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Ritual and Emotion

Masaki TosA

The study of symbolism has created a fruitful field in anthropology. But at least on the theoretical
level, it has shown a very limited progress since the decline of the vogue of structuralism, despite the
existence of floods of naming of post-something. I would like to make a little contribution to develop-
ing the study of symbolism, by shifting the theoretical focus of traditional paradigms in an-
thropology.

In this paper I will draw three cases of death, observed during my field research in South Korea,
in order to suggest a new aspect of symbolism: suicide of a man which brought about mute and im-
passive responses on the side of the villagers; intense and performative crying of women in a death
ritual (kut) of their mother; hesitant and clumsy attitude of a little boy in a funeral of his grand-
father.

Interpreting these cases, I will discuss three major points. 1) What is the symbolic meaning of
death in Korea within and without ritual? 2) Dealing with the symbolism of death, how can one
evaluate the emotional dimension? And how can one compromise this view with the traditional
frameworks, in particular with the structuralist ideology? 3) What is the relation between ritual
and individual?

At the theoretical level, I will focus on the critical consideration of Lévi-Strauss’s concept of
symbol, contrasting it with ‘personal symbol’ coined by G. Obeyesekere. This is, in other words, a
critical reexamination of the construction of anthropological object, and an attempt to expand the

ethnographic scope.



