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Abstract

The Practice and Maintenance of

Vlllage Ritual
- A Case Study of the Sangosa(the Village Ritual for
the God of Mountams) in Abang-ri

Lee Kyungmin

Department of Anthropology

The Graduate School of Social Science
Seoul National University

This study examines inducements to continue the village ritual and the cultural
practices of the indigenous people in the process of transmitting it. There is a
complicated and multi-layered nexus between modernization and the village
ritual that cannot simply be explained as a functional relationship, whereby
modernization is uncomplicatedly responsible for the severance or reinvention of
the ritual.

Modernization, as an external factor, affects the internal conditions of a village
not unilaterally but bilaterally. It interacts with the distinct characteristics of the
village and of the people. The village not only adopts modernized external
structures but also makes modernization indigenous or enculturated. Through the
case study of a farming village in Kyeonggi Province, Abang-ri, it is possible to
understand the mechanisms of transmission, continuance, and adaption of the
village ritual.

In the late 1960s, the Sangosa (XF3LAl, a memorial service for the god of the
mountains), which had been handed down ‘for three hundred years’ in Abang-ri,
stopped being practiced because it was behind the times. Although the ostensible
reason for the ritual’s discontinuation was the damage of the Dangsan tree (the
sacred tree in the village), the true reason seemed to be the decay of religious
belief in the god of the village caused by processes of modernization, such as
the commercialization of agriculture and industrialization. Traditionally, the
Sangosa had served to defuse tension within the village and solidify the

relationship among community members, which was helpful for agriculture. As
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the village was modernized, however, the agriculture-based community dissolved
and people cared more about personal gains than about public interests. Because
of this, people became indifferent to the ritual and weren’'t motivated to look for
other ritual places after the Dangsan tree was cut.

However, four or five years later, the Sangosa was resumed and continues to be
practiced. In order to understand the reason for the ritual’s resumption, it is
necessary to analyze the dynamics of the reinstatement process and how the
diverse practices of people affected the continuity and transformation of the
ritual in this historical context. Abang-ri people took the lead in the Sangosa, the
same people who had once ended the ritual in response to common crises, such
as the death of an inhabitant from an unknown cause, or because of the
designation of a development restriction zone. Old women and indigenous
people in particular played prominent roles in enacting the updated ritual.
Women who used to be marginalized in the traditional Sangosa played an
essential part in resurrecting the ritual. Instead of old men, who were negative
to the ritual or died earlier than women, they inherited and delivered the
Sangosa by using internalized religiosity, social networks, and ritual knowledge.
This involvement weakened the taboo that formerly excluded women from the
village ritual, and made possible the transmission of the Sangosa across genders.
Indigenous people used the ritual to set a boundary between themselves and
newcomers to the village. Starting in the late 1960s, several newcomers
purchased land and moved into Abang-ri. The indigenous people, who had lived
in the village for generations and who shared historical awareness, religious
experience, and economic interests were separated from the newcomers both
culturally and psychologically. They needed a symbolic mechanism by which to
overcome the dissolution of this traditional community and strengthen the
solidarity of the indigenous people. The Sangosa became this symbolic
mechanism.

The people in Abang-ri (re)adjusted the forms and meanings of the ritual in
accordance with their interests and larger socio-economic changes. Accordingly,
the object of the Sangosa was revised from aiding a good harvest to bolstering
the stability of the village. The transmission group included only indigenous
people and women. The place and formality of the ritual was also changed at
their convenience. This helped the ritual maintain its value.

However, the practices of the people that caused the ritual changes were not
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arbitrary or impromptu, but instead were limited by traditional values, regional
history, and common cultural experiences. “The regulation of the ritual’ or ‘the
grammar of the ritual’ also restricted and constricted changes to its practice.
These limitations gave the resurrected ritual the authority of tradition and the
value of succession.

The village ritual was transmitted through the process of balancing change and
continuity, forces in competition with one another. The ritual was not only
reinterpreted and readjusted to reflect changes in circumstance and people’s
interests, but was also limited and restricted by traditional authority and values.
By comprehending the ritual in the context of historical progress, the real

character of the Sangosa was revealed to be creative and constitutive.

keywords : village ritual, transmission group, cultural practice,
adjustment, process, women'’s role, indigenous people

Student Number : 2011-20113
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