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The Transition and Continuity of Mureggun
Tradition in Korea’s Southwestern Sea Region

Song, Ki-Tae*

The purpose of this article is to establish the identity of hanyeo (female divers)
of Korea’s southwestern sea region by investigating their history and current
activities. In the southwestern sea area, those who harvest seafood from below
the surface of the water are called ‘mureggun’. Both men and women used to
dive in the past, but male divers have gradually disappeared since Jeju hanyeo
were introduced and the name of ‘hanyeo’ has begun to be generally used.

In the historical records of the Joseon Dynasty, the words ‘pojak’ and
‘ponyeo’ can be easily found, which refer to people who are from Jeju Island
and professionally fish. They were assumed to sail around the islands and
coastal areas of Korea’s southwestern sea region and have a correlation with
current muregguns in a broad sense. In addition, there are detail records of
the activities of hanyeo written by someone who went sightseeing throughout
in Korea’s southwestern sea region in 1791.

The unusual thing of hanyeo tradition in Korea’s southwestern sea region
is the existence of male muregguns. According to my survey results, it was
found that male muregguns existed in the southwestern sea regions and they

dived with female muregguns. The activities of male muregguns ceased

* Mokpo National University
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about forty to fifty years ago and only a few memories remain, but their
activities can be confirmed in many areas of Korea’s southwestern sea
region.

People in Korea’s southwestern sea region were familiar with water and
swam for fun dating back to their childhood. Naturally, they could acquire
diving skills for gathering seaweed with little effort. However, there are
differences between diving and being a professional hanyeo. The southwestern
sea regions didn’t need professional hanyeo. There were hanyeo there at that
time, but it is assumed that there were no professional hanyeo. In these
circumstances, Jeju hanyeo were introduced in the Japanese colonial era and.
as a result, professional hanyeo were assumed to appear. Since the 1970s when
Jeju hanyeo began to dive in rubber suits, male muregguns naturally stopped
their activities and female muregguns began to emerge with a few professional
divers.

Currently, hanyeo are fishing in slight conflict with local residents. They
usually fish in local fisheries where hanyeo and local residents fish together.
In case of algae, local residents gather and distribute them together. As for
other marine products, the towns and villages sell the rights to collect marine
product to hanyeo. The practice of selling the rights to collect marine
products to hanyeo are still maintained in the southwestern sea regions,
whereas hanyeo generally manage local fisheries on Jeju Island. It might
seem unfair, but in a broader sense, it is a way for effective co-existence
between hanyeo and local residents. In short, since local fisheries are
common assets and most local residents are not able to become hanyeo, they
have chosen this way of sharing profits together, and in turn, preserving the

profits of hanyeo.
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