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Shift in the Concept of Vagrancy in South Korea:
Focusing on the Incident of the Brother Welfare House in the 1980s

LIM DeokYoung

Abstract:

The number of the homeless increased in South Korea since the economic crisis in 1997, and the state categorized
them as "the unemployed homeless (Siljik Nosukja)", emphasizing unemployment and distinguishing them
from "vagrant (Burangin)" from previous era. This represents vagrant as the homeless who lacks working
capacity. This paper studies how such image of vagrant had developed in the preceding decades of 1997, by
clarifying the historical change in definition of vagrant especially in the 1980s, focusing on the case of so-called
Brother Welfare House Incident, which became a big social issue for forcing work to the inmates of the vagrancy
institute. Literature research on government documents and newspapers finds that, when crackdown began in
the early 1980s, "vagrant" included wide variety of people, including beggars and anybody who disturb social
order in cities. The investigation of the Brother Welfare House Incident revealed that some people with working
ability and relatives also were contained and forced to work. Since then, vagrancy was re-defined as those who
lacks working ability with no relative, including lone elderly or orphan, or people with disabilities. In conclusion,
vagrancy institutes contain only people without working ability, and this continued until the economic crisis of
1997.

Keywords: South Korea, the homeless, vagrant, the case of Brother Welfare House, history of homeless
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