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Social Function and Symbolic Meaning of
Confucian Rites in Chosun dynasty

— Focusing on the Ancestral Rites

Kim, Mi-young

(Korean studies
Advancement Center)

The social functions and symbolic meaning of Confucian rites
that were examined in this thesis are placed in a mutually organic
relationship. The reason is that the sanctification of rites through
symbolic meaning is a social, cultural device prepared to unite and
strengthen paternal kinship based on patriarchal, hierarchical and to
realize social status discrimination order more efficiently. Also, they
all conclude to an ultimate purpose of 'securing justice’. Justice is se-
cured by promoting the sanctification of rites. Based on this, the val—-
idity of several relationship orders set in Confucianism is granted
once more. In other words, the rite itself must be considered as 'tra—
dition’ first to grant validity to the existing order of the era through
rites. Ancestral rites, which are religious ceremonies with a lineage
connection raise emotional intimacy and form a strong faith. As sa-
credness 1s granted, legitimacy can be also guaranteed based on ob-
jective belief.

Although ancestral rites are accomplished at an extremely per—

sonal level as practicing filial piety, repaying kindness for the love
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parents bestowed on during their lifetime, we can see that they have
been used quite frequently to justify group norm of values. It is said
in "Ye-gi(i#5t)s, “(By performing ancestral rites with utmost sincer—-
ity) duties of sovereign and subject is renovated, affection between
father and son is deepened, siblings are in harmony, order of superiors
and inferiors is straightened, and there is classification between hus-
band and wife.” The origin of rites being used to continue and
strengthen social norm of values of the era can be found in ancient
China. Soon—ja( #j+) also said that rites were made by wise kings( &
#A) of ancient China to suppress disagreement or fights among the
people and to control their desires. He mentioned that rites were
based on a secular principle rather than a religious one.

Rites are group products that have been accumulated for a long
time. The group 1s composed of society members of the era. Although
rites have settled in the sanctification area by receiving religious
symbolism, it 1s considered to have gone through much social and
cultural manipulation. Confucian rites cannot break away from this
possibility as well. The possibility increases as the range of social
norm of values which was tried to be realized through Confucian rites
is expanded. This highlights another side of ancestral rites which
were extremely feared from an ancestor-worshiping level. It is also a

critical point that desperately needs in—depth studies in the future.

Key word: confucian rite, ancestral rites, ancestor worship, patri-

archal order, filial piety, paternal kinship
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