

importance. Additionally, the primary focus of Doreen’s

function was the celebration and the veneration of a woman’s

accomplishments and generosity to the Korean community, not

an act of filial piety from her children.

The last facet of traditional Korean ritual form, the

complex agenda, was seen in every event in the United

States, for hwangap, ch'il soon, 60th wedding anniversary as

well as senior citizens’ center celebrations. The format

was primarily for community events, and as all the rituals

observed in the United States were such, the adherence to

the format was expected.

Inherent in the elements of form that late life rituals

encompass is the importance of ethnicity. For the purposes

of this dissertation, ethnicity is a consciousness of kind
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which gives a sense of security and relatedness. In the

United States, racial and cultural deviance from the

mainstream tends to lead to sub-groupings of similar people.

Security in ethnic communities operates on many levels:

there is economic security established by businesses which

primarily serve that community; there is political security

as this group can have a voice within the larger American

society; there is personalization of identity as members of

the community recognize the uniqueness of each individual in

a society that stereotypes Asians or Koreans into one

category. Finally, security and relatedness are intertwined

with the the past, of memories of childhood--a nostalgia of

sorts (Berger, 1977). Since childhood is often remembered

fondly as the secure time of our lives, it is not unusual

for people to re-create new versions of the past. That

others can understand the same symbols in similar historical

and social meanings is very important. Hence, on a symbolic

level, ethnicity is very powerful. This is particularly

salient for new immigrants in the United States because

members of the ethnic community can recall and re-create

fondly remembered symbols in the form of rituals. The

symbolic focus of the community is not to modern Korea, but

the Korea of yore, the culture remembered with nostalgia and

warmth.

The form of Korean American rituals can be analyzed in

terms of conservative forces which keep the rituals
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traditional, and destabilizing forces which encourage change

and force experimentation. The primary conservative force

is that of community solidarity. Solidarity is defined by

the majority of the Korean American community--first

generation immigrants who can retrieve the symbol system of

their nostalgic past. Hence the longed for traditionalism

is created in rituals.

The visibility of the members of this relatively small

ethnic community serves to re-enforce the traditionalism.

Deviance from the norm of Korean-ness will be visible and

detract from the solidarity of the group. Finally, there is

great anxiety about the impact of loss and change on

identity. According to Erikson (1950, 1986), one of the

primarly concerns in mature humans is generativity,

establishing and guiding the next generation. However,

given the difficulty of older people to mediate a completely

new and different environment, it becomes difficult to for

them to counsel their children or grandchildren. This

creates very real threats to one’s identity. The

conservative impulse is to hang on to the threads of the

past until it is no longer utilitarian. In the ethnic

context, traditionalism affirms identity despite loss and

change. Hence, traditionalism is functional vis-a-vis the

need for a usable identity in the face of personal

disorganization.
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The destabilizing forces that encourage change and

experimentation co-exist with conservative forces, creating

a constant dynamic between the two. There is tremendous

geographic mobility in the Korean American context. Hence,

members of the community are not well known to one another

and the decision of who to invite, and whether to attend, is

problematic. The ambiguity associated with community

dissolution and community formation make it possible to

experiment with the ritual; to seek to combine symbols in

new ways that will reveal the value of tradition in the new

context. Each ritual observed in the United States was, in

many ways, different from the others. The common threads in

all the rituals were the inclusion of the known Korean

community in the rituals, and the inclusion of symbols of

Korean-ness, but withinb this framework celebrants, their

families, and the community seemed to tolerate deviations

from the traditional form of the ritual and even welcome

certain transformations if the changes seem to fit the new

setting.

Social mobility is another destabilizing factor. The

fluidity of movement (mostly upward) through socio-economic

levels necessitates changes to accommodate new expectations.

An ethnic person who has succeeded in the larger American

society is expected to bring to his or her community, signs

of his success and achievement, to teach others who may

follow what elements differ in the larger context. Lou of
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the Choi church hwangap, considered a successful son in the

eyes of the ethnic community, introduced champagne as a

celebratory drink for his father’s event. In offering the

champagne to the community, not only was Lou showing the

community his change of status, but his willingness to teach

and share his own success with the community.

The lengthening of the life cycle also presents a

destabilizing force for late life rituals. Since the

traditional hwangap no longer indicates transition into old

age but an intermediary stage of actively young-old, changes

to form are encouraged to accommodate new functions and

meanings of the age-marker. The growth of "age specific"

communities like senior centers address the new realities

about aging as these groups organize activities for active

older people. They also contribute to the new forms that

late life rituals can possess as the senior center is one of

the new venues for the rituals.

Finally, there is a growth of options that emerge from

the new context and new definitions of community. Community

for Koreans in America can range from lunch groups, new

extended kinship systems, ethnic community centers, senior

centers, religious groups, and so on. The numerous

configurations of community which are not based on proximity

but shared interests provide new options for late life

rituals.

>
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10.2 Function

Migration to the United States has altered the

functions of late life rituals, producing six main emphases

in the new context: 1) the rituals are part of a set of

filial acts by children for parents; 2) they are a microcosm

of the ethnic community and are one expression of ethnic

identity; 3) late life rituals validate the status of

celebrants; 4) they reveal the manner in which ethnic

solidarity is maintained through reciprocity; 5) they

express the values of the community through social example;

6) they serve as rites of passage into new ways of being

old.

The Expression of Filial Piety

As mentioned previously, in the early 1970’s a

noticeable population of Korean elderly began to emerge.

After younger immigrants became settled, they sent for their

parents for a number of reasons. First, it is part of

filial duty to take care of one’s parents in old age.

Secondly, if parents are not too old, they can actually help

out by taking care of young children or assisting in the

family business, if any. Finally, as the initial post-1965

immigrants themselves have begun to age, many of their

parents in Korea, who initially may not have wanted to come

S
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to the United States, have lost their friends and their

ability to live alone.

In this setting, Korean elderly find that their lives

are not very satisfying in the United States. The children

are too busy working to take care of their parents. In

addition, many seniors find themselves being relocated to

low-income senior housing as their presence in their

children's nuclear families--families which have been

established since migration--is too disruptive. The ritual

then becomes an important arena in which to express filial

piety, especially since the children may not be able to

award their parents the frequent shows of respect and filial

piety that they might have expected.

In the social arena there is still much talk about

being a good son or daughter and an impression of filial

piety must be maintained in public. The increased

visibility of Koreans to one another, mentioned earlier,

makes this quite serious. Some children place their parents

in senior housing, for example, a move that is considered

very "unfilial." The children themselves, however, deny

their lack of filial piety, saying that this gives their

parents more autonomy. One man noted that this was the

first time that his parents had had the chance to be alone

and likened it to a honeymoon period. Filial piety has been

re-defined to fit into the American value system. The
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potential problem here is that the elderly may not want this

new found "freedom." Living alone or autonomously in later

life is viewed differently in Korean culture. It is

indicative of having been bad parents or having bad children

since being alone is synonymous with being abandoned.

Expressions of Ethnic Identity

One of the multi-focal functions of late life rituals

is the representation of ethnic identity. In the United

States the identity of Korean Americans as a subgroup is one

that is just emerging anew. Due to the large numbers of

Koreans who have immigrated in the last 25 years, a clear

sense of ethnic identity is hard to grasp. In the past,

when Koreans came to the United States as laborers, long

time residence in the United States or being American-born

permitted one to define the parameters of ethnic identity

because this usually meant one knew the ropes and had found

a functional niche in America. However, with the influx of

large numbers of more educated, middle class Koreans,

definitions of the group identity has changed drastically.

As one older Korean woman put it,

As an American-born Korean I am proud of my
heritage. My parents worked hard and put us all
through school. Other Koreans at the time looked
up to our family because my folks had a restaur
rant. Even if they had to work like mad, they
would feed other Koreans when they came around.
The community was so small then. When my parents
finally passed away they died millionaires. But

º
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the new immigrants would probably have looked
down on them. They were uneducated laborers.
These new middle class Koreans are really
something. They come over here with their own
ideas of how things should be.

As more immigrants arrive, more tension has developed within

the ethnic community, and the structure of and status within

the Korean American community is under fire from the diverse

membership. The broadest definition of the community is

that it made up of other people of Korean descent who choose

to establish businesses and social groups that primarily,

but not exclusively, serve each other. Not only is this an

economically secure and conservative way to operate in a new

environment, it establishes social networks based on

activities and interests that the group may share. This

includes churches, schools, recreational organizations,

political coalitions, and so on. This is adaptive for

members of the community because it allows for a full range

of behaviors, and each member’s uniqueness and individuality

can be expressed in the range of contexts that the ethnic

community embodies. However, for long time residents, and

second- and third- generation Korean Americans, the influx

of new Korean Americans creates problems in definitions of

ethnic identity. This is not to say that the "old" ethnic

identity has been static; on the contrary, it is constantly

evolving. However, with the addition of large numbers of

new members, not only has the perception of the group by
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Euro-Americans and other minority groups changed, the

infrastructure of the community itself has altered.

Despite growing pains, one of the functions still

retained by the ethnic community is that its members will do

a wider variety of things for and with each other than for

outsiders. This is particularly meaningful for more recent

immigrants, as the larger American society lumps culturally

and racially different peoples together in a stereotyped

vision. Long-time residents and American-born Koreans,

particularly over the past twenty-five years, have been

categorized as simply "Asian," a label that does not often

represent their own experience or their ethnic loyalties.

The larger numbers of Koreans in the United States has led

to the recognition of Korean Americans as different from

other Asian American groups, making it easier for everyone

in the community to express his or her own true ethnic

loyalties.

On the negative side, the new immigration has let to

community factionalization. If ethnic communities were

constituted of people of similar socio-economic background

who migrated at similar historical periods, the community

process and issues of ethnic identity would be less complex.

However, since there have been many waves of different types

of Korean immigrants, the dilemma of generational, age,

class/educational, regional differences of immigrants, and
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religious differences has created divergent notions of what

symbols of Korean-ness mean.

Not only are definitions of Korean-ness contested,

generational difference contribute to varying degrees of

knowledge about the Korean culture. Many Koreans feel that

they are in the community, but not part of the community.

This is especially true for younger Korean Americans who may

have been raised as part of the ethnic community but hope to

leave it for work and recreation once they are able. Many

American-born Koreans wish to separate themselves from their

ethnic bretheren because they feel that the community has

changed beyond recognition. However, for recent immigrants,

especially older ones, the ethnic community is essential for

adaptation. The new environment is so alien that they need

other Korean immigrants. Transplants from a particularistic

society, they also want to talk about people and places in

Korea in order to place themselves in a known social milieu

and behave accordingly.

For second and third generation Korean Americans who

are in their forties or younger, making connections with the

culture of origin can be dysfunctional. Their lives have

been shaped in America. Their understanding of ethnicity

and things Korean are different from recent Korean

immigrants’ interpretations. Their ethnicity involves

limited knowledge of the substance and symbols of Korean
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culture. As second generation Korean Americans are exposed

to two sets of cultural symbols--the Korean and the

American--their task in establishing an ethnic identity is

complex and can creat much confusion; hence rejection of the

symbols is not uncommon.

Many teenaged American-born members who attended

community rituals mentioned that these rituals and customs

were not important to them, and that they would not require

their children to go through the same motions. These late

life rituals were family obligations to attend. Many felt

that these events expressed a culture that they could not

understand, except as events that were somehow important to

their first generation parents and grandparents. It is

difficult to disentangle teenage rebellion from rejection of

culture because of the general age of second generation

Korean Americans I spoke with. In any event, if an

individual rejects the symbols of culture taught at home,

one is left with the elements of culture taught outside the

home. However, since mainstream culture rejects "ethnic

minorities" as different on some levels, cultural alienation

is an issue for second generation Korean Americans.

Yet despite the diversity of, and conflict within, the

Korean community, the late life rituals are informative

because like all true rituals, they require a "time-out."

from everyday life and invite cognitive and emotional
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experimentation. Differences are checked at the door, and

the shared consciousness of kind is evoked. In a society

where Koreans are by their appearance and cultural heritage

different from the mainstream Euro-Americans, there is much

security and comfort in the relatedness that the ethnic

identity affords. Late life rituals are separated in space

and time from daily life and are a harkening back to a

community that shares the symbol system of a culture that is

fondly remembered, a nostalgic perception of the security of

childhood. Although there are different interpretations of

symbols, ethnicity is compelling because the remembered past

is selective and thus can exclude the emotionally painful or

dysfunctional aspects of a culture. For older immigrants

this is particularly salient because the re-interpretation

of the original culture is, in a sense, a rebirth in the way

Kiefer (1974) defines the term. For the ilsei (first

generation Korean Americans), the task of immigration is the

re-interpretation and transformation of symbols to fit their

present needs. The task is one of self-mastery, of

maintaining continuity in change, not so much of fitting

into an established social milieu as ethnicity allows for

transformations of culture. Late life rituals function as

one venue which allows individuals to re-define and re

assert themselves, a way to consciously select from an array

of cultural symbols those that define the present situation.

º
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Being older and more knowledgeable of traditional ways

gives immigrants license to interpret Korean culture for

themselves and to reject elements of the new environment,

such as its cultural heterogeneity, as irrelevant. The

American ceremonies are the traditional ones, honoring the

parents or elders, complete with traditional table setting,

full bows, and serving of wine. Although this ceremony is

not as prevalent in Korea, in the United States, it serves

as a dramatic statement of Korean-ness, and its acceptance

by the elderly validates its authenticity. During the

rituals, the elderly have special status because they are

presumed to know Korean practices and to be able to teach

the customs associated with the ceremony.

In the Choi 60th anniversary, the children were

instructing the grandchildren who were under 5 years of age

how to do the jol, the complete Korean bow of respect to the

floor. The audience also participated, offering suggestions

to make the bowing easier for the children. The teaching

aspect of the ritual is the assurance of generativity.

Since there was agreement about the customs and manners of

the ceremony, "consciousness of kind" was reaffirmed.

As mentioned previously, it is important for older

Koreans to place each other in the Korean social milieu.

When people were introduced to each other at the rituals, I

overheard questions like, "Where did you go to school?"

ºº
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"What year did you graduate?" "Do you know X’s daughter’s

best friend’s brother was in the same class?" and so on.

This particularistic interactive style allows the formation

of new social ties. It is a style which also allows

individuals to quickly and accurately read the attitudes and

feelings of others. Without this ability to present oneself

as "Korean" and understand the assumptions that go along

with the bits of information bantered about, certain arenas

of the community will remain closed. Access to people in

these elaborate networks is nearly impossible as

introductions and connections are necessary to move freely

within various groups.

This interactive style is particularly difficult for

those who immigrated at a young age, and second-, third

generation Korean Americans who do not have the same

exposure and access to people and places in Korea. Despite

generational differences in the nature of social locators,

community rituals are one arena where younger Korean

Americans can learn the Korean interactive style so that

they too may be privy to wider associations and larger

chunks of information.

All the rituals observed were well attended by

different factions of the Korean community. Attendence

symbolized solidarity and commitment to the community, both

by individuals and families. Family representation was
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particularly important. For example, despite conflict, Mr.

Noh’s daughter attended her father’s ch'il soon celebration.

In fact, in all the rituals, family attendence was important

because identity is defined through family. The ability to

present the family as a whole unit and to demonstrate

authority over it is the first indication of successful

family leadership. Therefore, being able to bring all

available kin to late life rituals suggests family cohesion,

albeit in a limited context. In additiona, the

personalities, education, achievements, and roles of family

members can be assessed as a whole. This is all part of how

the status of a family is assessed within the community.

Within the ritual, the use of ethnic foods is

essential for two reasons. First, it indicates special

status in the group if the individual knows how to eat the

food. Second, the sharing of food is an act of solidarity

and bonding. Although ethnic food may not be the primary

cuisine eaten by second or third generation Korean

Americans, the eating of it at Korean American functions is

important because it is an indicator of ethnicity, and I

observed parents explaining to their young children what

certain special foods were.

Language is used similarly. Having a limited

vocabulary is tolerated; however, proper syntax and

idiomatic use of Korean has become critical for status in

º
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the ethnic Korean community since the large influx of

immigrants. The rituals observed were all conducted in

Korean. In every ritual, some older Koreans were explaining

the contents of speeches to younger, American born children

who did not speak Korean well.

Status Validation

In each case the ritual functioned as validation of

status for the celebrant and family, a traditional function

of the ritual. Position in the larger Korean American

community is presently, in part, based upon education: the

level completed and school attended--in Korea or in the

United States--is considered very important. However, a

high level of education without the ability to communicate

in both English and Korean is considered useless. In fact,

as soon as a Korean realizes that another person is Korean,

English is dropped. Knowledge of Korean culture is

important in networking within the community, and the

language serves the function of demonstrating group

membership. For issei or American-born and samsei or third

generation, the use of language is problematic. The recent

wave of immigrants has shifted the focus of the community

services to the needs of newcomers. The language issue

presents problems as it becomes more difficult for American

born Koreans to associate with immigrants, or event the use
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of the same services. This further limits the American-born

to achieve high status within the ethnic community.

Material symbols of status are also important. This is

partially due to the inability of Koreans who might have

held high status in Korea to find positions in the United

States. Wealth becomes the currency of status for those

unable to gain it through profession or position. The

Mercedes Benz is high on the list of status symbols. Other

indicators are jewelry and designer clothing. Institutions

of higher education and majors of children and grandchildren

are also of great importance. Private institutions like

Harvard and Stanford have the highest status. However, if

the child or grandchild is studying anything other than

science, engineering, or business, status is diminished as

money- making potential is reduced. This tendency is of

course encouraged by American cultural values, derived from

the highly anonymous character of urban life here.

For older Koreans in the United States status is tied

to age solidarity. Since age peers understand the cultural

symbols in similar ways, the gathering of larger numbers of

older individuals strengthens the feelings of security and

comfort of traditional events and age-markers. The seniors

also have a sense of teaching Korean culture en masse at

these events since they are demonstrating by example. Every

event observed in the United States was particularly well
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attended by older individuals. The attendence of large

numbers of older people was made possible by age-specific

groups like senior citizens’ associations. Attendence to

community events is easier for older Koreans in the United

States, since the infrastructure for the development of

separate elderly groups is already in place, and the

transition to "age-graded" groups and activities is

expected.

There are some gender differences related to status in

the late life rituals observed in the United States. All

but one of the Korean American rituals honored men.

Contemporary late life rituals in Korea are the same for men

and women. However, in the United States, the men seem to

suffer greater status loss. For example, when a older man

immigrates, it is difficult for him to get a position that

will utilize any skills that he has learned in his workplace

in Korea unless he was in, or chooses to find, manual labor

types of jobs. However, for older women who never had

positions of any status in Korea, there is new opportunity

for work and income earning. Cleaning and baby-sitting

activities, an accepted part of being an older woman in

Korea, suddenly become job skills for janitorial and day

care services. With the new roles that women have access

to, and utilize, their need for status diminishes in

comparison with men. It is more significant for men to be
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honored because they do not have direct access to positions

or income.

There are problems associated with the manner in which

the rituals have changed for men. Because this is the only

real source of status for many of the men, there was

conflict as older men vied of positions of status in the

community. Mr. Koh’s ch'il soon/anniversary is one example

where one man’s need and struggle for status within the

community was dramatized. The in-fighting and

factionalization of the senior citizens’ groups is also

indicative of the struggles for status and visibility within

a community of ethnic peers.

Reciprocity

Part of being a member of the Korean community in

Amreica is expressed in the elaborate system of gift and

money giving, and one traditional function that remains

strong in late life ritual is reciprocity. At every ritual

there was the exchange of money and gifts. Even at the Choi

60th anniversary party, which was at first not set up to

take gifts, the burden of payment was shared by the

community. The seniors took it upon themselves to collect

money and to make a list of people and what they donated to

the Choi’s. When this exchange did not take place, members

of the community did not feel comfortable.

º
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One reason for the persistence of gift/money giving is

that group solidarity is also expressed in this manner.

When one family puts on an event for the Korean community,

people show their commitment to the community by giving

money, thereby paying for part of the event. The Choi event

was exemplary of the way rituals function as a way to show

reciprocity and group solidarity. As there were no

invitations sent and news of the party spread word-of-mouth,

people who felt bound to the celebrants by a sense of

community self-selected to attend. The public nature of the

event dramatized the importance of commitment and sharing as

values. As soon as a list was passed around at the site of

the ritual, participants felt obligated to contribute. The

refusal or lack of donation would have been a highly visible

act of anti-communalism given the situation, and those who

might otherwise have chosen not to donate would probably

have become the subject of public censure through gossip.

Social Example

Another function of the rituals is to create a social

mechanism which assesses life patterns and accomplishments.

The successful hwangap or ch'il soon celebration is also the

celebration of a life well-lived, in a fashion that is

culturally deemed as successful and socially approved. In

the United States Mr. Chon’s successful hwangap reflected
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the approval that the community granted the celebrant in the

way he has lived his life, the admirable qualities of which

were reflected by his ritual. As we saw when we discussed

ethnic identity, this renewal of the symbols of community

also serves the purpose of affirming ethnic pride.

Doreen’s hwangap/retirement is another occasion that members

of the community speak-of in terms of ideals. A tribute to

Doreen was a tribute to hard work, generosity, and self

sacrifice.

As in Korea, unsuccessful rituals are not spoken of

very often, as these represent the embarassing failure of

attempts at status and connected-ness to the community. The

rituals with no guests/participants are examples of what to

avoid. A lack of commitment to the community, inability to

reciprocate, inability to gain status in the community are

implications of the unsuccessful ritual. Often, the fear of

failure prevents people from having large community

functions. For example, Mr. Yu, one of Mr. Chon’s friends

at the church hwangap insisted that he would not be

celebrating his 60th birthday that year because he did not

have the position or status that Mr. Choi did. He implied

that his would not be as well attended, and that it could

prove to be an embarassing event for him and his family.

Rite of Passage
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Each of the rituals I observed in the United States

was, either traditionally or presently, a rite of passage.

The hwangap celebration traditionally functioned as a signal

that an individual entered a more sedentary stage of life,

withdrawing from active participation in society. The

particular cohort of older Koreans I studied in the United

States is in a unique situation because their life

circumstances are so different from their traditional

expectations. They are in a new country, re-inventing and

re-interpreting Korean culture, not only for themselves, but

also for a new generation of Korean Americans. In many

ways, this is a positive position to be in, as there is

considerable tension and rolelessness associated with being

older than one ever imagined one could live. The creation

of new communities gives those Korean American elderly who

have the capacity to be involved in senior centers new goals

within the community.

In the United States the use of the hwangap celebration

as a retirement from life is no longer valid. As Mr. Chon

of the church hwangap indicated, he would still be working,

and nothing would really change. This change did not make

the ritual obsolete; instead, the meaning of the ritual

changed. Instead of a retirement from active life to

transition into a new stage in accordance with the

lengthening of the lifespan. The first indication of the

change in meaning came in the choice of clothing for the
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occasion. Traditionally, if the celebrant’s parents have

passed away, the celebrant should dress in white to indicate

the retirement from active life. In flagrant opposition to

this practice, Mr. Chon wore brightly colored clothing.

This departure from the traditional form seemed to

symbolize the change in meaning. After the ritual, Mrs.

Chon and their son Lou reported that Mr. Chon had lost

weight as he felt that he had to take care of himself now

that he was old, and had begun to talk about plans and

projects for later life. He has made elaborate plans to set

up a Korean American credit union to help new Korean

immigrants.

There are individual differences in the stage, based

not only on health but also on economic and social standing.

As mentioned previously, Mr. Yu, an acquaintance of Mr.

Chon, revealed that he would not be planning an elaborate

hwangap although his 60th birthday was coming up soon. He

felt that he did not have the status or prestige in the

Korean Catholic church to pull off such an affair. Instead,

a small family gathering would be more appropriate. His

post-hwangap plans were also less ambitious. He hoped to

retire from his job at 65 and plant a garden, an interest

that he has not had time for.

The rite of passage into a more sedentary life has
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probably been shifted to a later date. One alternative form

was Doreen’s retirement/hwangap in which her retirement from

employment was used as a marker for a shift to a new stage

of life. For Doreen this meant her retirement from her

employment with the state of California into a more active

volunteer role in the community. As the 65th birthday is

retirement age, the ritual could then be more indicative of

changes that occur in an individuals role structure. Her

ritual served as a kind of ordination in which her status as

a community leader was affirmed independently of her job as

a government service worker.

The specific activities an individual chooses after

retirement may or may not be a shift to a more sedentary

life. Doreen’s visibility to the wider society diminished,

but her plan to continue volunteer work would continue her

visibility in the community. An important difference was

choice; Doreen could choose the activities that she would be

involved in. The 70th or 80th birthdays may more

appropriately serve as a marker of rretirement from active

life as this is the time when people are more likely to slow

down. The importance placed on the 70th birthday

celebrations I observed in the United States indicates the

new meaning that the 70th birthday has gained in recent

years.



CHAPTER ELEVEN: Overview and Conclusion

Ethnography, the study of patterned meanings attached

to behavior in groups, examines how shared symbol systems

work. Ethnography can serve to elucidate cultural patterns,

and how belief and ritual reinforce the traditional social

ties between individuals. In this way the maintenence of

the social structure of a group can be examined. In the

industrializing context, the dissemination of technology and

knowledge lead to changes that conflict with traditional

beliefs. Global industrialization necessitates the

examination of the interaction of social change and culture.

The comparative study of late life rituals in Korea and the

United States is thus a study of the dynamics of social

change and cultural process as it impacts upon the aged and

aging. This study examines two dramatically different types

of social change on one cultural system.

The clearest finding of this study was that rituals

remain strong in the face of social change. Reasons for the

continued use and tranformation of rituals can be found in

the work that ritual may accomplish. Rituals carry a

fundamental message of order, continuity, and

predictability. In this way new events and experiences are

connected to preceding ones in recognizable patterns

established from tradition and experience. In the face of

social change, participants are linked to one another, as
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well as to the cultural heritage of the group. In eliciting

cultural heritage and history, along with the values and

beliefs that underline them, late life rituals can link

participants together in the life cycle because individual

history is placed within the larger context of a continuum

of living.

11. 1 Social Change

Migration

When we compare the forms and functions of late life

rituals in the two contexts, we can clearly see how ritual

is used to help individuals, families, and communities cope

with the discontinuity and disorder that accompanies social

change. In Korea, social and personal disorder on a large

scale result from the impact of urbanization and

industrialization. The dissolution of traditional

communities through migration to urban areas for employment

and economic survival forces a shift in the focus of rituals

from community to the family. The traditional Korean late

life ritual, the hwangap, was a life cycle event that can be

described as a living ancestor worship ceremony. These life

cycle ceremonies were the link between life and death, and

tied ancestors and descendents in a symbolic rite of

continuity. Today the hwangap and other emerging late life

events have moved in the secular, familial direction,
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addressing the individualization of Korean culture that

comes with industrialization and urbanization. Many of the

universals that traditional rituals expressed are now

obsolete because the urban, industrial context produces

heterogeneous lifeways and experiences that are not linked

to one geographical community.

The conlict that exists for many people who have

migrated is that despite urban living, their values and

beliefs are still entrenched in folkways. In response to

the dissonance, people are trying to find new ways to revive

and maintain a sense of order and continuity, ways that are

more applicable to their new circumstances. The

hetergeneous direction of culture which comes with

industrialization and migration disrupt the traditional

belief system. Many have converted to Judeo-Christian

faiths which forbid ancestor worship and other similar

ceremonies as the honoring of false gods. This disturbs the

practice of ceremonies that relate to folk belief systems,

but also rationalizes the inability to perform them. The

decline of traditional cultural practice is a reality

despite government propaganda that an official, universal

culture remains unchanged.

Due to the decline of community, the focus of late life

rituals is now on the solidarity and support of the extended

family. Given the new focus of the ritual, new forms that

-
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can address the new imperatives have emerged. Late life

rituals are no longer expressions of community tradition,

but statements about the specific history and experience of

each family, and of the character and accomplishments of its

members. In family rituals socio-economic status, family

relations, creativity, and adaptation to the new context are

expressed.

In the United States, on the other hand, the

individual, family, and community is faced with the problem

of maintaining a cultural identity and a set of "buffer"

institutions that will give continuity and meaning to life

in a culturally alien and somewhat race segregated milieu.

Migration to the United States can be the change from

relative symbolic order to chaos. The alien environment is

often incomprehensible for immigrants. When there is a

critical mass of one cultural group, the creation of ethnic

communities that make strong attempts at maintaining old

traditions is a natural response.

Ethnicity for many older first generation immigrants

is, in large part, the ability to maintain the culture and

traditions their youth. This adherence to traditional

culture: 1) creates order and meanings under conditions of

confusion and stress and 2) is one way to build community in

a foreign environment. The "us" and "them" distinction is

clearly defined, and a functional network of others based on
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"consciousness of kind" is established despite the diversity

of the community. For those individuals late life rituals

renew old style, rural patterns in the new industrial and

urban context. Paradoxically, the chaos of migration leads

to the revival of community patterns now rapidly fading from

the homeland itself.

The venue, style and size of the rituals are

indicative of the new need and opportunity for status. In

the United States, even those elderly integrated in the

Korean community, are relatively isolated in their

neighborhoods. By-products of this isolation are both a

greater need for status affirmation and a greater

opportunity for status change within the ethnic community.

These late life rituals serve to fulfill the need for status

as they bring together people who have little personal

knowledge of each other, for the express purpose of honoring

the celebrant.

Part of the need to load the rituals with as much

tradition as possible in the United States is the paucity of

Korean ritual during the year. By comparison, there are

many more annual rituals for the aged in Korea to partake

in. New Year’s Day, for example, does not have the same

ritual accoutrements in the United States as in Korea. In

Korea New Year’s Day is celebrated in the home with younger

members of the family visiting all the older members to pay
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their respects with an abbreviated jol ceremony. This is

followed by a visit to the family gravesite to pay respects

to the dead. Another example, Chusok or All Soul’s Day, a

public holiday weekend in Korea when families visit

gravesites, is a physical impossibility in the United

States. The jesah, the ancestor worship ritual, is also not

often celebrated in any form in the United States as most

Koreans have converted to some form of Christianity. There

are new rituals in Korea, like the "Day of Honoring the

Elderly" in the apartment complex I described in Chapter

five. There are rituals for other age groups and other

functions, like dol, the celebration of a child’s first

birthday, to which grandparents are invited. Although the

child is the focus of the celebration, it is the

grandparents who are seated at the table of honor, and given

credit as elders of the family. In the United States,

ritual events are less frequent, and the relative importance

of each ritual is much greater, for both the community at

large and for the aged. This places added pressure on

planners, participants, and celebrants to make the most of

celebrations.

Finally, migration to the United States gives the

elderly access to funds. The relative financial

independence of the elderly in the United States was an

important consideration which influenced desire on the part

of the children to give their parents late life

y
** * *
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celebrations. In Korea the elderly are more financially

dependent on their children so the imperative to spend yet

more money on parents on the part of supporting children is

weaker. In the United States, all of the celebrants were

financially independent of children because of the services

and financial aid that welfare services offer the elderly.

Dispersal of Families

The act of migration from rural to urban areas in Korea

and internationally for Korean immigrants initiates

conditions that change family relations. The physical

distance alone accounts for reduced contact, and the

inability for members to fulfill many of their obligations.

This is reflected in late life rituals, an important part of

which is the cooperative effort by kin to plan the event, be

it a community or family function. However, with the

geographic dispersion of family delegation of tasks becomes

difficult.

One equitable solution to the problem is to hold

functions at public venues that specialize in such

functions, and divide the cost of the event. However, the

commericalization of late life rituals does not come without

contraints on form. Because specializing in rituals of

aging is a business, venues are operated for profit. In

order to host cost-effective rituals, late life rituals have

C.
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been streamlined. The traditional jol is not longer a part

of the actual event because creating separate jol rooms as

marriage halls have would be costly. Hence, if the jol is

enacted, it is at home. Additionally, as costs for the

event are priced per head, late life events have become

smaller gatherings. Relatives who do not live in the

vicinity may often be excluded. This may be a blessing in

some cases, as relatives may not be able to travel to attend

these rituals. Although some may consider going back to the

hometown to enact the ritual, often this is not feasible, as

the likelihood of hometown communities being intact are

slim. Migration patterns have disrupted most rural

communities.

Implicit in the familialization of the ritual is a

shift from traditional forms of exchange and giving--of

gifts, services and money--to the strictly monetary division

of responsibility. Money is the new currency of status and

exchange. Therefore, financial success is critical for many

children who want to honor their parents.

In the Korean American setting, public community

oriented venues for late life rituals are common. This is

in response to: 1) the need to express and strengthen new

ties to the ethnic community, and 2) the spatial needs for

such events. As in Korea, the scattering of families leads

to organization difficulties on the part of children who

º
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live in different continents. The inculcation into an

ethnic community allows for the establishment of new

extended family type networks that will fulfill instrumental

needs formerly taken care of by relatives, and allow members

to participate in traditional forms of reciprocity. This

holds true especially for ethnic community events when

goods, services and money are exchanged in a show of

commitment to the community. The familiarity of this type

of exchange allows people of Korean descent to ease into the

ethnic community quite naturally. However, there is an

inherent problem in becoming part of an ethnic community.

Although traditional behaviors are sought and expected

within the community, there is a sense of anxiety because

such behaviors are usually based on long-term relationships.

Here, people are not really aquainted with each other. The

life long familiarity that is necessary for traditional

relationships has not developed, and the new quasi-family

and quasi-community relations can be uneasy. This tension

is apparent in the planning of late life events. The

logistics of planning may be awkward as some of the favors

requested and offered may seem too bold in light of the

newness of relationships.

As mentioned previously, planners of late life events

must rely on the donation or lending of items like the jol

mat or a traditional Korean screen for the ceremonial table

and certain Korean foods because of the specialized nature
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of these rituals. Depite community involvement, these

events are costly because the of the sheer numbers of people

that must be accommodated. Since the number of participants

is never certain, arrangements must to made to have people

on hand who can provide additional food and supplies if

necessary. Therefore the access to monetary resources in

the United States, as in Korea, are important indicators for

the success of a late life ritual.

Social Mobility of Families

Access to education and new employment opportunities

has dramatically changed the Korean social structure both in

the Korea and the United States. Social mobility and higher

standards of living are the dreams upon which

industrialization and migration into urban areas is based.

That is also the dream upon which going to America is based.

Intrinsic to the hope of a better life is the belief that a

better education and hard work will lead to upward mobility.

The hope of a better life is difficult for elderly Koreans

themselves to actualize. However, since people define

themselves in relation to the family, the hope of a better

life is tied to the success and achievements of children and

grandchildren, and the achievements of the older person are

often less relevant. In many ways, the successful late life

ritual is a direct validation of the success of the younger

■ º,
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generation, and therefore an indirect validation of their

parents’ self-sacrifice and generativity.

In Korea, social mobility has given people access to a

better standard of living and new symbols of status. Part

of this new affluence and status system is the ability to

pay for events that were once very labor intensive to plan

and prepare for. The commercialization of late life rituals

goes with this higher standard of living. Working hard and

long hours is an accepted part of having a better standard

of living, and there is precious little time to plan for

ritual events. In many ways, the use of commercial venues

and services for the late life rituals is also a show of a

family’s success and status. It indicates that the family

can afford to spend money for the event.

However, reliance on commercial planners for the event

results in the loss of the personal touch found in more

traditional events, where the planners know the celebrant

intimately. Unless commercial planners are attentive to

personalizing the event, it can turn into just another

dinner or another impersonal event. The essential

ingredients to making the event special are extra payment to

organizers for frills, as in the 70th birthday celebration

at the private club, or the meticulous attention paid to

detail by the primary organizers in the Taejon celebration.
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This adds to the cost, of course, and still further

emphasizes the children’s success.

Ethnic Solidarity and Self-Consciousness

The move to the United States--"Mi Kook, the beautiful

country," is a step towards economic opportunity and

political freedom. However, migrating to a country where

the mainstream culture differs from the immigrants’ forces a

reliance on ethnic resources. The ethnic community is a

base from which to operate. In many ways, it has only been

in recent years, since the arrival of elderly immigrants,

that the Korean community has had to accommodate the full

range of ages within their membership. The addition of

large numbers of elderly has complicated and enriched the

quality of Korean American ethnicity. Taking care of aged

parents in the United States has become a more common

phenomenon, and the community has pulled together to deal

with problems that ensue from it. Aside from problems of

support, health care and other services, there is the major

difficulty of assuring that the seniors’ lives are

meaningful. Older immigrants are not likely to change their

values so it is up to the ethnic commnunity to help them

interpret their new world.

However, late life rituals are by no means solely for

the elderly in the Korean American culture. The Korean

º
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ethnic community is a critical stepping stone to

acculturation in the United States because it bridges the

culture of origin and the experiences of people of Korean

descent. The immigration of large numbers of Korean elderly

is still relatively recent, and these elders are living

symbols of Korean culture for younger Korean Americans. In

mediating two sets of cultural meanings, younger Korean

Americans must deal with the influence of the culture of

origin, be it real, re-interpreted or mythical. Late life

rituals take on new meaning in the United States because it

it an homage to culture as well as the community. No matter

how problematic the aged may be in daily life, the older the

celebrant, the more "Korean" that person is regarded within

the context of the ritual. In late life rituals culture is

acknowledged as one’s own, despite the conflicts it may pose

for younger immigrants or second- and third-generation

Korean Americans.

Homage to culture and community comes with relative

affluence and solidarity of the ethnic group. As the ethnic

community becomes larger and more complex in the services it

can provide to its affluent members, commercialization is

inevitable. The symbolic meaning of the ritual does not

preclude merchants from engaging in profit-making ventures

related to the events. In fact, the ability to provide

business for Korean merchants is considered commitment to

the community, as well as a sign of success. Additionally,
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the growing numbers of Korean businesses is regarded as

signs of success by members of the community.

Late life rituals have become important new communal

events which pull the community together because the elderly

are viewed by the community as crystalized symbols of

traditional culture. However, the task of the elderly

Korean immigrant is not limited to being just vessels of

traditional culture. Theirs is the task of re-interpreting

traditional forms. In the relatively small and unstructured

Korean American milieu, the elderly have the license to use

traditional forms in new ways. Their facility with the

nuances of Korean culture, and their children’s relative

ignorance, allows them to reinterpret culture without the

same fear of conflice that may exist in Korea.

Through ceremonies of traditional form, whose function

is to dramatize traditional values, then, younger Korean

Americans strengthen and clarify their Korean identities.

It is only through the younger generation’s efforts that the

elderly are here, and it is through the actions of younger

Korean Americans and long-time residents that services exist

for Korean elderly. Additionally, it is through the efforts

of the younger generation that late life rituals come to

pass, for it is the younger generation’s tribute to the

t
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Increased Longevity and the Changing Meaning of Rituals

The study of ritual, as Meyerhoff (1979, 1984)

suggested, can bring out the emerging meanings of old age in

a changing environment. Rituals clarify, dramatize, and

simplify these meanings and their relationship with other

social factors. As such they both socialize the

participants, lending structure to the community, and serve

as examples of underlying social and psychological processes

to the observer. The formation of new rituals and the

transformation of traditional rituals sheds light on how

increased longevity changes the social circumstances of the

elderly.

Longevity changes the role and status of the elderly.

Although they are still regarded with respect,

industrialization and urbanization have led to their loss of

roles and statuses. While language and social behavior

still support the traditional notion of deference to the

elderly, being old in and of itself is not enough. And

perhaps it never was. Contributions to society and personal

network are essential to be considered a wise elder. As

roles and statuses are dependent on activity and

productivity, the elderly are becoming more and more

isolated in retirement. This isolation was traditionally

counteracted by the personal quality of rural life.
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However, the urban context strips the aged of their

community base. Without community support, late life

rituals are reduced to family functions.

In conjunction with familialization of the rituals, the

increased longevity of late life has secularized the ritual

from a life cycle event that joins descendents and ancestors

to a secular celebration of material and cultural affluence,

marking the rising standard of living in Korea. Naturally,

commercialism is part of this affluence, and the celebration

of old age can be seen as a tribute to excess. In Korea

there is quite a bit of tension between those in working

ages and the elderly. Many view the elderly as superfluous

as they use resources without actively contributing to

society. As one taxi driver commented, "These old bags just

keep living longer and longer. Why don’t they just die?

All they do is take up space and cost us more money."

Another informant spoke of her dilemma with her mother-in

law (aged 86), saying "She now wants a very expensive eye

operation that has a 40 percent chance of success. We

cannot really afford it because we have a family to support.

She really wants the operation and can’t see that this is

wasteful. The truth is that she has had a long life and she

will die in the near future. But she wants to have all

these operations to fix her, and to live forever." Better

living conditions have lengthened life expectency and

medical advances are available to improve the quality of
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life for older people. However, the cost of care is high,

and when it comes down to paying for medical services,

tensions emerge. This additude that older people are

excesses of an affluent society extends into the public

domain. It is not uncommon for buses to avoid pick-ups if

there are only older passengers, as they "don’t really have

anywhere to go and are wasting precious space," grumbled one

bus driver.

In this social climate age peers play an important role

in the social lives of the elderly. Senior centers and

activities are becoming more popular as the effects of

modernization become more prevalent. Ritual events at

senior center have become more common as older Koreans feel

their social niche is with age peers and that their primary

social allegiances is to their senior center. Seniors have

begun to play a much more active role in celebrations for

the elderly.

The trend towards isolation of the elderly into a sub

group of society as they live longer is true not only in

Korea, but among Korean Americans as well. As the nuclear

family is the focus of many values in the United States, and

hence many elderly are living in housing for the elderly,

their social worlds are structured and centered around

senior citizens’ groups and activities. This shift in

allegiance addresses the losses that result from migration
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as well as the changing value of being old in Korean

American communities. Productivity and utility are of

utmost importance, and when that is lost, age peers become

significant sources for social contact, activity, and

support.

Increased longevity shifts the meaning of the rituals,

away from the celebration of long life and good fortune,

towards new sources of concern. In the case of the 60th

birthday event, the core meaning of honoring the celebrant

is retained, but there is a subtle shift from anxiety over

death to anxiety over normlessness. Celebration of communal

norms becomes the essential element of the ritual as the

celebrant is the symbol of a life well-lived for the

community, a symbol based on a shared cultural system of

beliefs.

Other elements of both form and function of the ritual

may be altered in accordance to changes that have taken

place in the culture. For example, due to the conversion of

large proportions of the population from Buddhism to Judeo

Christian faiths, an event may be held in conjunction with a

religious mass. However, there must also be recognizable

elements of the traditional ritual so that continuity is

evoked. Hence, a traditional ceremony after the mass can

re-unite the event with the original context. As Korean

culture becomes more heterogeneous in terms of form, new

º
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manifestations are inevitable and accepted and functions may

also be interpreted on many new levels. However, the

integrity of the ritual rests on the importance of its

symbolic meaning--in this case, community solidarity and

ethnic authenticity.

In the case of the 70th birthday celebration, there is

still more room for innovation, as this is a relatively new

adaptation of a traditional ritual that speaks directly to

increases in life span, changes in life course, and cultural

context. Mr. Yu’s 70th birthday/"party for the seniors" in

Korea is an example of experimentation with new late life

roles. The shift to self-instigation was accepted, as older

people now see themselves as freer to direct their own

lives, and because the traditional values of generosity and

support of community were inherent in the event.

There are, however, limits to ritual innovation. The

Lee’s 70th birthday/anniversary event was diagnostic of the

outer limits of ritual change in the Korean American

context. The premise of the event was not accepted as

honorable or honest, as there was ambiguity about intent.

The merging of a personal agenda with a community event was

taboo, printing out the incompatibility of these goals. The

personal abuse of community position is not acceptable.

Because there was money involved, this made the issue more

sensitive. Money for community projects are just that;
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there is considerable mistrust regarding the siphoning of

community funds for personal use, as this is quite common in

Korea. Gossip was quick to follow--gossip that led

eentually to the decline of his status as his senior group

attendence declined by more than half by the summer of 1990.

In some ways, being in the United States and being older

allowed the aged members of the Korean community power to

act against potential abuse in a way that was not possible

in Korea. This empowered the elderly in terms of new rules

of acceptable behavior, and also set up a precedent for the

type of community that they want to establish.

In addition to the dishonor regarding intent, censure

was quick to follow because the abuse of power and the

misappropriation of funds by an older person carries the

overtones of waste in a way that it doesn’t apply to younger

people. As people live longer, they do feel that they are a

burden on their children. The point of senior centers is to

create alternative choices for seniors. That a man would

try to take the funds for himself was seen, in part, as the

part of the excesses of an affluent society. This type of

behavior by an older person is considered particularly ugly

and unbecoming. This event was accepted as a failing of an

affluent community and of Korean culture, but the ability to

act against it is an innovation in a new social context.
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11. 2 Ritual and Social Change

The second finding of this study is that ritual helps

people understand the meaning of life. Social changes as

those cited above raise questions about the meaning of

personal and group experiences. Rituals change in response

to those questions because, as moments of heightened self

consciousness "outside the flows of everyday life," they are

used to order experience, to make sense of life. Rituals

provide a message of pattern and predictiability through

their repetitive nature and continuity through time.

Late life rituals speak to the changing experience and

meanings of life in the face of migration, the accompanying

dispersal of families, the social mobility experienced by

families in their moves, and the growing length of life

itself.

Migration and the Dispersal of Families

Not only do late life ritual allows people to re

aggregate and establish or re-establish their ties to

others, it allows people to understand how migration has

changed the fabric of their social worlds and their

experiences.
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In Korea, the family rituals were the expression of

diminished social contacts. In speaking about his

celebration, Mr. Lee of the Taejon ch'il soon commented,

"This event took a lot of planning. I so rarely see so many

of my friends and relatives in one place. It is good to see

that we get together like this." In many ways, this event

was a harkening back to the community of yore, a reunion of

those who were considered part of his community in the

traditional sense. In contrast, the celebrant of the

ch’ilsoon enacted at the member’s only club remarked on the

size of celebration, "Today, our families are our link to

society. I suppose this is to be expected. It’s so hard to

depend on people because they are always moving. . ."

In the United States, the experience of migration comes

with the acknowledgements that certain relationships have

been irrevocably altered. One of the issues on the minds of

both celebrants and participants was those who could not

come. For example, at Mr. Choi's church hwangap, the

absence of his first son who lives in Korea was discussed

both by the celebrant and participants. At the 60th

anniversary, there was much ado about the folks at home who

could not see this day. The Chons had lost all contact with

the folks back home because neither the Chon’s nor their

friends are literate.
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Members of the ethnic community who attended late life

rituals come to acknowledge the losses and assert the

importance of their new relationships. The celebrant’s

losses are the losses of members of the new community. The

severing of ties to Korea are concrete for first generation

immigrants, but for the younger immmigrants and American

born Koreans, the loss is more abstract. It is the loss of

traditional culture that is acknowledged.

As mentioned previously, Korean American rituals are

different in that they dramatize ethnicity and deal with the

potenial loss of cultural identity. For Lou, the primary

planner of the Choi church hwangap, the ritual was not only

a validation of the his success in America, but also

dramatized the difficulty that he faced in the United

States. There is tremendous disorder and uncertainty

associated with being in the United States. For the

children of the elderly celebrants, disorder is experienced

in the multiple pulls between culture of origin and

adaptation to the new context. In the rituals, the

conflicts are dramatized. Differences between Lou’s and his

father’s world views were crystalized in the act of planning

and enacting the late life ritual. Lou clearly expressed

the importance of the event for his father, but understood

that for him, the hwangap would be different. He understood

that his own hwangap would depend on the cultural background

of his future marriage partner, and his involvement in the
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ethnic community. Lou could not speculate on either as he

had not reached that stage of his life yet.

In another case, the conflict between the two cultures

were more clearly expressed. Mr. Noh’s daughter came to her

father’s ch'il soon celebration alone. This event was the

first time she had seen her father since she had married.

Because she had married an Anglo-American man, for all

intents and purposes, she had been cut off from her father.

In order to mend the rift, her mother had persuaded her to

come to the event. She came, but did so without her husband

or children as that would have angered her father. She also

would not talk to me about the event, saying that she was

just the daughter. The intensity of the conflict between

her father’s rigid Korean value system and her own

acceptance of the American way has created some problems.

Mr. Noh's family is an extreme case of inter

generational conflict involving definitions of ethnicity.

However, less extreme cases are not unusual. In most of the

other celebrations, many younger people came alone, leaving

culturally and ethnically different spouses and significant

others at home so that they could fit into the homogeneous

gathering of the Korean community. Additionally, many of

the younger Koreans expressed that these rituals of respect

were specifically for the older immigrant elderly. They
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themselves did not forsee pressuring their children to do

such elaborate celebrations for them.

These conflicts are being confronted, but not resolved,

by the younger generation through the rituals, and the

process is evidently stressful. Although the children of

the celebrants stayed until the end, they seemed exhausted

from their public show of filial piety. Their friends often

gathered around them in support of their efforts. It seems

that it was the younger Korean Americans who seemed to press

for their parents to leave the gathering, and older people

who came with their children left much earlier than those

who came of their own accord or those who had access to

alternative means of transportation. The older people, by

contrast, felt comfortable in this setting and tried to

arrange to stay longer.

Social Mobility

Upward mobility is fraught with conflict. The dream of

a better life and the reality thereof are very different.

Striving for a better life is often an end in itself, and

the sacrifices made to have a better life include loss of

time, loss of friends and contacts, diminishing quality of

relationships, and the added pressures of increasing needs.
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In Korea, social mobility usually means moving into

town. The hub of acitivity and affluence is Seoul, and that

is the eventual destination for most hopefuls, even those

who initially move to smaller towns. Although there is much

to gain materially and economically from moving to towns and

cities, there are costs to personal relations and anomie

results from the impersonal nature of life in urban areas.

Late life rituals allow participants to assess the changes

that urbanization and upward mobility has provided. Even in

materially successful rituals, there is the acknowledgement

of the loss of community and childhood friends that is

relatively new in the history of Korea, and the relative

importance of the immediate family is much greater.

Therefore, there is a greater need to express the

accoutrements of material success and upward mobility in

late life rituals. The successful late life ritual, like

the 70th birthday celebration at the members only club, is

the understanding and acceptance of the isolation that leads

to material success and upward mobility over the social

personalism and lower standard of living in more

traditional, rural areas.

In the United States there are even greater losses

attending social mobility. Migration to the United States,

as mentioned previously, leads to significant social losses,

although it allows for greater social mobility. The re
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aggregation into a new ethnic community is just one of the

transitions that Korean immigrants are faced with. The

successful late life ritual helps participants understand

and accept the changes in social milieu.

However, there is an added dilemma for Korean Americans

within the larger context of the United States. Although

the standard of success is within the ethnic community for

the elderly, for younger immigrants and American born

Koreans, success includes leaving the ethnic community

behind and adhering to the standards of the majority

culture. This includes training and involvement in

professional circles for jobs outside the ethnic community.

Access to education is seen as the most efficient way to

success. The successful late life ritual in the United

States featured children who were not only active in the

Korean American social network, but worked in professions

and institutions or organizations outside the community.

In the successful late life ritual like the Chon

hwangap or the Choi 60th wedding anniversary, the children

of the celebrants worked in predominantly Anglo settings.

Hence, the diversity of the participants was inevitable as

involvement in the Korean American community varied from

great to almost none. The late life event allowed

participants to see the entire range of people of Korean

descent, and to understand the great variety of choices open

º
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to them in the United States. The fact that it dramatized

at the same time their commitment to family and community

must have been a powerful statement of shared values.

Increased Longevity

Today social definitions of old age are clearly

contrasted with the realities of being old. The hwangap was

traditionally the rite of passage into old age, a liminal

stage betwween life and death. But age 60 is no longer

"old" as traditionally defined, but rather "not young--not

old," these rituals allow celebrants to experiment with the

meaning of their transition into a newly created stage of

life.

In Korea, the banality of aging is underscored by the

new abbreviated, commercial celebrations. A basic

celebration for the family can be had for a set price.

There is an cost extra for every added frill. The

transition of the hwangap from a sacred ceremony relating to

the life cycle and world view to a secular celebration of

the material success and achievement of the individual,

family and culture is also accentuated in the way the

restaurants and hotels advertise for this event. "Are you

at a loss for what to do for your parents? Do you want to

do something really unusual for them? Celebrate at . . ."



330

In the United States aging Korean elderly are still

relatively new to the community. They are viewed as symbols

of the culture of origin and the focus of much community

action. Therefore, despite the banality of aging, the

elderly are revered for what they represent. Rituals

highlight the differences between culture of origin and the

host culture, as well as focus on the celebration of

individuals, families, the ethnic community, and culture.

Despite the veneration for older Korean Americans,

individuals and family members grapple with the banality of

aging. Mr. Choi's church hwangap is San Francisco did not

signify a retirement from active life. It allowed Mr. Choi

and his family to contemplate what aging meant, and to

understand that today, at age 60, one should be aware of

potential physical hazards so that one can remain active as

long as one can. Mr. Choi also understood his hwangap as a

tribute to the community, and his way of allowing others to

"pay him back" fo■■ the favors he extend to others.

As a rule, celebrations reveal the way in which the

changing membership to community is experienced and

understood by celebrants. In Korea, all but one urban

rituals attended were family affairs. Those present were

siblings and children of the celebrant. As urban settings

and lives are based on specialized roles and relationships,

community cannot be evoked in the same way that it could in
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rural, traditional Korea. Those for whom an urbanite is

willing to extend themselves are are limited to family. It

is the immediate family that is involved in acknowledging

the efforts of the celebrant. In late life rituals,

children and other family members show appreciation and

thanks to those who have made sacrifices for them.

11. 3 Conclusion

We can conclude from the continued use of ritual

through social change to help people understand their

experiences, that ritual provides insight into the impact of

social change on personal meanings and vice versa. It also

helps us to understand the social meaning of the aged in

Korea and the United States. In Korea the view of the aged

as excess baggage is increasing. The are viewed

ambivalently because, although they represent the "good old

days," those days are also loaded with images of ignorance,

poverty and backwardness for modern, 90’s decade Koreans.

In the United States the aged are the symbols of Korean-ness

for the family and community. Hence they are venerated in a

new fashion and being old is enough to warrant some

community attention.

In Korea, the limited use of late life ritual as

community functions reflected the specialization and

segregation of age groups; lack of involvement of the
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elderly in the community could only be inferred by the lack

of community rituals. In the American context where the

changes may be greater, the public nature of the research

made it difficult to gain access to more private family

rituals. Hence only rituals as ethnic events could be

assessed. This research did not address those who did not

partake in the communal rituals, nor could it take into

account those who are not connected to the Korean American

community. Perhaps only those families or communities that

could withstand public examination were willing to

participate in the study.

It is apparent that ritual serves several important

functions for Korean elderly in both contexts, and that the

use of ritual has not diminished. On the contrary, ritual

has taken on added importance in the face of cultural

uncertainty. Although traditional community rituals may

have diminished in Korea, new family and secular rituals are

on the rise, and there are new communities of older people

that have emerged that may take the place of traditional

communities. In the United States there is a revival of

community rituals, albeit with transformed conventions and

meaning.
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