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115) Dear Mr. Kim Young Oh,l learned with deep distress that your daughter was a victim of the

tragic ferry accident. And I was also informed of your hunger strike in an effort to induce
the government to discover and reveal the truth about this shocking catastrophe, the least
it can do, at the very least to help ensure that nothing like it will occur again. I would like
to offer my firmest hopes that your honorable actions will have the impact they should(A] X
v, 2014.8.14.).
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Abstract

Interpretation of the Meaning of
Memory Places Created Following
Social Disasters

: Focusing on the Sewol Ferry Disaster

Kim, Dohun
Seoul National University

Interdisciplinary Program in Landscape Architecture

A social disaster is defined as a series of events, such as a fire,
collapse, or explosion, that cause economic harm and public outrage,
leaving behind psychological trauma on the public. Such major
disasters have continued to strike Korean society. Damage and
wounds caused by disasters were formerly perceived as only
affecting the individual victims, but with a change of perception
following the Sewol ferry disaster, it has now been re-framed as a
serious social issue. Through accumulated experiences, society came
to realize that while the individual suffers from direct physical
injuries of a disaster, the community as a whole suffers from
significant negative aftereffects as well. As a result of this
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experience, society has attempted to avoid treating disasters as the
responsibility of the government alone and instead, a consensus is
being formed among its members in consideration of the position
and circumstances of local communities and victims. Particularly, this
paper pointed out that in the case of Sewol Ferry, members who
were familiar with the region sympathized with the victims and
sought to prevent the spread of mass trauma. This can be seen as
having contributed towards overcoming the initial difficulties caused
by social disasters and managing the risks that may arise in the
future.

Social disasters threaten individual lives and property, as well as
national stability. However, it also creates the potential to bring
about transitions and changes in the times. An experience of tragedy
can be a motivating force for social healing and community
recovery. Therefore, the sense of unity revealed in disasters can
serve as a powerful force to overcome difficulties, and the process
of healing and recovery can foster societal change. During the social
disaster of the Sewol ferry case, victims return to their communities
was promoted, which restored social relations and laid the foundation
for community integration. Thus, with a focus on the Sewol ferry
disaster, which reflects a pattern of change of times, this study
attempted to examine how the characteristics of this disaster were
different from those of previous disasters.

In April 2014, many people expressed sympathy and condolences
for the victims’ pain as they watched the ship sank and observed
the process of collecting of dead bodies. Unfortunately, the
prolonged handling of the incident led to the issue of disaster sites
spreading to local communities, causing resentment and becoming a

significant trauma. Grief affected not only the bereaved, but also
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friends, neighbors, local merchants, and ordinary citizens. Then, the
tragedy on the Sewol ferry created an opportunity for change.
Through this incident, society hoped to spread the values of
memory, promise and respect for human life through public support..
It carried out practical activities to turn the deaths of the victims
into a social lesson and a matter to reflect. It created an
atmosphere of remembering and reflecting on the experience of
social disaster rather than forgetting it or turning a blind eye.

Korean society has experienced many social disasters similar to
these, but in most cases, memories of place have been disappeared
or cosmetic commemorations have taken place. In most cases,
disasters are recognized as serious situations in the early stages, but
then forgotten over time, until they become only a memory of
something that happened in the past. Concerning the Sewol ferry
disaster, however, efforts have been made to preserve and spread
the memory of the disaster site. The aim was to remember the
victims and to create a better society through this lesson. During
this process, the study focused on the memory of place that served
as a medium or platform for remembering and acting. This site was
judged to have been crucial in responding to disasters and
overcoming them.

In the study, the Memory Place of the Sewol ferry disaster that
emerged in this manner was examined, along with its spatial
characteristics and social meaning. In light of changes in social
situations and conditions, the types of generative changes the
memory place has undergone were analyzed and their characteristics
and roles were identified. For in-depth analysis and insightful
judgment, participatory observation including spatial and social
semantic analyses were used to obtain the results. In this study, we
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aimed to find out whether the physical space of a memory place
can be a medium for healing and recovering from a special situation
such as a disaster.

A place of the Sewol ferry disaster extends beyond the sea where
the incident take place. Various relevant places related to the
incident were mentioned as political, social, and cultural issues
developed simultaneously. A total of 15 other Memory Places across
five regions were examined. This includes the disaster site Jindo
Paengmok Port, Mokpo New Port, Ansan Danwon High School, Seoul
Gwanghwamun, Jeju Island. This study did not limit the disaster site
to the place where the disaster occurred, but instead examined 15
other memory places across five regions, which held the wishes of
the bereaved family and the hearts of citizens.

In this study, the first discussion was about how the concept of
memory places was formed and why they were significant. By region
and subject, the spatial characteristics of memory places that are
scattered across the country were examined in consideration of their
current status. Additionally, the formation and change process of
memory places has also been identified through discourses formed in
accordance with social, spatial, institutional, and economic situations.
By doing so, the multidimensional meaning of a memory place that
emerged during a disaster could be analyzed and interpreted.
Following that, the development of the Sewol ferry disaster has
been examined step-by-step from 2014 to the present, and the
effects of changes in time and time-specific issues have been
assessed. Synthesizing these processes led to the discovery of a
mechanism for creating and changing memory places. Semantic
interpretation can produce both positive and negative results, as well
as implications for unexpected aspects. As a result, the value and
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significance of the memory places as well as their motivations for
existence and demands could be revealed. Using this method, the
study derived conclusions about the social significance of memory
places. In conducting the research, this study sought to present a
new approach to overcoming disasters and responding to them based
on the results generated from understanding and analyzing the
Memory Place.

Through the formation and change process of the ’production,
extinction, and transformation,” this study derives three spatial and
social characteristics. The first characteristic is ’production of
physical and non-physical places for memory and empathy’. At
disaster sites such as Paengmok Port, Donggeocha Island, and the
ocean where the ferry sank, physical places still exist, and they
contain the memories of the site. Also, it can be seen that the
non-physical place has emerged as a platform that expressed
empathy through gifts, letters, and candlelight cultural festivals. The
second characteristic was “extinction of places as a result of
oblivion and neglect” as observed in memorial altars set up by the
government, memory-classes at Danwon High School and
Gwanghwamun Square. This involves a situation in which space and
place vanished due to value confrontations and conflicts of interest.
Third, there is a new feature of the transformation of places that is
observed in the Sewol ferry disaster, which 1is different from
previous disasters. “Transformation of places through alternative
memory activities® occurs when a place becomes a place of social
empathy by giving meaning to the keepsakes of the victims and
personal memories, and the social practices delivered by the
remaining people for the deceased were identified as features that
were unique to this context. The three special meanings were
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derived in this study as such, and it was found that the memory
place was a valuable method for overcoming the disaster.

Up to now, disasters have been regarded as past records in
Korean society, and it has been difficult to find incidents that have
transformed into social empathy for pain and historic significance.
This study revealed, however, that traces of memories left by
citizens in Jindo, Ansan, Mokpo, Seoul, and Jeju Island still remain
after the Sewol ferry disaster, and social exchange activities have
continued ever since. Often, the difficulties brought about by the
previous disaster led to disagreements in the local community.
Nevertheless, it was found that community conflicts and ideological
disagreements were wisely resolved and that a new turning point
was prepared through the memory places of the Sewol ferry
disaster. In fact, there were attempts at solving the conflicts through
social public debate and strategic concessions, rather than
oppression. Accordingly, this study concluded that memory places can
serve as platforms for resolving misunderstandings and distrust, as
well as creating social consensus to help overcome disasters and
tragedies.

So far, memory places created in the wake of a social catastrophe
have been solemn and reverent, so they have not been able to
spread socially and gain public sympathy. Consequently, the need for
a memorable place, such as a cultural space, where people could
remember the pain of the past in everyday life rather than just on
special occasions by certain people. This study showed that the
memory places of the Sewol ferry disaster gave rise to new spatial
forms and functions not found anywhere else. They promoted the
coexistence of heterogeneous concepts such as “past and present,”

“life and death,” and “despair and hope,” and served as “everyday
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memory places” that allowed these concepts to become part of our
lives in a natural way. It is a future-oriented value that goes
beyond recording, leaving, and preserving the past, thus re-creating
the present and future. This study revealed the defining
characteristics of memory places that were unique to the Sewol
ferry disaster, in addition to the fact that memory places contribute
to overcoming disaster situations and improving resilience. The same
can be applied to other disasters and tragedies in the future, so that
they can also become an opportunity for social reflection and a
lesson in history. Accordingly, this study is of great significance in
that it suggests the possibility of disaster recovery and operation
management based on memory places.

Keyword : Social disaster, the Sewol ferry disaster, Memory place,
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