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The Custom of Ghost Marriage in East Asia : Focusing on Korea
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“Ghost marriage” is a custom whereby a deceased person is married to someone else by
the former's relatives or other related persons. This custom is based on a particular
view of the spiritual world in which the deceased continue to live as spiritual beings,
and in some cases, may wish to marry. This is a custom prevalent in regions throughout
the world, and is usually referred to as “ghost marriage” in cultural anthropology. In
East Asia, scholars have long known about the Chinese custom of “ming-huen” or “hell
marriage”, which was so widely practiced that it was not possible to conduct research on
the family or history of marriage without referring to this custom. Subsequently, it
became known that the custom of ghost marriage was widely present in scattered regions
both in the Okinawa region of Japan and in south areas of Korea. It was here that
the path was paved for conducting comparative research of this custom in various regions
throughout East Asia.

Although subsumed under the single rubric of “ghost marriage”, this custom takes on
a myriad of different forms depending on the region and period in history, and is extremely
varied. Thus, the scope of this paper will be restricted to certain limited features,
concerning which, first, the patterns in China and Japan will be sketched, followed
by a report of cases obtained through fieldwork in various regions of Korea. Moreover,
in order to determine how these customs of East Asia are mutually related, a comparison
and analysis has been attempted for each of the features under consideration. The
features selected are as follows: (1) the purpose. and/ or motivation for ghost marriage,
(2) the existence of a relationship — such as being lovers or betrothed — between the
parties (i.e. the newlyweds) predating death, and the dead / living state of the bride.”
bridegroom (i.e. the three cases: both dead, living groom with dead bride, or dead groom
with living bride), (3) form of wedding ritual and its master of ceremonies (e.g. involve-
ment of a shaman). '

With respect to the first feature, purpose and motivation, three types were recognized :
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i) mourning in order to appease the spirit of the dead and to lift its curse; ii) ascension
to ancestor spirit— which tries to raise the status of the deceased from simply a spirit
to the spirit of an ancestor worthy of worship; iii) establishment of an heir through
adoption—the couple united through ghost marriage adopts a person who is made an heir.
The first type is prevalent throughout East Asia, particularly in southern China,
Taiwan and the Korean Peninsula. The second type is found in various regions
throughout China and Cheju Island of Korea. Finally, the third type was observed
only in northern China and in Cheju Island of Korea.

Turning next to the parties to marriage which is the second feature under discussion,
the customs of East Asia can be roughly classified into two cabtegories i) those possess-
ing kin and ii) those without kin. These two categories can respectively be further
subdivided into three types a) both dead b) living groom with dead bride ¢) dead groom
with living bride. In the case of the category i) those possessing kin, a) is found in
the Okinawa region of Japan and throughout all of China, c¢) is observed solely in
northern China. As. for the second category ii) those without kin, a) is practiced
throughout Korea and northern China, c¢) is distributd throughout southern China and
Taiwan. In sum, significant regional variation was observed.

Finally, with respect to the third feature, which concerns the ritual itself, the
two major types discovered were 1) those valueing the ashes and 2) those valueing the
memorial tablet, the main point of consideration here being whether or not a shaman is
involved as a master of ceremonies. As for the geographical distribution, the type 1)
valueing the ashes was discovered in Cheju Island and the south-western region of the
Peninsula in Korea, Okinawa region in Japan, and in northern China. The type 2)
valueing the memorial tablet was found only in Taiwan in China. The involvement of
shamans was noticeable throughout the regions studied, with the sole exception of northern
China and Cheju Island of Korea, where the shaman’s involvement was not necessarily
extensive.

In sum, although the custom of ghost marriage is practiced extensively throughout
East Asia, by presenting the above information in a table, it becomes evident that
there are profound regional variations in the particular form of the ritual practiced.
In other words, there are substantial geographical variations in the views held

concerning the spiritual world, which forms the basis of the custom.
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