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As a student of Korean religions who spends most of the year outside Korea, a question that I often encounter is “What religion(s) do Korean people believe in?” The religious scene in contemporary South Korea can be best described by its remarkable plurality. Approximately half of the South Korean population identify themselves as having a particular religious affiliation, and this religious population is shared mainly among Protestantism, Catholicism and Buddhism (Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, 2018). Even for the other half of the population that appear as non-religious, it is likely that many of them, especially in the older generations, engage in acts such as believing in supernatural beings, following traditional Confucian rituals, or seeking shamans. In such remarkable diversity in religiosity and absence of one dominant religion, it is naturally very difficult to delineate ‘Korean religiosity’ in a simple manner. However, there is a category of religions that define themselves as 민족종교 (minjokchonggyo), which translates into ‘ethnic’ or ‘national’ religion(s). These religions, which can be described as new religions that originated indigenously in Korea, have a joint organisation called 한국민족종교협의회 (the Association of Korean Native Religions). This article will explore minjokchonggyo as a developed identity, by considering the origins, nature and history of the concept and its representative institution.

Although contemporary South Korean society shows an active and pluralistic religious scene, this “religious marketplace” is a relatively recent phenomenon. Compared to the beginning of the 20th century, Korea has seen a dramatic increase in its religious population. Such development was related to the transformation in how the Korean populace understood religiosity, as Christianity introduced the notion of committed affiliation to a single religious community (Baker, 2016). One of the aspects of growth that took place in the Korean religious scene was the emergence of indigenous new religions. Even though clarifying what exactly constitutes ‘new’ religions is largely a matter of debate, defining the category is a more straightforward matter in the context of Korean religions. It is generally accepted that new religions in Korea began to emerge at the end of the 1392-1910 Chosŏn period, starting with the Tonghak (Eastern Learning) Movement that was founded in 1860. Aside from Christianity’s influence on religious consciousness as mentioned above, there were major factors such as social changes and popular religious trends that fuelled the emergence of new religious movements towards the end of the 19th century. In the latter half of Chosŏn, as social discontent and tension grew, the hegemonic neo-Confucian system and values began to weaken. This led to certain alternative beliefs and prophecies of a new social order becoming popularised amongst the common people, examples of which included Maitreyan millenarianism and Chŏnggamnok, a popular book on geomancy and fortune-telling (Ro, 2002). It was upon this situation of social chaos and instability, worsened by the encroachment of foreign forces, that early examples of indigenous movements such as Tonghak, Chŭngsan, and Taejonggyo sprang up around the turn of the century. Since then, numerous new religious groups of widely varying types emerged throughout the following decades, and the historical trends in this development corresponded with the dramatic changes that Korean society underwent. The first half of the century mainly saw the emergence of new religions of native or traditional foundations, with varying degrees of influence from the Tonghak and Chŭngsan movements. As post-liberation (South) Korea went through the Korean War, rapid industrialisation, and the dramatic growth of Christianity, different types of new religions arose, including Christianity-inspired movements such as Unification Church and the Olive Tree Church, and “New Age” or “self-cultivation” movements in more recent years (Woo, 2010)

A variety of Korean terms are in use to indicate new religious movements, depending on who is using the term and in what context. In the field of religious studies in Korea today, 신종교 (sinjonggyo, new religions) is arguably the most popularly used term, after first being adopted in the 1960s and eventually established by the 1980s (Kim, 2017). Before sinjonggyo became more settled, terms such as 유사종교 (yusajonggyo, quasi-religion) that was first employed by the Japanese colonial authority, and 신흥종교 (sinhŭng chonggyo, newly emerged religion), were often used. In addition to these, 민중종교 (minjung chonggyo, popular religion), 토착종교 (t’och’ak chonggyo, indigenous religion), 주변종교 (chubyŏn chonggyo, peripheral religion), and 사이비종교 (saibi chonggyo, cult/pseudo-religion), are all examples of alternative ways to refer to new religions (Pokorny 2018). It is observable from the variety of terms that they carry different connotations by reflecting different aspects and perspectives regarding new religions. The concept that I am focusing on this article, minjokchonggyo, also has a place in this array of terms for new religions. Aside from the emphasis on “Korean-ness” that is clear from the term itself, it is noteworthy that minjokchonggyo has become an institutionalised identity represented by an association, and compared to most of the other terms for new religions that are coined and employed by external voices, it is an actively self-proclaimed identity. Therefore, in order to understand minjokchonggyo groups, a key approach would be by examining how they interpret and incorporate themes relating to the nation and nationalism into their religious beliefs. Also, as an approach more relevant for the current article, looking at the institution that is jointly formed by these religions yields a useful insight into the concept of minjokchonggyo, as well as an understanding of its emergence and establishment in a sociological sense. 

For the purpose of understanding minjokchonggyo, a reasonable starting point would be by addressing the idea of “minjok.” According to the etymology of the term itself as illustrated by Andre Shmid (2002), minjok is a term of relatively recent origin despite its prevalence and undisputable significance in Korean politics, society, and nationalist sentiment. Written as 民族 in Chinese notation, it is one of the many notions of modern consciousness that first appeared in Japan and became disseminated throughout China and Korea. A combination of two characters that are used in classical texts to mean “people,” “family” or “tribe” respectively, the neologism strongly resonated with long-standing ideas of racial or ethnic groupings, naturally becoming an integral term in the rise of nationalism in East Asia (ibid: 172). Although minjok was not employed by most Korean intellectuals in the early phase of Korean nationalism (ibid: 173), the term eventually became adopted with little scrutiny and quickly gained a conspicuous position by serving as a powerful and flexible conceptual tool (ibid: 174).

The entry for minjokchonggyo in the Encyclopedia of Korean Culture provides a useful insight. It defines minjokchonggyo as “religions that were founded upon ideological influence from Choi Je-u or the worship of Tangun.” This entry, authored by Yoon Yi-heum (1998), a renowned scholar in Korean religions, provides an illustration of the developmental history and categorised description of native new religions, with a focus on their significance to national history and culture. However, it should be noted that there is a degree of fluidity in how the label minjokchonggyo can be applied depending on the context. As a term that literally means “religion for/of the nation,” it has been used by a wide range of religious groups outside the realm of native new religions in the context of manifesting their contributions to the nation’s history or moral significance to the Korean people. For example, mainstream religions such as Buddhism and Christianity have sometimes mentioned minjokchonggyo in the context of anti-colonial or pro-democracy movements, and shamans (musok practitioners) have referred to the concept in their struggle to become officially recognised as a religious body (Kang, 2013). Having clarified the fluidity of the minjokchonggyo concept, it still remains that the most common application of the term is for indigenously originated new religions, as relevant to the current discussion. This usage of the term became more established as it began to appear increasingly frequently in scholarly and journalistic contexts from the 1980s, and especially with the presence of the Association of Korean Native Religions which was founded in 1985. 

The beginning of the Association of Korean Native Religions could be traced to the early efforts towards coalition by multiple orders that branched out of Kang Chŭngsan’s religious movement (Association of Korean Native Religions, 2015). Although Kang Chŭngsan initiated a tradition that eventually became a major strand of Korean new religions, the absence of doctrinal or hierarchical structure during his time led to multiple religious orders being founded by his pupils based on their own interpretations of his words. As conflicts ensued between orders over matters of legitimacy and doctrinal interpretation, a series of attempts for alliance between orders began to take place, with the aim of friendly cooperation and compilation of scripture. In particular, the movements took on a more distinctively nationalistic outlook post-liberation, and the earliest examples of coinage of the term minjokchonggyo can be found from these movements.

Aside from the above alliance attempts that were limited to Chŭngsan orders, a movement that encompassed new religions of different streams first began in 1960. In September 1960, thirteen new religions, mostly of Tonghak and Chŭngsan tradition, formed 민족신앙총연맹 (the Association of Minjok Faith) (ibid). Prior to this development, extensive references to minjok and minjokchonggyo were made throughout Chŭngsan alliance movements, and as Chŭngsan orders had a significant presence in the Association of Minjok Faith, the aims and ideological themes espoused by the latter were largely derived from Chŭngsan movements. As the name of the movement suggested, the Association of Minjok Faith aspired to build a unified religion and culture of the Korean people (ibid). In particular, a notable activity at this stage was registration with the government as an officially recognised religious body, which reflected the situation of state control and regulation of religious bodies under authoritarian governance. The political pressure became even more visible through 동도교 (Tongdogyo), which was formed in 1961 under the military regime’s plan to merge native new religions into a single entity. As the formation of the institution was state-imposed rather than voluntary, it naturally followed that individual orders did not see any merit in active involvement, and Tongdogyo eventually became an obsolete body.  

After Tongdogyo was dissolved, it took approximately a decade until a new initiative towards cooperation between minjokchonggyo took place. A number of minjokchonggyo groups had remained in communication, and the initially informal and friendly interactions eventually grew into more organised efforts based on their shared vision for the preservation of national spiritual essence and cultural traditions. This renewed movement towards alliance in the 1980s culminated in the establishment of the current form of the Association of Korean Native Religions, by bringing together 33 new religious orders across nine different traditions. The declaration at the association’s inauguration expressed its aim of solidifying the true philosophical ideologies of the Korean people and contributing to the well-being of the nation as well as humanity at large. 

Since its foundation, activities of the Association of Korean Native Religions have been mainly in three categories. The first one is of academic nature, mainly involving academic conferences and publications. It is noteworthy that active academic engagement has been an observable feature from the inception of the institution, which facilitated the establishment of the minjokchonggyo concept through its presence in scholarly discourse and journalism. Secondly, there have been a variety of activities that can be characterised by the theme of promoting minjok consciousness. Activities of this category, especially from the mid-1990s onwards, involved peacemaking efforts with North Korea. The third category, which has probably become the most active area for the association this century, can be characterised by cultural nationalism (겨레얼살리기운동). This is exemplified by projects that support traditional arts and workshops to educate the public on Korean traditional customs and ideas. Today, despite its minor proportion of the religious population of contemporary South Korea, it could be said that the association has consolidated a legitimised position in society and functions as a representative body alongside the main religious entities of Korea. 

The history of institutionalised minjokchonggyo as illustrated above suggests that the development cannot be understood separately from the changes in political and social changes of Korea, especially the relationship between the state and religions. Since the liberation from colonial rule in 1945, tumultuous political developments under a series of authoritarian regimes in South Korea led to policies applied to religions in different spheres such as the economy, law, education and culture, in varying degrees of oppressiveness. Although freedom of religion was a constitutionally protected right from the beginning of the Republic of Korea, religious institutions came under extensive regulation comprised of both restrictions and concessions. This also meant government-recognised status as a religious entity was mandatory, as demonstrated by the pressure that native new religions faced. In this light, the emergence and development of the category of minjokchonggyo could be interpreted as an institutionally strategic movement from the perspective of indigenous new religions. Except for a few successful examples such as Won Buddhism, most Korean new religions that belong to the category of minjokchonggyo faced a series of challenges throughout history, from colonial oppression in early years to governmental pressures, inevitably declining into peripheral positions in contemporary Korean society. By building upon the themes of nationalism present in their religious teachings, or emphasising their foundation in traditional culture and philosophy, they were able to establish the identity as “religions of the nation.” As a phenomenon, it should be also understood in light of the fact that minjok nationalism has been an important political tool for governance in modern Korea, and therefore the emphasis on minjok could render a favourable position for legitimation. 
Yeonju Lee is a PhD student at SOAS University of London. Her thesis explores the different dimensions of nationalism manifested by Korean new religions.
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