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A Comparison of Symbolic Systems
regarding “Parent-Child Suicides” in Japan and Korea
——A Folkloristic Analysis of the “Suicide Case”

as Mythological Narrative—

Iwamoro Michiya

Though “parent-child suicide” has been mostly regarded as a “phenomenon unique to
Japan”, this paper aims to present examples of “parent-child suicide” in Korea, in an
attempt to correct this opinion. Through the comparison of cases in the two cultures,
the author also aims to get a rough overview at a deeper level, as to which of the
various phenomena of “parentchild suicide” are common to the two, and which are
typically Japanese; that is, not only the act of “parent-child suicide” but also the
Jarger symbolic systems of the society and the culture in which the act occurs. For
this purpose, this paper begins with the presentation of “a total image of suicide”,
including “parent-child suicide” in Korea, which has rarely been reported in Japan.
As a source of information, the author collected articles on suicide from two typical
Korean general newspapers, the “Chosen Nipp6” and the “Téa Nippd” over a period of
a year, and analyzed these. With regard to use of newspapers as sources of informa-
tion, the author considered, from the methodological viewpoint, that the character of
news in the form of a newspaper article should be not taken to have merely the simple
function of the “transmission” of information; it should be understood as something
creating mythical “stories” that put greater importance on the role of the readers
(decoders). If we understand the newspaper article in this way, the hidden code
concealed in repeatedly-told news provides the decoders with definitions of various
cultural values. Analysis in this way shows that Japanese and Korean codes concern-
ing suicide and “parent-child suicide” cases are similar in many ways, and very different
in many other ways. The greatest difference is that one of the important codes in
Korean “stories of suicides and double suicides” is “resistance” to such suicides, while
the major value code in Japanese “stories of suicides and parent-child suicides” is the
need to refrain from “bothering others”. Seen from the totally-opposite Japanese
value code, the Korean code is given a negative, “ungallant” value. Therefore, “parent-
child suicides” in Japan and Korea may resemble each other in appearance and form,

but are very different in meaning.
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