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Funerary Culture in South Korea: Current Status
and Issues

TANAKA Satoru®

Abstract

This article discusses the current state of funerary culture in South Korea,
focusing on the unavoidable changes in graveyards that have occurred due to the
spread of cremation, with the aim of elucidating the relationship between the dead
and the living in contemporary South Korea. Changes in views regarding the deceased
buried in graveyards do not appear to underlie the quick transformation of funerary
culture in present-day South Korea. Rather, this transformation was brought about by
secular causes: Graveyards take up a growing proportion of land in the country, and
land suitable for new graveyards is becoming scarce. These situations arose due to
the influence of rapid modernization, particularly urbanization. Accordingly, this article
poses the following question: How were people’s views of the dead transformed by
changes in graveyards in response to secular factors? My analysis suggests that it is
important to consider politico-economic and legal aspects when planning comparative
cultural research on death as it relates to funerary culture. In contemporary South
Korea, politico-economic demands in an urbanizing society have transformed funerary
culture via legal reforms. Furthermore, these developments have driven people to
correspondingly change their views of life and death. At the very least, ideas regarding
kin groups that South Koreans have held as a result of the form of graveyards will
come under pressure to be dismantled or reconstructed following processes such as the

individualization and de-individualization of graveyards.

* Researcher, Graduate School of International Cooperation Studies, Kobe University.






