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Abstract

Another Modern Life Course in Korea:

A Life Structure and Time Perspective of the ‘Brothers Home’ Inmates

Lee, Sang-Jic
Seoul National University, Ph.D. Candidate

The term “modern life course” brings to mind an image of people
walking through lives comprised of distinct phases (e.g., education,
work, marriage, childbirth, and retirement) which they enter one by
one at the appropriate ages. The expectation that people will follow
this life path is supported through a series of institutional systems
including the family, schools, and the labor market. But then, what
structure do the life courses of those who somehow diverged from or
do not participate in this life path take? What are the institutional
systems that support their life courses and their characteristics? This
study sets out to answer these questions by examining the life
histories of the inmates who were imprisoned in the “Brothers Home,”
a workhouse that existed in the 1970-80s in Korea. Their lives are
another archetype of the modern life course, characterized by a life
structure devoid of phases and a time perspective marked by
meaninglessness. The institutional system that regulated their life
courses was the ‘rehabilitation facility,” defined as rotal institutions by
Erving Goffman. The inmates were neither dead nor alive, living in a
state of apparent death, not only during their time at the facility but
also after they were freed from captivity. The life courses of the

Brothers Home inmates hold two implications. First, their life courses
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were inevitable outcomes of the modernity which is generally seen in
a positive light. In other words, their lives represent another modern
life course, sharing the other side of the same coin with the ‘normal’
modern life course. This perspective suggests that defining the
Brothers Home tragedy solely as the doings of the violent dictatorship
at the time omits the consideration that this facility and the lives of
its inmates were an outcome of the ‘dual institutionalization of life
courses which is inherent in the process of modernization. Second,
the recent movement demanding the truth and indemnification of the
Brother Home inmates may provide a valuable opportunity for the
former inmates to give (new) meaning to the period of their lives

which had been filled with meaninglessness.

B Keywords: Modern Life Course, Total Institution, Time Perspective,
Life History, Workhouse
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