“To devise an escape from destiny”
The role of fortune-telling in Korea’s developmental past and neoliberal present

Matthew VanVolkenburg

This sort of fatalistic resignation shows no spirit of struggle. It is an attitude of submission to fate, not desiring to devise an escape from destiny. Among the masses such shamanistic practices as fortune-telling, phrenology, palm-reading, propitious date-selection and so forth have been prevalent. They have had no courage to attempt to change what seemed impossible and to make everything possible.
  (Park Chung-hee, 1962)

Introduction

News reports about fortune-telling in Seoul appear periodically in international news coverage of South Korea. Such reports tend to highlight the persistence and popularity of fortune-telling and either juxtapose or contrast it with “ultra-modern” Seoul. A recent article in The Economist highlighted a fortune-telling café in Hongdae with its façade of “pink neon signs and glowing graffiti,” customers sipping lattes, and a hip tarot reader who seemed “more rapper than rune-reader.” 
 The article went on to offer estimates of the value of the fortune-telling market ($3.7 billion) and the number of fortune-tellers (300,000, as well as 150,000 shamans), which it considered unusual considering South Korea is “a country of evangelical Christians and devout Buddhists.” The inclusion of observations by Korea University professor Andrew Eungi Kim help to normalize the practice, which he compared to occasional churchgoing in the West and which is passed on within families as “one possible way by which to make sense of the world.”

Implicit in such articles is the perception of a contradiction between belief in fortune-telling, which is perceived to be “traditional,” and the ultramodern sheen of contemporary Seoul. A perusal of literature on fortune-telling, particularly by anthropologists in the 1970s, makes clear that there is far less contradiction than might at first be assumed. Fortune-telling in various forms not only survived Korea’s development period but thrived in an urban environment because it proved to be of great utility in allowing clients to cope with the stresses of that period. One function it served during then, as well as today, was as a form of counseling. As a 55-year old female fortune-teller who worked previously as a nurse described it in 2010: 

Most of the clients come to me due to psychological conflict or insecurity. All of them are in a situation where they have to overcome various difficulties such as unemployment, adultery of spouses, failure in business, divorce, even mental depression, and so on…As they steadily communicate with me, they feel comfortable and peaceful in mind. I try to tell them to look at the more positive side of the difficulties, depending on my divination.

Fortune-telling serves its clients in more ways than this, however, and the ability of fortune-tellers to adapt to evolving conditions and new media have helped keep it relevant to modern Koreans, whether during the development period of the 1970s or amid the stresses and uncertainties associated with living in Korea following the neoliberal reforms which resulted from the economic crash of 1997, known as the “IMF crisis.” What follows is a brief history of fortune-telling, a review of ethnography-based dissertations from the 1970s and their analyses of fortune-telling forms and client responses, an examination of how fortune-telling has changed as Korea modernized since that time, an appraisal of fortune-telling as a part of the religious market, and lastly an examination of the way in which fortune-telling operates under neoliberalism.

Existing literature on fortune-telling in Korea

There are a number of works in English about fortune-telling and divination in South Korea. Dawnhee Janelli’s dissertation, Logical Contradictions in Korean Learned Fortunetelling (1977), explained how horoscope reading (sajup’alcha) worked and attempted to understand why clients overlooked contradictions and incorrect predictions. It was limited by a narrow focus and based on interviews with only 17 clients and a single fortune-teller, but revealed a great deal about the specific ways fortune-tellers dealt with their clients and how clients perceived their sessions.
 Elizabeth Young’s 1980 dissertation Spirits and Other Signs: The Practice of Divination in Seoul, Republic of Korea, covered a broad range of both “analytical” and “mediumistic” divination practices in an urban context and attempted to understand their ongoing popularity.
  Jin-pil Kim’s 1989 article, “Fortunetelling Goes Modern,”
 and Andrew Eungi Kim’s 2005 article, “Nonofficial Religion in South Korea: Prevalence of Fortunetelling and Other Forms of Divination,”
 explored the ways in which fortune-telling practices had continued and adapted since the 1970s, while Kwangsuk Yoo’s 2012 dissertation, Applicability of Religious Economy Model (REM) to the Growth of Fortunetelling in Contemporary Korea, provided further insights.

The history of fortune-telling in Korea

Fortune-telling has a long history in Korea. In the early twelfth century, Koryŏ statesman and poet Yi Kyubo criticized a neighboring shaman, saying of her predictions, “Of thousands of words and volumes of speech, if she’s lucky to have one on target, stupid females and idiotic males receive it with respect and as a benefit.”
 In comparison to Yi’s bitterly critical tone, in the early sixteenth century Chosŏn statesman and writer Sŏng Hyŏn described an old blind fortune-teller in Seoul whose predictions were so suspect that women joked, “Things become better if he foretells a bad thing.” Despite the humor, it is clear he was popular enough to divine as a “full-time job” because “people were quick to meet him.”
 It was not only the “people” who utilized diviners, however; according to Young, “Various kinds of ‘book’ diviners also served kings and high government officials throughout Korea’s history,” and they were never as persecuted as shamans were, partly because their practice required literary competence.
 

In the mid-1890s, British traveler Isabella Bird Bishop described the use of “‘The four columns of a man’s future,’ these being the hour, day, month, and year of his birth, or rather their four combinations” when making divinations, as well as “Pan-su” who would correct misfortune by shooting arrows in certain places. She also described how horoscopes were cast for brides and grooms to find an auspicious day for a wedding.
 The reformers who published the Independent, which started publication in 1896, made their views of fortune-telling and shamanism clear to its readers, such as when it described “a large number of sorceresses, mudangs and blind fortune-tellers [who] pull the wool over the ignorant people´s eyes with such nonsensical stories and rob them of their hard-earned cash.”
 In fact, a police order in March 1897 stated that “The mutangs, fortune tellers, geomancers and other deceptive persons must be arrested by the police wherever they are found.”
 Months later it worried that “the mutangs and blind fortune-tellers are getting back their old prestige among the women of the city.”
 Though the order prohibiting fortune-telling was again promulgated in early 1898 and targeted also those who would employ them,
 in June the newspaper reported that an albino fortune-teller from Pyŏngan-do was “having a prosperous trade, but the journal wonders why the police authorities let him alone.”

Even as police set out to punish fortune-tellers and those who employed them, the few mentions made of them in the Independent make it clear enough that people continued to use their services; the above report also suggested that Seoul, as the nation’s largest urban area, drew such practitioners from across the country. Indeed, by the time of Japanese ethnographer Murayama Chijun’s pioneering 1933 work Divination and Prophecy in Chosŏn, fortune-telling enjoyed widespread popularity.
 What became clear by the 1970s, however, was that fortune-telling in Seoul was thriving despite, or possibly because of, industrialization and urbanization. As Young described it, “The very word ‘chomjaengi,’ or diviner, in fact, brought smiles to the most severe faces and information as to whereabouts and what-abouts from others.”
 

Fortune tellers in 1970s Seoul

There were various kinds of diviners in Seoul in the late 1970s, whom both Janelli and Young divided into two general categories. For Janelli, they were “learned” or “possessed,” while Young divided them based on “(1) methods which utilize an analytical system based on Chinese philosophy, and (2) methods in which a spiritual inspiration or sign holds primacy,” or “analytical” versus “mediumistic” diviners. For Young, analytical diviners included horoscope readers (sajujaengi, who made up the majority), name readers, face, hand, and bone readers, and birthdate hexagram readers. Mediumistic diviners included spirit diviners (coin and rice readers including shamans, who made up almost half), lot-casting hexagram readers, bird’s sign readers, and lay Buddhist diviners (Posal).
 What follows will focus on analytical diviners.


 In comparing horoscope diviners and shamans, Young noted that the horoscope diviners tended to be men, were literate and educated in the Chinese classics, worked one-on-one with clients, and tended to focus solely on divining (though they might have a side occupation). They limited themselves to diagnosis and did not perform remedies, and could be self-taught or taught by another diviner. Shamans, on the other hand, were usually women, did not need to be literate, might work in groups when dealing with clients (particularly for kut), performed various rituals besides divining, offered both diagnosis and remedies, and were taught by other shamans and formally initiated.
 

Diviners could be found in many places, from those in offices or in homes, to itinerant fortune-tellers sitting on mats or stools in the streets, even in the freezing cold (particularly around the new year). Signs could be followed to scattered back alley offices, or they might be found concentrated in certain areas such as Namdaemun or northeastern Seoul (where blind fortune-tellers gathered).

Ascertaining the number of diviners was difficult. Government estimates of 2,502 diviners in Seoul in 1975 were assumed to be low (other estimates were four to eight times higher), but suggested that more than one-third of Seoul’s diviners were shamans, one-third were analytical diviners (horoscope readers, geomancers, or face, hand, and bone readers), and slightly less than a third were spirit diviners (“chŏmjaengi”), a group that may have included hexagram interpreters, “tortoise” diviners, bird diviners, blind diviners or coin and rice readers. The government never defined the latter category, but their statistics revealed that 74% of analytic divination was carried out by men, while women made up 86% of shamans and 64% of spirit diviners.

The government attempted to pressure diviners to join associations which, particularly after the advent of the authoritarian Yushin system, it attempted to unify with little success. Membership in such associations seemed most popular with horoscope diviners and blind diviners. Some such organizations were affiliated with institutes which taught divination, featuring classes on horoscope reading (sajup’alcha), while the vast majority of blind diviners encountered were graduates of divination classes taught at the School for the Blind, which suggests formal organizations played “at least a minor role in dignifying certain professional distinctions.”
 


Professional diviners were usually found in market towns and in large cities where there were more potential clients. Horoscope readers or other analytical diviners who worked in clearly marked offices were easiest to find, while shamans or spirit diviners, who usually worked in unmarked homes, often needed a specific referral. In general, the fees of horoscope readers and blind diviners were higher than those of shamans and much higher than those of street-side diviners; most expensive were kut performed by shamans.


Young also examined the interactions of other religions with fortune-telling and found that Christians appeared to patronize diviners less frequently than non-Christians due to Christian injunctions against their use, but some Christians either ignored these injunctions, sent others in their stead, or patronized only philosophers (ch’ŏrhakja) on special occasions, such when they arranged their children’s marriages. While Buddhist monks did not sanction fortune-telling, books studied by monks in the past included those detailing the philosophical basis of divination, and many diviners in Seoul in the 1970s said they learned divination at a temple.
 

Horoscope readings and ancillary divinations

One’s horoscope, or sajup’alcha (four pillars and the eight characters) is the basis of determining one’s place in the universe and location within social relationships and it determines the major events in a person’s life, the features of a person’s character, health, occupation, economic conditions, and how relations with others will unfold, including marital life and relations with parents, siblings and children. It can be used to determine the appropriate action to take in given situations. Calculating it is quite complex, but it begins by translating one’s birthdate into eight characters according to its location in a fixed and repeating calendrical cycle, which is then assessed in terms of its expression of Ŭm and Yang forces, its links to certain ddi, (the 12 animals), as well as certain of the five elements, associated seasons, directions, colours, and body parts. From there horoscope readers can interpret this information, though different readers can use different means to do this.


Although Young found horoscope reading to be the most popular form of analytical divination practiced in Seoul, certain other types such as face reading (kwansang), hand reading (susang), and name analysis (sŏngmyŏnghak) were also practiced. These were normally done by men and were rarely done on their own but used in conjunction with horoscope reading. Face reading was second in popularity only to sajup’alcha, and was thought to be systemic and statistical. For Young, it seemed to rely on associating (in order of importance) face color, harmony or balance of facial features, and surface area (divided into thirds marking parts of one’s life) with personality characteristics, social relationships, and future events. As well, the ability to assess psychological states added “an increased dimension of sensitivity to a reading.” Hand reading was less common, but operated in a similar way.


Name analysis was also often done in conjunction with reading horoscopes, but unlike a birthdate, “a name can be selected to balance a birthdate and can also be altered.” Name analysis consists of sŏngmyŏnghak, or the interpretation of one’s fortune according to one’s name (which was most common), and changmyŏng, or the creation of a suitable, beneficial name for a baby or an adult who wants to change their name. Reading a name involved analyzing its letters or characters, its sound or pronunciation and the number of strokes in its characters. Consonants of the Korean alphabet are associated with one of the five elements, while brush stroke count was linked to hexagrams in the Book of Changes; in this way fortunes could be told and a name change might be recommended if the fortune looked bad.
 

Motivations for using fortune-tellers and patterns of patronage 

Young found that while attitudes towards divination were mixed, even those who criticized it as “anti-scientific” or “superstition” still understood a need for it, because “It is the character of human nature to depend on something.”
 She found people consulted diviners at three general times: during certain seasons (particularly in the New Year’s season to see their fortune for the year, but also at Ch’usŏk), on occasions of life cycle events (particularly marriage, school entrance, and birth), and for personal problems or other individual situations. For school entrance, asking about choice of majors or schools was common, while for weddings choosing auspicious dates or calculating the potential harmony between spouses (kunghap) was common. The most commonly stated reason for visiting a diviner was “a feeling of anxiety or depression” (“taptaphada”), and the use of consultations as a counselling service was accepted.

Young also found, via questionnaire, that people tended to consult diviners during the middle years of life, a time of childrearing “when individuals bear greatest responsibilities for the survival and success of their family,” but tapered off after age fifty-five.
 Women, as supervisors of household harmony, may have seen divination as part of that role, and tended to use divination more often than men, but it was “not exclusively a female prerogative.” Men tended to choose a diviner based on reputation, while women more often chose one based on references. Slightly more women sought listeners or were worried about illness or family problems; slightly more men tended to be more focused on business matters and knowing the future; both sought divination for reasons of anxiety or for marriage (their own or their children’s) at similar rates. Women, on the other hand, focused more on the problems of other household members and when discussing business nearly always talked about their husband’s business problems, not their own.
 


Men and women of diverse educational backgrounds consulted diviners and fortune-tellers of various kinds. Young found that “youth, higher education, and being male [were] each factors that tend[ed] to be associated with less use of divination and with use of only analytical divination, while age, little education, and being female [were] associated with greater use of divination, including use of both spirit divination and horoscope divinations.”
 While Christian churches discouraged divination, it coexisted amicably with Buddhist worship, Confucian philosophy and ancestor rites, and shaman ceremonies. Men were associated with the Chinese-derived systems of ancestor worship and analytical divination, while among women “a diversity of religious practices was reported as was patronage of a diversity of diviners, which might suggest more daily attention to religious matters among women than men.”

P’alcha, perception of contradiction, and fortune-tellers’ strategies

According to Janelli, when having their horoscopes read, many clients perceived the p’alcha as the equivalent of “fate,” which had the characteristics of uniqueness, inescapability, significance (as in it only affected the major events and circumstances of one’s life), an emphasis on social relationships over economic welfare (a poor woman with a husband and children is thought to have a better p’alcha than a rich widow), conditionality (prior actions may deflect some of the bad fortune their p’alcha has foretold), and interdependence (one is influenced not only by one’s own p’alcha but also by that of others such as parents or spouses). As Janelli noted, inescapability and conditionality were contradictory, but this was not often noticed because of the emotional satisfaction an appeal to conditionality brought.


Janelli tried to explain the acceptance of logical contradictions within both the sajup’alcha system and the fortune-telling consultation. She found that the professional fortune teller made “a good deal of effort to prevent the detection of disconfirmations,” to establish and maintain their credibility, and to make the consultation emotionally satisfying for clients. Strategies to this end include telling clients good fortune awaits them in the near future, making predictions too general to disconfirm, redefining terms, offering alternatives, using common sense to make inferences, making predictions in the form of questions, elaborating on or repeating correctly made divinations, and using highly technical terms to impress or distract clients. The effectiveness of these strategies was, however, “predicated on the client’s initial willingness to believe.” Only with this initial faith could the fortune-teller “induce…the client to rationalize away the weaknesses of fortunetelling and continue to be impressed with its accuracy.”


Janelli found that clients tended to remember a high number of correct predictions made by fortune-tellers and recorded several sessions to test their memories. She found that clients remembered only a small fraction of the predictions made and selectively retained particularly dramatic or important predictions. They also remembered predictions in a more specific form than as spoken by the fortune-teller and fabricated predictions or made distorted accounts of predictions. Despite this they did recall some disconfirmed predictions, but tolerated them, believing that the fault lay with the mistakes of the fortune-teller and not the system itself.
 In examining the social characteristics of the clients in her study, she found “no major correlation between either level of income or educational level on the one hand, and perception of contradictions on the other.” She did discover, however, that those female clients in anomalous social positions (particularly those lacking a husband or children who could care for them in old age) were less likely to perceive contradictions. She theorized that such women felt greater anxiety and had a greater need to alleviate it, and that through fortune-telling they could relieve themselves of responsibility for failure to pass through the normal life cycle expected of them by attributing it to the workings of fate. They thus had a strong reason to believe in the validity of the fortune-telling system.

Modern patronage of fortune-tellers

More than a decade after Janelli and Young’s fieldwork, Kim Jin-Pil described the persistence of fortune-telling, writing that its practice was no longer confined to back alleys, but could be found in downtown cultural centers and department stores where computers and telex machines were part of the process.
 Kim wrote that beyond attracting working-class clients, fortune-tellers reported consultations with government and military officials, and that there were “major companies which will not hire, promote or transfer personnel without consulting their regular fortuneteller.” Similar rumors exist today in regard to chaebŏl such as Hyundai, Samsung, LG and SK.
 The Chungang ilbo and Tonga ilbo both ran cultural centers teaching courses on fortune-telling well-attended by those hoping to start their own businesses. Fortune-tellers were “often to be found around the big hotels, department stores and train stations” and were even called on by foreigners: “Among the blind fortunetellers on the famous section of road on Miari Hill, Ch’oe Tae-un conducts his business in English, Japanese and Chinese, as well as Korean.”
 This ability to attract foreign customers marks a trend that continues today as increasing numbers of foreign tourists visit fortune tellers in Seoul, particularly in Myŏng-dong.
 

Kim highlighted the application of technology to fortune-telling. For example, in different parts of the city one could see a “fortune vendor” who appeared to be selling cheap computers but was actually doing computerized fortune-telling, while at least twelve computer companies were marketing programs for having fortunes told. As well, the government-run telecommunications company had made fortune-telling text The Prophecies of T’ojŏng available to telex users who used it 83,000 times in 1988, making it one of the most popular telex services.
 

In the early 2000s this trend continued as new business models were applied to fortune-telling. In addition to offices and makeshift booths on busy streets, there were also “fortune-telling cafes” such as Ivy Café, where patrons could sip reasonably-priced beverages and request the services of one of five fortune tellers – a recipe for success that saw the café earn profits during the IMF Crisis.
 Today similar cafes proliferate in neighbourhoods like Hongdae or Apgujŏng where they offer services to younger clientele. Fortune-telling quickly expanded into cyberspace, and by 2002 there were 1,000 fortune-telling websites. Mobile phone companies also began providing fortune-telling services to users, even selling electronic amulets.
 In the present day, similar services are available via smartphone applications, with one software developer having launched 13 fortune-telling applications over the past five years. Its most popular has been downloaded over three million times over two years. “Every morning it sends users their personalised fortune for the day. Proffer your palm to the camera or snap a selfie, and another app provides instant face- and palm-reading.”

A 1998 survey revealed that 72% of Koreans had patronized fortune-telling services at least once in their lifetime; it appealed to “people of all classes and backgrounds, irrespective of age, gender, education, or profession.”
 The most popular forms of divination at the turn of century were sajup’alcha (believed in by 47.9% of men and 54.7% of women, according to a 1999 survey), kunghap (believed in by 37.4% of men and 43.3% of women, according to a 2001 survey), foretelling auspicious days, belief in auspicious names, face-reading, and geomancy.
 These forms continue to be popular today, though tarot reading – a Western import – has recently become a popular form of fortune-telling among younger people. As one fortune-teller put it, “The young like it. The cards are pretty, it’s cheap and it’s quick.”
  

In the 1970s Young found that face reading (kwansang), or physiognomy, was second in popularity only to sajup’alcha, and surveys over the decades have highlighted its continued popularity, with 51.7% of respondents believing in physiognomy in 2001 (particularly among those aged 50-59 (59.5%) and women (54.6%). Yoo stated that some companies were even known to have hired face-reading specialists to screen candidates for employment.
 Face reading went on to gain more popularity after the box office success of the 2013 film “The Face Reader,” set during King Sejo’s rise to power, which sold 9.1 million tickets and was the fourth highest-grossing film of the year.
 The next year a historical TV drama called “The King’s Face,” also about a face reader, was broadcast, as were TV shows featuring face readers giving readings to celebrities.

One of the more attention-drawing trends related to face-reading was that of people getting cosmetic surgery to change their face for the sake of a better fortune. While some face readers stated that “You can’t change your birthdate, but you can change your looks,”
 others thought the prevalence of cosmetic surgery in Korea made it difficult for readers to read faces. One said it was “like they are wearing a mask,” and “Plastic surgery can’t change their fortune,” and asked clients for pre-surgery photos. On the other hand, a plastic surgeon who taught himself face reading offered patients options to fix “egocentric noses” and eyes which “mean you won’t make a lot of money.”
 One plastic surgeon said one in ten of his patients underwent surgery to improve their future fortune, while others said it accounted for only a small fraction of surgeries. 
 
Regarding auspicious names and dates, a 1997 national survey found that more than 43% of the respondents believed in a relationship between their personal name and their fortune, and between 2000 and 2009 the number of applications to change names increased by five times.
 Since 2008 1.5 million people in Korea have legally changed their names.
 As for the belief in auspicious days or years, it has even affected demographics in Korea. In 2007, the “year of the golden pig,” which is associated with monetary fortune, 493,189 children were born, an increase of over 50,000 births from the previous year. 
 

Fortune-telling as part of the religious market

Andrew Eungi Kim examined fortune-telling and divination and described them as a nonofficial religion, defined as “a set of religious and quasi-religious beliefs and practices that is not accepted, recognized, or controlled by official religious groups” which served people’s pragmatic needs such as “counselling, healing, emotional security, protection from misfortune, and realization of material wishes.”
 According to Kim, figures from 1997 stated there were more than 300,000 practicing fortune tellers in South Korea, including more than 40,000 shamans, which was more than double the combined total of Christian and Buddhist clergy.
 Yoo Kwangsuk cited similar numbers from 2007 and suggested the fortune-telling market generated about four billion dollars per year.
 According to a 2012 survey, 70% of respondents said they planned to or already had their fortunes read that year.
 

Established religions interact with fortune-telling differently. When responding (in 1999) to the question of whether one should not marry if they received a negative kunghap result, 53.7% of Buddhist respondents agreed, while 26.9% of Catholic respondents and only 15.6% of Protestant respondents agreed.
 Yet Yoo found some Christians perceived fortune-telling to offer something their own religion did not. A 54-year-old Catholic woman said, “When I sometimes feel that God is not helpful, I tell fortunetellers my troubles and wishes.” A 44-year-old Presbyterian woman said, “Christianity never provides any concrete solutions for important problems in daily life,” and so sought a fortune-teller to help her with issues surrounding her son’s education.
 In 1989, Kim Jin-Pil opined that “it seems that if people have some major worry they will go to the fortuneteller unless the established religions offer something similar,”
 suggesting fortune-telling serves a niche that other religions have not filled, much like how during the Chosŏn Dynasty shamanism or Buddhism offered ways to propitiate the gods that Confucian rituals did not.

Yoo argued that due to the challenges modern Koreans face, “they seek a closer and more tangible reward rather than a distant and intangible one,” 
 something echoed, perhaps, in the increase in kut for good fortune held by small business owners from the late 1980s.
 It was this demand, he argues, that led to growth in the number of fortune-tellers, whose ‘start up costs’ are quite modest and allow for easier entry into the religious market. Fortune-telling does not demand fidelity to it alone, while Protestantism has lost members because it is too strict and does not allow members to make use of other religions - or, as the religious economy model terms it, to build a “religious portfolio” in order to lower spiritual risk.
 

Andrew Eungi Kim has noted that because fortune-telling is a “non-official” religion, respondents who do not identify themselves with official religions of Buddhism, Protestantism, or Catholicism might choose the category of “no religion” in many questionnaires. He thus questioned whether concepts of growing secularization used in the West can truly be applied to Korea and argued an examination of fortune-telling in Korea “clearly indicates that religion, at least in the nonofficial form, is alive and well, as these various nonofficial beliefs and practices are found to be serving the emotional needs of the people in their own ways.”

Fortune-telling as continuing tradition in the neoliberal present 

Park Chung-hee set forth his views on divination when he criticized Korea’s “characteristic national negativism” and “fatalistic resignation,” describing the use of fortune-tellers as “an attitude of submission to fate.”
 In attempting to mobilize Koreans in his drive to achieve the “modernization of the fatherland,” Park and his administrators in the 1960s “saw little merit in Korean tradition for industrialization” and failed to reinvent existing traditions, which has led to them persisting in often unexpected ways.
 Park’s modernization program led to large-scale industrialization and urbanization, which brought on a host of dislocations and stresses. Young found urban diviners were responsive to urban problems such as adjustment to stressful living conditions and that divination functioned as a “culturally-indigenous counseling service and as a promulgator and interpreter of moral and ethical values” which was “not insignificant in its contribution to survival in Seoul.”
 Others have also argued fortune-telling links Koreans to their traditions. Andrew Eungi Kim asserted Koreans continue to pursue fortune-telling because it “represents their underlying attitudes and beliefs that have been passed down for generations,”
 while Yoo argued fortune-telling has come to function as a “bridge that connects modernized individuals with traditional wisdom and culture,” allowing them to “rejuvenate Korean ethics.”
 

Another reason for the persistence of analytical divination such as sajup’alcha, especially in comparison to more random forms of divination such as “saejŏm” (bird divination, in which a bird picks from an array of folded-up fortunes), may be that it appears systematic while still remaining traditional.
 As Janelli put it, the complexity of sajup’alcha divination “functions to convince clients of the existence of an impressive theoretical structure which underlies the particular predictions which they receive.”
 Janelli also found a correlation between being in an anomalous social position, which generated greater feelings of insecurity and anxiety, and having a higher degree of faith in fortune-telling. Considering the degree of social change since the 1970s, and considering the number of people who now lack what were considered normal social relationships in the 1970s, which is reflected in the increase of single-person households, it should not be surprising that patronage of fortune-tellers would continue today, particularly considering the insecurity which has accompanied the competitive realities of post-IMF-crisis South Korea.

The neoliberal social and policy reforms undertaken by South Korea in the aftermath of the 1997 IMF crisis resulted in increased privatization and globalization and left the Korean economy more vulnerable to the whims of transnational capital. As employment became more precarious due to these reforms, personal responsibility for one’s economic wellbeing was demanded which led to transformations of subjectivity that encouraged individuals to engage in “self-management” or “self-fashioning,” a burden that “renders invisible the forces that impinge on one’s choices in life.”

Commenting on this insecurity, Laurel Kendall argued that the “very volatility of the market, the seeming arbitrariness of success or failure, had much in common with the behavior of gods and ancestors” and led many small businesspeople to seek the aid of mudang.
 Such anxieties have also attracted even larger numbers of people of all types to fortune-tellers. Rather than use the services of mudang to have the gods intercede on their behalf, the use of fortune-telling allows clients to be more proactive and engage in the “self-management” demanded by the changed economic circumstances. Though Park Chung-hee had bemoaned the fact that people turned to fortune-tellers and had “no courage to attempt to change what seemed impossible and to make everything possible,” the fact that one’s fate is not set in stone and can be altered by one’s own actions has led people who are offered predictions of their future to take action themselves to alter or fulfil it. Yoo argued that fortune-tellers’ predictions and interpretations function as something to be acted on by clients and incorporated into their own lives, and that clients are empowered by the fact that the choice to do so remains entirely their own.
 
With the aid of new technologies, people can take fate into their own hands in far more ways than they could previously. Tens of thousands of people have legally changed their names, and compared to the past where one’s birthdate or face could not be changed, technology now allows birthdates to be altered via caesarian section and faces to be changed via cosmetic surgery, a procedure which is already advertised as a means to increase one’s marriageability and job potential. Taking such action does not always lead to positive results, however. The use of family planning which led to a spike in births during the “year of the golden pig” in 2007 led to a great deal of competition for these children to find entry to kindergartens in 2012, and such competition was projected to affect their chances when they enter college or find employment.

Fortune-telling’s counseling function served Koreans well during industrialization and urbanization, as did the way it allowed those who had not lived up to personal, familial, or social expectations to attribute this failure to the workings of fate. In the present, fortune-telling still offers this consolation and still serves its counseling function, but it also offers a proactive approach to fate which may be attractive to Koreans living with neoliberalism’s demand for self-management. The ability to act on predictions by fortune-tellers can offer a feeling of empowerment for clients and a belief in their own agency, but may also act to obscure the larger structural forces at play by convincing people that they can change their fates. While fortune-telling has proven adaptable and of great utility during and since Korea’s development, by suggesting that clients may be able to “devise an escape from destiny,” it may also be complicit in Koreans’ acquiescence to the demands of the current neoliberal order.
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