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Summary

Change and Social Function of Ceremonies

in Korea

Hyun-Song Lee - Hwa-Ok Bae

In Korea, rapid changes in social dynamics and values have
brought about a great transformation of ceremonies over the past
half century. In connection with the rapid industrialization and
urbanization of Korean society, ceremonies have been rationalized
and simplified. During the same period, Korean culture and social
idealogy have undergone a diffusion of secularization and
individualism, while ceremonies have experienced the loss of
symbolic meaning and the expansion of utilitarianism. This study
reviewed the changes and the social function of Korean
ceremonies using weddings and funerals, which are regarded as
important rituals in Korean society, as its primary exemplars.

Wedding and funeral ceremonies have changed drastically in
terms of components and procedure. The two ceremonies became
simplified and rationalized in the process of changing social
dynamics. As people in the increasingly industrialized and
urbanized society prioritized convenience and gave utility to
traditional virtues, the symbolic meanings embedded with the
rituals gradually became distorted. The problem 1is, the upper class
in Korean society has been trying to secure the distinction of the
classes through rituals. The upper class has tried to differentiate
itself from other classes by investing much in ceremonies and by
disclosing ostentation, which has corrupted the virtues of the
traditional ceremonial culture.
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In response to the currently corrupted ceremonial attitudes,
appropriate measures should be designed to obtain a more
wholesome ceremonial culture from the upper class. This kind of
effort will reduce economic losses, which result from the overly
competitive ostentation of the upper class and from the imitation
by other classes. For securing a wholesome ceremonial culture,
the most effective strategy will be governmental regulations for
highly ranked public officials including the president, to practice
and further diffuse it into the society at large.



