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The Sociocultural Meanings and Dynamics of Jamsu

on Jeju Island of Korea

RimHwa Han
(Institute for Peace Studies, Cheju National University)
Email: kflower@chollian.net

1. Jeju Island

Jeju province is land so-called Jeodo as an utopian world in legendary terms, thus a
fantastic island as actual tourist resort area where is located in the northwestern Pacific Ocean
off the Southern tip of the Asian mainland's Korean peninsula. The island is 281 miles from
Korea's capital city, Seoul. On top of Halla Mountain with height of 6,397 feet, Jeju Island
is so visible to any direction due to geographical openness to endless sea. Thus, Jeju land
holds the restless vast space beyond mutual juxtaposition of heaven and sea, where may be
possible to reach any places if we step into over there. Due to its great natural beauty and
landscape (e.g., stones, valleys, waterfalls, beaches, islets/scenic coasts, parasitic cones, etc.),
Jeju island is full of treasures in nature. Further, diverse historical legacy with ancient myths
and legends casts another cultural significance in modern society as a whole. The rich natural
and cultural heritage of Jeju Island seems to reflect leodo world as a utopian society
perceived among Jeju people who have strongly desired to actualize freedom, peace and

equality as human virtue in reality.

2. Life Space of Jeju People

Like Korean traditional village, Jeju consists of small/medium-sized five hundreds fifty

natural villages around Halla mountain. In the past period, there were notable differences in
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topography, history, custom, and lifestyle among Jeju people. The village type located in the
middle of Halla Mountain is referred to as 'Jumgsangan village' characterized by wide vistas of
mountainous terrain with some 360 mysterious primeval 'parasitic' volcanic cones. People in
these villages had primarily been engaged in dry-field farming (e.g., barley, wild sesame, bean,
potato, sweet potato, millet, etc.), including the livestock farming nurturing horse and cattle,
and so on. On the other hand, the seaside village with a much-indented coastline is also
wrapped with dry field-based farming and livestock farming. More interestingly, some
households in the seaside were involved in fishing enterprise for living.

As far as the behavioral style was concerned, Jungsangan villagers thought that
scaside people might be less flexible and amenable, but active and solid. It could be that
fisherman was always exposed to bad smell committed to fishery works. And Jamsu, a woman
skilled-worker who harvests diverse seaweed and marine products, tended to give bad image
due to semi-naked clothing style while working under the sea. This social image construction
is somewhat originated in strongly-rooted Confucian culture reinforcing male-dominated
patriarchal system, a social ideology which has sustained over 500 years of Joseon dynasty.
Under Confucian society with strong patriarchal values and practices, as well as Yangban
culture (so-called semi-feudal system), there existed ubiquitous social discrimination against
women, even in association with their clothing styles, who should cover the whole body from
head to toe. This traditional social prejudice against Korean woman was inevitably applied to
Jamsu. In the seaside village of Jeju Island, it is likely that Jamsu is a critical social sector
necessary for figuring out sociocultural diversity (e.g., social function and role, unique

bchavioral characteristics, value and consciousness, etc.) of Jeju woman.

3. Jeju Jamsu

Jamsu is a professional woman who has worked in the sea as either a part-time or
full-time job. The formal name of Jamsu today is legally regulated in its linguistic expression
by Fishery Corporative Association. There is no clear-cut evidence on when many Jeju women
as a Jamsu started to cultivate and harvest many kinds of seaweed's and marine products in the

sca, such as the fact that nobody knows historical origin of human settlement in Jeju island.
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Most Jeju women both in mountainous and seaside village were shouldered to heavily loaded
labors for revitalizing the household economy that had almost remained the poverty line.

With the emergence of 1970s in Jeju province, the rapid development of tourist
industry and modern farming/fishery enterprise became a significant economic sector for Jeju
people, thus resulting in undermining Jeju women's socioeconomic roles and functions,
particularly Jamsu's socioeconomic contribution to sustaining the househo‘ld and local economy.
Since Jeju's land is not fertile for farming due to volcanic traits in topography, a traditional
farming system as survival strategy was no longer plausible to many villagers. Instead, related
to utilizing various marine resources (i.e., seaweed, fish, abalone, octopus, conches, and so on)
for family income creation and food provision, an vocational production system organized by

Jamsu had been mainly operated by woman-centered labor supply.

4. Jeju Jamsu community and society

Bulteok is a fireplace for Jamsu to change their suits in the warm site after she
worked under the sea. Such a fireplace in the shore for her health was essential to melt
almost frozen body after long-time labor under the sea wearing a white, single-piece cotton
suits until the 1970s. Strictly speaking, Jamsu's social community actually begins with social
meeting around Bulteok, further symbolizing the world of Jamsu as a public space. Within this
social space, most Jamsu can have some opportunity to exchange and discuss individual and/or
public issues (e.g., neighbor or village accidents/events, children rearing and education,
marriage, health, cooking, caring parents, diverse projects of Jamsu community, etc.).
Furthermore, Bulteok has provided socially meaningful space to learn how to become Jamsu's
new comers, to improve some techniques for a more skillful expert as Jamsu, and to observe
the vocational succession from one generation to next one as well. Finally, for some Jamsu
who had either a baby delivery or death around Bulteok, it symbolizes the beginning or the
end in human life.

As noted, a public meeting around Bulteok is in association with decision-making. The
traditional formal decision-making institute in Jamsu community was Jamsu Association whose

decision making was substantively based on unanimous vote system. If there is no consensus
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on unsolved controversial problems among members, final judgement and decision is
exclusively made by the eldest Jamsu. Then, her decision-making clout holds that her enduring
life as a Jamsu echoes so respectful and honorable exemplar to other members in regard to
her attitude, behavior and leadership in Jamsu community. Since 1970s, however, this
decision-making system based on unanimity was now transferred into Fishery Village
Association as semi-administrative institute, thus operating in terms of legal rules.

This Jamsu's labor-based production system further extended into social formation of
sociocultural value and consciousness, thus leading to their unique sociocultural community.
The extent of social solidarity and integration among Jamsu members was so strong as much
as they can sustain internal hierarchical order, while encouraging to visualizing
achievement-oriented modern valyes in their labor process. The Jamsu's community as economic
and social network system organized in the seaside village as a whole had greatly influenced
to improve the quality of life in Jeju Island. In particular, some economic investment
engendered by Jamsu community was remarkably exerted to install social infra facilities in
monetary terms. For example, with national liberalization from Japanese colonial domination in
1945, Jamsu community in Jeju seaside village conducted social donation for appropriating
various expenses (e.g., school management, school building installation/renovation, etc.),
including economic rewards for the village head who usually served for the village without
any kinds of payment. In this socioeconomic context, either so-called village head's sea or
school sea remained even today.

For example, the Jamsu of Soseom (i.e., small islet) showed a challengeable and
pioneering spirit. In addition, Gapa islet's Jamsu was similar to that of Soseom. Both Soseom
and Gapa islet was one of frontiers to open its internal culture and locality to the world, and
further to install formal education institute favorable to the western disciplinary during the
period of Japanese colonial domination. In end, Soseom was the primary place to have played
a major role on resisting against Japanese oppression, while some intelligentsia from Gapa
islet also became resistant forces. This historical legacy of Jamsu community in these islets
reflects a possible rise and building of utopian society in Jeju island, in accordance with
legendary myths and world of leodo that would make it possible to accomplish human dreams

in society as a whole.
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S. Jeju Jamsu's Delocalization

It is until early 1980s that Juju Jamsu migrated into other regions in the period from
late March to Korean Thanksgiving Day (i.e., Chuseok) in lunar calendar, in order to perform
her vocational enterprises in the sea. This type was a migrating job performance, so-called
Chulgamuljil, in the basis of regular period. Through Chulgamuljil among Jamsu members that
was individually selective in its decision, they may have an opportunity to take off some
traditional Confucian consciousness coupled with customary prohibition for women's long-term
travel away from hometown, thus stemming from male-dominated ideology against woman
suppression and subordination. It seemed that such Jamsu's temporal migration for her job
performance in other regions was a social opportunity to increase household income, to
experience the diversity of non-Jeju culture and social customs, and to have a relaxed time
for herself.

As a typical example, some migrating Jamsu of Soseom (i.e., small islet) in Udo
Myeon (i.e., county unit in administrative district) adopted or reared a child who was born in
the extremely poor household of other regions, where they already migrated for labor
engagement in the see (so-called Muljil). Either adoption or rearing for those children was

temporal or permanent.

6. Jeju Jamsu's Cultural Domains: Two Gurs

Jeju is an island full of stories of Gods. There are 18,000 Gods who descended from
heaven, sea and even the earth. Understanding Gods-related myths and shamanism of Jeju is a
critical thing to explore the island in itself. The Gur is a kind of shaman's performance to
bring out, make entertain, and worship Gods in Jeju Island. For Jamsu, the Gut performance is
a social ritual ceremony or festival that she prays for her health, family well-being, and safety
in the sea, as well as labor productivity increase in fishery works. It also functions to relieve
pain and sadness herself coming from personal and/or family problems (e.g., disease, marriage,
death, domestic violence, poverty etc.), along with well-arrangement and resolution of

controversial issues, and socioeconomic prosperity both in Jamsu community and in village.
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There was Yeongdeung Gut in most villages of Jeju. Yeongdeung Gut was carried out
to welcome the rise of spring for two weeks from Feb. 1 to Feb. 15 in lunar terms. It was a
festival to entertain that the spring is coming out, thus which means that embrace Yeongdeung
called God of spring wind that presides over the seas and fishery. Interestingly, the period to
see initial rising of spring wind is almost similar to that of Yeongdeung Gut performance. In ,
farming-centered societies, the spring is a socially critical point in preparation of sowing and
cultivating on road to maturing in summer, and further harvesting in fall season.

Like Yeongdeung-Gut in shamanistic features and worship procedures, Gut led by
Jamsu is Jamsu-Gut, thus a festival for Jamsu community and villagers, which is usually
performed between January-March in lunar terms. Then, for entertaining such a festival, all
residents in the village are invited. In Jamsu-Gut, there is a ritual ceremony to pay tribute
(i.e., clothes and food) to those who were dead in the sea and simultaneously who mightl live
in the world beyond. By performing Jamsu-Gut, Jamsu community is likely to have strong
solidarity and symbiotic relationship in terms of mutual soul conjunction between living and
death. In Jamsu world, the present life is much more stressed than that of the world beyond.
Thus, it is likely that Jamsu makes an enormous effort to improve her economic condition
toward life well-being and prosperity no matter what she is doing. For Jamsu, it is seemingly
perceived that everyday life is a process in dealing with enduring hardship, but the sea is a

fruitful meadow to make secure her life and even Jeju people.
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