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Pilgrimage, Sunrae and a Nationalism in Contemporary South Korea:
Since Kwangju Minjung Uprising in 1980
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Pilgrimage, Sunrae and a Nationalism in Contemporary South Korea:
Since Kwangju Minjung Uprising in 1980

MANABE Yuko

The purpose of this paper is to point out that the phenomenon of pilgrimage, a sphere of folkloristic
studies, is not necessarily religious a priori and is sometimes highly political. This is shown through
a study of the origin and the forming process of a “sunrae” cause by a political incident. This paper
takes up Kwangju Minjung Uprising (1980) and the following sunrae phenomenon as a good exam-
ple.

Activist students and workers already began visiting Kwangju as a so-to-speak “holy place of de-
mocracy” from the early 80’s. It was gradually routinized as sunrae during the 80’s, when they were
absorbed in avenging battles with riot police. People began talking about this sunrae as a literally
religious phenomenon for its own sake, on the other hand as a metaphor.,

While making a tour of old battlefield of Kwangiu Minjung Uprising, the life and death of the
victims were often told; they all died as a “misrepresented soul”, “rioter”, or “red”, deviating from
the objects of Confucian rituals. The stories of deaths told in Kwangju sunrae have created the posi-
tive meaning of “May Kwangju” with some ideology to counter-evaluate these negative deaths. The
stories of the memory of massacre in Kwangjiu Minjung Uprising are in the political context to go
over the nation-state nationalism which has been taken for granted, and to head toward the ethno-
nationalism instead.

Thus, the metaphoric Kwangju sunrae is tangibly symbolized as a realizing process of “One
Korea”. There, Paegdu San (Mt. Packdu) near the Chinese border is depicted as a synchronic im-
age of unification, and “Tradition of Resistance” in Jeonra Do is narrated as a diachronic image of

unification.

key words: Kawangiu Minjung Uprising, pilgrimage (sunrae) to “May Kwangjiu”, narrative of

deaths, nation-state nationalism/ethno-nationalism, alternative country
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