GSIS SNU – Korean Religions 2014-1

Sem Vermeersch


Korean Religions

course convenor: Sem Vermeersch (Kyujanggak #434, Tel 02-880-4038, semver@snu.ac.kr)

Course location and time [location tba, Wednesdays, 9-12 AM
*** Please note: This is a provisional outline!! The final schedule will be distributed

on the first class meeting on Wednesday March 5, 2014!!***
Aims:

This course aims to give a general introduction to the study of the religious traditions found in Korea; as one of the most religiously diverse and vibrant countries in the world, understanding the Korean homo religiosus is essential to understanding Korea. Although the religious traditions are part of the cultural and social fabric, they are not easy to grasp, so the course will include some religious studies methodology to enable constructive criticism and analysis of Korean religions. Since not all religions can be introduced in their entirety, the focus will be on those aspects that have had the largest historical impact; to understand this impact, we will take a look at the contexts and key doctrines that shaped the major religious traditions on the peninsula. It is impossible to give anything like a comprehensive history of Korean religions, but it is possible to introduce the main points of discussion and possible approaches.
Evaluation:

Paper, book report: 30
Reading and discussion: 20

Mid-term quiz: 20
Finals: 30

Attendance: If you cannot attend a class, please let me know in advance. All important communications and discussions regarding the contents of the examination, how to prepare the paper, changes in the schedule, etc. take place in class; if you miss a class, it is your responsibility to check what you [may have] missed.
Paper: Please write one term paper, which should focus on a key question in Korean religions. It does not have to be a piece of original research, but rather a critical reflection on one theme or problem. Try to frame it so that it allows comparison of different authors on the subject. Examples of good questions are: Why did Han Yong-un’s reforms fail? What lies behind the success of Korean Protestantism in the post-war period? How did the Japanese colonization impact the religious situation? What lies behind the failure/success of the Tonghak movement and its offshoots? An example of a topic that may be too narrow is “The concept of god in Tonghak theology.”

Around the fourth/fifth week (provisional date: April 1!), you should briefly present your ideas for the paper; and in the ninth week (provisional date: April 29) present a progress report (about ten mins.). The paper itself is due on June 2. Delays will only be granted in exceptional cases.
Length: at least ten pages, including notes and bibliography. If you are unsure about how to proceed with this assignment, please ask
Book report: The report should deal with an academic book on (a) Korean religion(s) (in any language); please submit your chosen book title for approval. Books in the essential reading list cannot be used for the report! The report should be about 3 pages long, summarize the book briefly (selectively if it is an edited volume of papers), and critically assess the main arguments against your own experience and other readings (mainly the essential reading and course reader).
Due date: April 7
Essential Reading (see list below): You should read at least one of these books, since they provide important background information that is needed for the course. The essential readings are the very few Western books that have established themselves (or promise to do so) as “classics” in the field of Korean religions, and are also of an introductory and/or survey nature. Since this course does not cover the history of Korean religions systematically, these books will help you to fill in the blanks, but they are not part of the formal coursework.

Reading and discussion: The first hour of every class (this can be extended if needed) is devoted to discussion of reading material. The remaining two hours are in traditional lecture plus questions format. The course reader contains additional reading on every week’s topic, and the next week the first discussion hour will use the relevant text to review the material introduced in the lecture the previous week. Everyone has to prepare this reading material, but one or two students will present briefly on the reading and will lead the discussion on it. Everyone, whether or not (s)he will present, therefore has to read the assigned texts carefully, and prepare questions and critical comments on it. Lectures can only cover a limited array of topics, therefore the discussion session is very important to check your understanding and explore wider issues. Sometimes discussion topics will be set.
Quiz/finals: these will be a combination of short questions on factual knowledge, and longer essay-like questions.
Essential Reading:

· Baker, Don. Korean Spirituality (Hawaii 2008)
· Buswell, Robert. Religions of Korea in Practice (Princeton 2005)
· Grayson, James. Korea: A Religious History (Curzon 2001)
· Janelli, Roger and Dawnhee Yim. Ancestor Worship and Korean Society (Stanford 1982)
· Kendall, Laurel. Shamans, Housewives and other Restless Spirits (Hawaii 1985)
Schedule
March 5.
Course introduction; Discussion of course approach and requirements

What is religion? How can it be studied?

Some core concepts in religious studies.
March 12.

Overview of Korean religious landscape

Discourses on Korean religion: is there a Korean religion? Have imported religions become Koreanized and how?

March 19
Korean Buddhism 1: basic concepts of Buddhism, theology and praxis; general problems
Theme: The problem of nationalism and religion
March 26
Korean Buddhism 2: 
What is Chan – Sŏn – Zen? How has it shaped Korean Buddhism? Is it all about meditation and nothing else? Sŏngch’ŏl and the place of Sŏn in modern Korean Buddhism
Theme: Mysticism and religious experience
April 2
TBA
April 9. 

Confucianism 1: Basic books, concept and study. Is it a religion? Religious fiber of Confucianism: filial piety and ancestor worship

Theme: What makes a religion?

April 16.

Confucianism 2: The emergence of “Confucian exclusivism” in Korea
Neo-Confucianism as a reformation movement; its impact on history, society, and politics; its legacy for the present (Why no “Spirit of Confucian Capitalism”?)

Theme: religion and society

April 23
Shamanism 1: reconciliation between the living and the dead?
Movie: “Mudang: Reconciliation between the Living and the Dead”
Theme: religion and magic
April 30
Shamanism 2: General concepts; study of shamanism in Korea
The practice of Korean Shamanism; its relation with folk religions; the problem of syncretism
Theme: syncretism
May 7
Christianity 1: Action and reaction: Introduction of Christianity and conflict over ancestor rites; Tonghak movement
Theme: Globalization/Westernization
May 14
Christianity 2: Protestantism in Korea; the revival movement, protestant mega-churches and the reasons for their success; evangelism and missionary movements; Catholic revival

Theme: secularization
May 21 
New religious movements in Korea 
May 28
TBA
June 11
Finals
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