Virginia Helme

Anthro 105-801

Wed 6:00 PM

             Marriage Practices South Korean Culture

        Entering into the commitment of marriage is an immense obligation

for any individual in any culture. As marriage is a consequential

decision, in the Korean culture the family is the most important.

Marriages are considered the combining of two whole families rather than

the joining of two individuals. This concept is so greatly felt that any

parental opposition would end the relationship.

       I interviewed a colleague of mine who migrated from South Korea

with her family four years ago. She is currently married with one son and

one daughter. Her age is 40, her alias name for this purpose will be Mrs.

Kim.

       My first inquiry was, “ how is a marriage partner chosen? “ Her

reply was, ”similar to the way Americans do.” Either, family, friends or

co-workers set up dates with hopes of a perfect match. Women look for a

husband with higher socioeconomic status, age and height than her own. The

individuals are able to choose their mates. However, family approval is

important.  In the past marriages had been arranged by a matchmaker, who

would review the family history along with horoscopes.

       My second inquiry was who is responsible for the wedding costs and

is bridewealth a customary practice?  The cost of the wedding is financed

by gifts from the guests and family. Money is placed in a white envelope

and given at the entrance of a wedding hall. The groom gives the mother in

law a pair of wooden geese to represent good virtues and fidelity.

At Mrs. Kim’s wedding, her husband not only carried his wife piggyback but

his mother and mother in law. This act is a strong symbol of the groom’s

acceptance of obligation to his new wife, his mother and mother in law as

well.  A form of bridewealth is still practiced by many Korean families.

The groom’s family will send the bride and her family presents in a box

called a Ham. The ceremony of the delivering of the Ham is a major event

for the groom and the bearers. They receive food, drink and sometimes

money from the bride’s family. The Ham contains 3 items, the marriage

paper, red fabric wrapped with blue threads, and blue fabric wrapped in

red threads to symbolize Eum/Yang and expensive jewelry for the bride from

the groom’s parents. In Mrs. Kim’s situation, she declined the Ham

tradition due to her father's serious illness and opted to use money to

reimburse medical bills on his behalf.

       I inquired what endogamous and exogamous criteria effect

the choice of a mate for marriage. Inter-religion and interracial

marriages are accepted, incest between immediate family members is

considered a taboo. In the past there was an exogamous rule that

prohibited marriage between those related through the same ancestor’s

clan, today this law no longer applies. The clan name is inherited from a

father to his children protecting the patrilineage. The clan name precedes

the surname and does not change by marriage. The new bride also maintains

her surname. The clan name is the distinguishing factor for different

Korean lineages. Due to the patrilineage practices males are able to trace

their ancestor’s back many generations.

       With the joining of the families, how does marriage affect living

conditions for the newly weds? Family is the number one priority in Korean

life.  It is not uncommon that following a marriage of the eldest son, his

parents move in with the newly weds.  I now understand why Mrs. Kim had

inquired if I would be moving in with my son following his marriage last

April. At the time I found the question strange. Patrilocal residence

between the first born son, (number one son) and his new wife are common

in the Korean culture, but not mandatory. Mr. and Mrs. Kim reside on two

separate continents from their family in Korean however; they support her

husband’s family financially.

       The wedding clothing worn by the bride and groom follow the

western influence, the bride in a white gown and the groom in a tuxedo.

Traditionally the bride and groom would wear a Ham-bok with ribbons rather

than buttons detailed with beautiful embroidery.

       First comes family in Korean Life. Second is the food. Following

the wedding ceremony the newly joined families indulge in a variety of

special foods. The menu will contain barbecue beef strips, marinated short

ribs, kimchi, various sauces for dipping, white sticky rice, gimbap, clear

noodles, rice cakes with sweet red beans, and many different types of

soups. The two families share a wonderful feast, as they become one family

unit.

       Marriage is one of the most important decisions two people can

make. The fact that two whole families become involved is amazing in

itself. In the Korean culture the needs of the group out weight the needs

of the individual and they are tied together in deeds and duty. The

marriage ceremony and dress have adopted the western influence however,

their devotion to family endures.
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