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Patrilineal Ideology in the Modern Korean Kinship

System: Continuity and Change

Mun-Woong LEE
(translated by Chi-Mi To)

One of the important keys for understanding Korean social organization
seems to be the patrilineal ideology in the kinship system. In the Korean
tradition, people tended to reckon their ancestry through the male line only.
Koreans were accustomed to forgetting their kinship relationship to their
maternal relatives quickly beyond their mother’s natal family, while they
considered patrilineal kinsmen, almost up to the founding father, as members
of ‘their own group,” on whom information has been well documented in their
genealogical book.

This emphasis upon patrilineal ideology has survived in various aspects of
the way of life of contemporary Koreans, in modified forms. There are two
principles noticeable in the Korean system of naming: (1)one keeps his/her
father’s family name, which is supposed to continue along the male line
eternally, and (2)one cannot change his/her family name.

This kinship ideology worked well in traditional Korean society, where
kinship was the most important and basic unit of social organization. In
contemporary Korea, it has brought about some serious social problems which
seem to be in contrast to the spirit of humanitarianism. With their strong
patrilineal ideology, Koreans are not supposed to adopt anyone who is not a
patrilineally related kinsman. However, there are many illegitimate children,
or children abandoned by their divorced parents, due to the changed way of life
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of modern Korean society. These children have serious difficulties in getting
adopted into non-kinsman’s families. This is the main reason why so many
tens of thousand Korean children have been sent abroad for adoption so far,
mostly to American or European families. The number of overseas Korean
adoptees, since 1950, is said to be over 140 thousand.

For a long time, there was a strict prohibition against marriage between a
man and a woman having the same family name, that is, patri-kinsman.
Children born to such a couple were regarded as illegitimate. Because of the
serious social problems those illegitimate children encounter, the limits of
incest taboo have recently been narrowed down to close patri-kinsmen only, by
amending the marriage law. And the prohibition against the change of family
name has also been seriously challenged by the women’s movement. Today
there is a growing tendency towards the dissolution of marriage. If a divorcee
gets remarried and brings children from the former marriage with her, those
children may encounter social discrimination due to their family name being
different from their stepfather’s.

These are some of the problems arising due to the discrepancy between
traditional kinship ideology and the changed lifestyles of modern Korea.
Though there has been some progress made in accommodating to
contemporary social life, traditional patrilineal ideology still exercises its
influence over many aspects of Koreans’ everyday lives.
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