SHAMANI SM
THE DOM NANT FOLK RELI G ON | N KOREA
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Shamanism is the heart of all folk religion in Korea. The pervasive
i nfluence of shamanismin Korean culture has produced an intricate network
of connections relating this underlying religious phenonmenon both to the
maj or established religions and to the new religions of today as well.
Shamani smis also a conmon el ement in the religious beliefs of other Asian
peopl es, a point of unity amdst the rich diversity of our various cultures.
Therefore in this paper | wll coment upon problens related to folk
religion in Asia in |light of shamanismas it is seen in Korea.

THE PLACE oF SHAMANI SM IN THE Hi sTorRY oF RELI G oNs | N Korea

Archai ¢ shamani sm Korean shamanismis a survival of the prinmitive religion
of the past. The first witten record of religious life in ancient Korea is
found in the Chinese text Wi Chi which was conpiled in the third century.
We can summarize what is said there as foll ows:

First, the Koreans believe in a heavenly God whom they worship in
religious cerenpnies performed in the spring and fall of the year. They
believe that this CGod is the Suprene Being who rules over the whole world.
They also believe in the existence of |esser Gods whose function is to
control certain things in the world such as agricultural production. From
time to time they worship these |esser Gods as well as the Suprene Being.
Second, the religious cerenonies of the Koreans are carried out through
singing, dancing, and the drinking of wne. These activities bring the
participants to a state of ecstasy in which it is believed they experience
direct communion with the Gods and spirits being worshipped. Third, the
times at which the cerenpnies are held follow the cycle of agriculture and
are related to such events as war in order to receive aid from the divine
spirits for the realization of a bountiful harvest or victory in battle.

As we can see from the above comrents in the Wi Chi, the people of
anci ent Korea believed that they would be able to enjoy a nore bountiful and

peaceful life through communion with the Supreme Being and other divine
spirits. W also see that song and dance were central elenments in the
rituals, which were the technique of comunion with Gods. | would call this
form of
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bel i ef Archai ¢ Shamani sm

The transm ssion of shamanism From the beginning of the fifth century
foreign religions such as Buddhi sm Confucianism and Taoi sm began to cone
into Korea from China. These foreign religions became dominant in the
religious culture of the elite upper class, but shamani smdid not disappear.
It continued to exist alongside the major religions and to be transmitted
to succeedi ng generations in various ways.

The first way is what | wll call sinple transmission. This was a
process whereby, wthout relation to the religious culture devel opnent
around the foreign religions, the beliefs and practices of archaic shamani sm
were sinply passed along to new generations. O course there were points at
whi ch the influence of the foreign religions had inpact, as both terns and
concepts were borrowed and i ncorporated into shamanistic practices. But this
ki nd of influence was superficial and brought no fundamental change. Archaic
shamani sm was thus transmitted to new generations in essentially the sane
formin which it had existed in ancient times, and in this way has becone
the central elenent of Korean folk religion today.

Another way in which shamanism was transmitted is what | wll call
syncretistic transm ssion. This was a process in which shamani smwas passed
on by being incorporated into the beliefs and practices of other religions.
In a sense we can say that shamani sminvaded the other religions, replacing
some of the essential substance or neaning of them with its own. For
exanple, while certain rituals and cerenopni es appear on the surface to be
those of Buddhism of Confucianism 1in essence the content is often
shamani stic. Another way of putting it is to say that shamani smsurvived and
grew by disguising itself in the clothes of the foreign religions. This type
of devel opnent is particularly evident in the history of Buddhismin Korea.

Finally, there was also a form of transmission which | wll call
sublimated transm ssion. This process took place as the substance of
shamani sm energed in different, new fornms of religion mediated by the
established religions. The Hwarangdo (an elite youth corps) of the Silla
Dynasty and the Tonghak (Eastern Learning) Mvenent of the Yi Dynasty
provide typical exanples of sublinmated transm ssion of shamanism in the
past, and we can al so see evidence of it in the new religions of today.

The various ways in which shamani smwas transmitted as di scussed above
is illustrated in the diagramon the faci ng page.

There are a few points that we should notice here. First, shamanismis
so pervasive in the history of Korean religions that it becane an al nost
uni versal elenent in all religious phenonena in Korea. Therefore we have to
have a ki nd of dial ogue with shamanismin order to conmuni cate the Christian
gospel . Second, shanmani sm has been functioning as a basic religiosity in
understanding other religions including Christianity. It provides, for
instance, sone basic ideas such as the concept of Hananim This concept,
which in shamanismrefers to the heavenly God, is used in Christianity with
reference to the biblical God. This neans that there has al ready been a kind
of di al ogue between Christianity
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and shamanism Third, shamanism does not always dwell in a definite
religious form but sinply exercises its substance in its own formor sone
other religious form It is a religious guerilla, which teaches the
Christian Church how to survive in this conplicated, pluralistic society.

OHARACTERI STI CS OF SHAMANI SM

Beliefs. From the perspective of shamanism it is neither human beings nor
nature which rules over the world and the things that happen in the world,
over life and death, over good fortune and bad. These things are the acts
of the Gods. At the heart of shamanismis the belief that there i s comunion
bet ween Gods and human beings, and in order to control natural events or
one’s own destiny one needs to have the right relationship with the Gods who
are the source of power. In other words one nust be able to persuade the
CGods to control things as one w shes.

Those who believe in shamanismtry to do this through certain rituals.
In these cerenpnies they invite the Gods, entertain them listen to their
will expressed in oracles, and obey them The cerenonies have three nain
aims: (a) to bring forth blessings and prevent evil fortune, (b) to expel
evil spirits and have diseases cured, and (c) to confort and purify the
souls of the dead in order to send themon to the other world so that they
may not cause disasters in this world. The value structure of shamanismis
thus centered around a concern for worldly blessings. Even in the ritual
held for the departing spirits of the dead there is nore concern for the
peace and confort of the remaining survivors than for the dead person’s
peace and happiness in the other world. The ultinate concern of shanmani sm
is to bring satisfaction in the present |ife here and now

Worship. The rituals of shamanism are called kut. They are related to two
of the basic cycles of nature that affect human life. One is the life cycle
itself. Wien a child is conceived, a kut is held to please the guardian
spirit who watches over new life and to pray for a safe and easy birth for
the baby and for security during its growth. As the child nmatures and
reaches the point of nmarriage there is a kut to get rid of misfortune and
to pray to the Gods for blessings on the new couple so that they can start
their life together in happiness. At various other points in life also, a
kut may be held to pray for a long and happy life without illness or other
calamty and with riches and honors in full neasure. Finally, when a person
dies there is a kut to pray for a safe journey and entrance into the other
wor | d.

The other cycle of nature that determines the times for a kut is the
annual cycle of seasonal changes that affect agriculture. Various cerenpnies
are held in the spring to pray for good fortune during the year. As spring
is the time of planting, this is also the time to pray for an abundant
harvest. Thus villagers will gather at the tine of the First Mon to perform
the ritual of “treading on the earth God” as a way of preventing m sfortune.
As the crops ripen, they
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again hold kut to pray for a rich harvest. The Eighth Mwon and the Tenth
Moon are times of thanksgiving, so at those tines rituals are held to offer
the new harvest to the heavenly God.

As we see fromthe above exanples there are sone kut which speak to the

private, personal concerns of individuals or fanm|lies and others which speak
to the common concerns of a larger comunity. In general the rituals held
in connection with seasonal changes nore often address comunity concerns,
while those that mark the rites of passage through life are focused on the
individual. The kut is performed at tines of change: changes in hunan life
and changes in the seasons. That is to say, at points of crisis in human
life the kut provides a neans for direct comrunion with the Gods and spirits
which control things, and thus a neans for preventing or overcomng the
crisis.
Structure of the kut. Large-scale kut usually consist of twelve sequences.
This does not mean that every kut is divided into exactly twelve sections,
however. Just as twel ve nonths neke a conplete year, so it seens that twelve
of these sequences nake a conplete ritual, or as one night say, a “full
course” of kut. There are also sinpler kut aimed mainly at preventing
calam ties.

In each of the sequences the shaman conducting the kut calls on a
particular God with a particular function and, in conplete cerenonies, the
di fferent sequences follow each other in a definite pattern:

Sequences 1 and 2: Introductory sequences to purify the place of the
ritual and call down a host of Gods.

Sequence 3: A prayer for protection.

Sequence 4: Expul sion of evil spirits.

Sequence 5: Taegam the deity of richness, is invited and prayer is
made for bl essings of wealth.

Sequence 6: Chesok, the Buddhist heavenly God, is invited and prayer
is made for long life.

Sequence 7: Sungju, the heavenly deity who supervises the world, is
invited and prayer is nmade for peace.

Sequences 8 and 9: Prayers are again made for protection and for
expul sion of evil spirits as in Sequences 3 and 4.

Sequences 10, 11, and 12: The shaman worships the guardian Gods and
offers sacrifices to various spirits in order that there nay be no
evi| consequences.

Each of the sequences in a full kut follows alnost the same pattern.
First the shaman calls down the God who is the object of the ritual. This
is ordinarily done by singing an invitation to worship. Then the shaman
starts to sing and dance to a special tune and rhythm acconpani ed by
instruments playing shaman nusic. This is done in order to please the God
who was invited. The pace of the singing and dancing increases until it
reaches a frenzied point and the shaman goes into trance. In this ecstatic
state the shaman is in direct communion with the God and conveys the words
of the God to those watching the cerenpny. Those words may be warnings or
commands, or they may be promi ses of blessings to be received. Wen this is
over the shaman sends the
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Cods back to their places by singing songs of praise and by dancing.

The point of particular significance here is that the nedium of direct
comrunion with the Gods is that of song and dance. Entrance to the world of
the spirits is through rhythns of the body, not through neditations of the
mind. It is the singing and dancing that bring persons into the state of
ecstasy where,in direct communion with the spirits, they go beyond ordinary
human exi stence and reach a transcendental state of sinmultaneous existence
in this world and the next, in the world of the flesh and the world of
spirits. Also, the reason that the kut is seen as a form of diversion, even
as a kind of entertainment, is that in bridging the gap between the worlds
and bringing human beings into this transcendental state it provides an
avenue of escape from ordinary existence.

THE MEANI NG OF SHAMANI sM FOR Us Topay

As Christians our understanding of the world is shaped by our relationship
to Jesus Christ as Lord and we |ook for neaning in all things in ternms of
that relationship. Accordingly, we nust |ook at shamanismin this light and
try to understand it from a Christian perspective. To put the problemin
nore positive ternms, we need to | ook at shamanismto see what God is saying
to us through it.

O course we know that there are negative aspects of shamanism It is
wi dely spoken of as just so nuch superstition, or as sonething that involves
magi cal powers but has no ethical dinension. We cannot sinply dismss these
negative aspects, but | do not want to dwell on them here. Instead | want
to bring to your attention a few of the positive aspects of shanmani smthat
I think, fromour Christian perspective, we need to recognize and | earn how
to respond to.

The people’'s religion. The first point is that shamanism is a form of
religion to which estranged and oppressed peopl es—the poor and powerless
—an relate. It nmakes sense to themand fills their needs in a way that the
maj or established religions often do not do because it does not require | ong
periods of nmeditation or intellectual training. In Korea it was generally
not the poor but nenbers of the elite ruling class—the rich and powerful —who
adopted the major religions that cane in from China. Neo-Confucianism for
instance, was a donminant religious force anmobng the upper classes for a
period of some five hundred years but never becane the religion of the
peopl e.

Everyone has problens in life and everyone has a need for some kind of
religious faith to provide support and strength in searching for ultimte
solutions to the problems. This need is intensified when people are
al i enated, and especially when they are alienated not only with respect to
the social structure but in relation to the established religions of their
society as well. In the Korean setting shamani sm has provided a faith for
the alienated masses. It is no accident that shamani smflourished during the
Yi Dynasty as the
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religion of the people at precisely the same tine that Confucianism
flourished also as the established religion of the ruling class. Its
function for the ordinary people was to give themaccess to direct conmmunion
with the spirits as a neans of dealing with the problens of life.

In general the two basic kinds of problens that ordinary people had to
deal with were on the one hand those of poverty and disease and, on the
ot her, social oppression. Regarding the first, shamani smprovided a solution
through direct appeal to the CGods for health and prosperity. As for the
second, the solution that shanmanism offered was the rel ease of accumul ated
feelings of anger, frustration, and resentnent. These feelings, which we
call han, could be laid before the Gods in the rituals of shamani sm where,
for instance, the spirits of the dead could give voice to the resentnents
of the living and thus release the han of the people. By providing such
mechani snms for the rel ease of han, shamanismwas a healing force that bound
the wounds of oppression and contributed to the recovery of hunmanity for a
de- humani zed peopl e.

Living (primtive) spirituality. The second point for us to consider is that
shamani sm has provided a force for the preservation of primtive
spirituality. By primtive | mean the unsophisticated responses of natural
man to the intuition that the world does not operate onits own in a nonistic
fashion, but rather that there is a guiding force or forces which transcend
human exi stence and are ultinately in control. In other words, there is
recognition of the existence of divine power. The kut breaks down the wall
between this world and the other world, between the world of physical
reality that we live in and the world of the spirits, and by offering a neans
for direct conmunion with the spirits it provides for divine intervention
in the solution of problems in this world.

Here we can see two inportant meanings. The first is that the tangible
worl d we see before us does not conprise all forms of reality or all nodes
of existence. Shamanismis far from secularism It is a system of belief
that brings balance to existence in the present world by recognizing its
relationship to the transcendental world of the spirits. As a practical
exanpl e of the way shamani sm bridges the two worlds, we can point to the
rel ease of han in this world by words of the spirits of the dead now living
in the other world. Shamanism thus brings hope to people living under
oppression in a troubled world. It keeps them from despair and gives them
courage for living in this world by showi ng themthe existence of the divine
wor | d whi ch enconpasses all things. The second is that direct contact with
the world of the spirits is made through physical neans. It is not the
nedi tations of the mind but the nmovenments of the body in the rhythns of song
and dance that brings the two worlds together. This is a reflection of the
lifestyle of the masses of ordinary people, those we call minjung, and it
nmeans that shamani sm brings them a practical realization of the fact that
religion is not merely a matter of ideas but something that involves the
whol e person.

Shamani sm and culture. Finally, we need to consider the fact that shamani sm
is adriving force in the creation of folk culture. The various expressions
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of traditional Korean folk culture —song, dance, dramm, art —have their
roots in shamanism and this neans that the culture itself is inbued with a
sense of the spiritual. The farners’ dance is a typical exanple which
illustrates the point. In its original form this dance took place outside
to the acconpani ment of instrumental nusic and was done together by the
villagers as they went to the fields to work. This was not sinply for the
sake of entertainnment, however, as the dance was in fact a religious
cerenony related to the God of agriculture. It was a form of kut, and
whenever there were other community rites in a village the farmers’ dance
had a leading role in them The farners dance is a form of shamanistic art
which brings religion together in harnony with song, dance, and | abor.

Anot her exanple is the masked dance, a form of folk drama acconpani ed
by shamanistic nusic and traditionally containing seven sequences. The
masked dance had its origin in the kut and is religious entertainnent
bel onging to the people (mnjung) and expressing their view of the world in
dramatic form for the world view of shamanism which it portrays is the
phi | osophy of the people. It has the follow ng characteristic thenes.

First, there is a positive affirmation of life. Life is represented by
sex, for instance, so the dramatic content of the nasked dance is filled
wi th sexual synbols. One could say that this stands for “resurrection of the
body. "

Second, the established authorities are brought down to the |evel of
the people where their weaknesses can be exposed. In a sense the nasked
dance is a kind of religious play which provides entertai nment while doing
this as well as releasing the han of the people. Menbers of the ruling class
and religious priests become objects of ridicule as their fal sehood and
corruption are exposed to the laughter of the audience. The established
social systemand its authority structures are portrayed as reversible, not
absol ute. Things can change —at least in the drana —and in the neantine the
people can laugh at them the way they are. By providing for such
expressions, the masked dance becones in effect a program of human
|'i beration.

The third characteristic theme is the victory of the people. The heroes
of the drama are two young men called Chwibally and Malttuki . They are
synbol s representing both shamani sm and the people and they are al ways seen
as happy and energetic. Although they are of the |owest social status they
are philosophers with the world at their feet. They are free, dynam c and
victorious . Full of confidence, they portray persons united with God. They
are the people.

The features of shamanism di scussed above represent sonme of the
possi bl e points of contact for dialogue with Christianity. The form of
dialogue with folk religions will be a kind of mutual interpretation. Folk
religion should be interpreted in the light of Christian belief, and
Christian belief should be reexamned in the light of folk belief that we
interpret.
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