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(sungyu eokbul), which has come to symbolize Buddhism during Joseon, and 
asks how we can gain a new understanding of the Buddhist tradition beyond 
the academically fixed framework. 

Buddhism in the Joseon Dynasty: Beginning Research and 
Setting up Theories

Modern research of Korean Buddhist history is methodologically characterized 
by its focus on gaining an objective textual understanding through an extensive 
archive of documents, genealogical categorizations, and positivism as well as 
criticism. This departs from the more traditional academic research, which 
has focused on the historical narration of certain religious orders, sects, and 
individual Buddhist temples or on the annotative exegetics of doctrine. Prior 
to that, from the late 18th century, historical texts on the transmission of 
Buddhist dharma lineages, histories of temples containing the chronology and 
historical achievements of temples, and biographies of venerable monks were 
written (Kim 2010a, 365-75). During this period, documents were examined 
based on evidential learning (kaozheng xue), which reflected the academic 
trends back then. This differed from the modern objective and critical research 
methodology, which is based on a more positivistic historical approach and 
textual hermeneutics. 

Modern research on the history of Buddhism was possible primarily 
after the gathering and categorization of documents on Buddhism. As Korea 
fell under Japanese colonial rule in 1910, an academic investigation project 
was carried out to aid the colonial rule of the Government-General of Joseon. 
All documents and artifacts on religion and folk traditions were investigated. 
This collection and compilation of Buddhist textual material was what made it 
possible to picture the historical reality of Buddhism during Joseon. Moreover, 
modern historical research methodology was introduced during this period as 
well. The Buddhist magazine Korean Buddhism Monthly (Joseon bulgyo wolbo 
朝鮮佛敎月報) that was founded in 1912 briefly introduced the history of 
Buddhism of India, China, Korea, and Japan and included an excerpt of the 
On the Unification of Buddhism (Bukkyō tōitsuron 佛敎統一論) by Murakami 
Senshō村上專精, who paved the road for the study of modern Buddhist history 
in Japan, translated by the Buddhist monk and scholar Gwon Sang-ro 權相老 

Introduction

The study of Buddhism in the Joseon dynasty, which started with the 
introduction of a modern philological and historical methodology and the 
collection of material, has achieved much during the past 100 years. Pioneering 
research on major themes was attempted under Japanese colonial rule between 
1910 and 1945, setting the grounds for theories of Buddhism of the Joseon 
dynasty. Such studies, however, reflecting the colonial circumstances, painted 
Buddhist tradition in a negative light and defined Buddhism in the Joseon 
dynasty by the formula of suppression and decline. During the late 20th 
century after liberation, though, the basis of research has expanded, and a more 
autonomous perspective towards the tradition of Korean history has been 
emphasized. A diversification of the areas and topics of research has led to the 
accumulation of research achievements. Moreover, after the year of 2000, there 
has been research attempting to view Buddhism in the Joseon dynasty from a 
new perspective and illuminate its historicity in more detail.

The recent reinvigoration of research on Buddhism during Joseon was 
possible primarily due to the continuous discovery and reinterpretation of 
textual material as well as the expansion of the range of researchers. The more 
fundamental factor, however, was the realization that this was a relatively 
understudied area considering its vast array of tangible and intangible assets and 
the perception that historical reality had been obscured by the negative image 
that had been painted over Buddhism during Joseon. Simply put, the question 
of what exactly Buddhism during Joseon was served as the driving force for new 
research.

The present article first introduces the academic achievements under 
colonial rule from the standpoint that research began and theories were set 
up during this period, while at the same time pointing out its limits of an 
inherently negative formulation of tradition. Next, it examines the studies from 
after liberation up to the present by time period and by theme to understand 
overall research trends and their characteristics. Finally, the article reexamines 
the concept of the elevation of Confucianism and suppression of Buddhism 
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orders of Korean Buddhism as well as the lineage of Seon Buddhist dharma; and 
the last part looks at over 200 items including individuals, schools of thought, 
religious beliefs, systems, and culture from the period of the Three Kingdoms 
up to Joseon (Yi 1918).

Research on Buddhism of Joseon that began in the 1910s culminated 
in the late 1920s primarily by the Gyeongseong Imperial University professor 
Takahashi Tōru’s高橋亨 Buddhism of the Yi Dynasty (Ri chō bukkyō 李朝佛敎) 
published in 1929. The subject of Takahashi’s book is limited to Buddhism of 
Joseon and reflects the methodology of historical positivism as well as modern 
philological research in terms of format and narration style and how he handles 
and interprets the material. It is a masterpiece that defined the direction of 
research thereafter in terms of the systematic organization of material, the 
choice of themes, the questions raised, and the proposal of arguments. The 
book encompasses a wide range of subjects including policies and historical 
events, figures and thoughts, lineage of Buddhist dharma and religious sects, 
and socioeconomic as well as cultural aspects. The themes and critical awareness 
covered in the book greatly impacted later research. However, Takahashi (1929) 
viewed Korean Buddhism from the framework of passivity and stagnation, 
which is characteristic of his historical perspective based on colonialism, and 
defined the period of Joseon as a time that lacked any development due to 
suppression and decline and that possessed no distinct features except for the 
faith of women and ordinary people.

In the introduction of his book, Takahashi writes that the characteristics 
of Korean thought were its dependency and rigidity, evident in how Korean 
Buddhist thought and faith relied entirely on China. In addition, Buddhism 
during the Joseon dynasty lost its social nature from being in a Confucian 
society and was maintained by women only as a religious means to pray for 
good fortune and drive away evil in the form of custom and superstition. 
According to Takahashi, Buddhism during the period of Joseon was thus 
forbidden by the order of the state, and without any religion or thought 
to counter, Confucianism exclusively dominated the people’s minds, thus 
displaying an unusual history without any precedent throughout Asia 
(Takahashi 1929, 1-25)

In the following year, the book of Nurikaya Kaiten忽滑谷快天, a scholar 
of Chinese Chan Buddhism, A History of Seon and Doctrinal Buddhism in Joseon 
(Chōsen zenkyōshi 朝鮮禪敎史) was published in 1930. Although the book is 

(Gwon 1912).
The article by Furutani Kiyoshi 古谷淸 first formed academic discourse 

on the characteristics of Buddhism during the Joseon dynasty. Mentioning 
the exclusion of Buddhism and the elevation of Confucianism during Joseon, 
he characterized Buddhism of Joseon as having barely survived despite such 
exclusion policies due to the faith of women and ordinary people (Furutani 
1911). After being defined as “a story of the decline and fall of Buddhism” in 
this article, Buddhism of Joseon has largely been negatively viewed during the 
colonial period. 

The full-fledged collection of Buddhist documents and the introduction 
of modern research methodology enabled the publication of the first survey of 
Korean Buddhist history, A Summary of the History of Buddhism of Joseon (Joseon 
bulgyo yaksa 朝鮮佛敎略史) by Gwon Sang-ro in 1917 and Yi Neunghwa’s A 
Comprehensive History of Buddhism of Joseon (Joseon bulgyo tongsa 朝鮮佛敎通史) 
in 1918, which resembles an extensive source book. Gwon’s book is a diachronic 
history of Korean Buddhism. It is divided into three parts, the Three Kingdoms, 
Goryeo, and Joseon and focuses on historical events and individuals arranged 
into 108 items. The part on Buddhism of Joseon covers Buddhist rituals, the 
renovation of Buddhist temples, the lives and achievements of Buddhist monks, 
and the changes in related systems. The appendix, “Summary of the Genealogy 
of Buddhism” (Buljo yakgye佛祖略系) is based on the historical text tracing the 
transmission of Buddhist dharma during late Joseon, The Origin of Buddhism 
from the Western Regions through China to Joseon (Seoyeok Junghwa Haedong buljo 
wollyu 西域中華海東佛祖源流) (1764) and illustrates the transmission of Seon 
Buddhist dharma from India through China to Joseon (Gwon 1917). 

Yi Neunghwa’s book, on the other hand, aims to provide a deeper 
understanding of Korean Buddhism and includes a large amount of material 
along with the author’s interpretation and assessment. Prior to the publication 
of the book, he wrote an article lamenting the fact that even Buddhist monks 
did not properly understand the history of Korean Buddhism and proposed the 
need for a systematic history. He also made it clear that he had started to collect 
material to provide reference material for understanding Korean Buddhist 
history and would publish a book to inform people of Buddhist history as well 
as propagate Buddhism (Yi 1917). His book is divided into three parts. The first 
part provides an overview of Korean Buddhist history by period; the second part 
briefly looks at the history of Buddhism in India and China, which follows the 
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recognized and did not receive the treatment it deserved from the state or 
among the people and was instead ostracized. Gwon’s interpretation does not 
differ much from the negative perception of Korean history and the theory that 
late Joseon was a period of decline, which was widespread during that time. 
Gwon (1939), however, acknowledged that Buddhist circles had spontaneously 
practiced Seon meditation, explication of Buddhist scripture, and the chanting 
of the names of Buddha, thus carrying on the tradition. 

Kim Yeongsu 金映遂 (1937a, 1937b), meanwhile, established the system 
of the history of Korean Buddhist orders, from the five schools of Gyo and 
the nine mountains schools of Seon, and the five schools of Gyo and the 
two schools of Seon of Goryeo, to the two Buddhist orders of Seon and Gyo 
of Joseon. In the part covering the Joseon period in his book A Manuscript 
of the History of Buddhism of Joseon (Joseon bulgyo sago 朝鮮佛敎史稿), 
published in 1939, he wrote about the changes in the times as Confucianism 
replaced Buddhism, the decrease and unification of various Buddhist orders 
following policies to suppress Buddhism, Buddhism and the faith of the royal 
household, the Buddhist monks’ militia during the Japanese invasion of 1592, 
the establishment of the lineage of Buddhist dharma and its transmission, 
the discoursing on learning and the explication of Buddhist scripture, the 
proliferation of annotative texts such as personal commentaries, and Pure Land 
Buddhism. Intriguingly, he argues that although the exclusion of Buddhism was 
pervasive in Joseon, most of the kings, with the exception of a few, were at heart 
Buddhist-friendly and allowed the worship of Buddhism (Kim 1939). 

The achievements in the area of philology and bibliology produced Kuroda 
Ryō’s黑田亮 A Study on the Old Books of Joseon (Chōsen kyūsho kō 朝鮮舊書考), 
which was published in 1940. In this book, Kuroda summarizes the tendencies 
of Buddhist texts published in Joseon by theme, time period, and area, as well 
as their characteristics in terms of publication, and seeks to understand their 
features and specific current status. He writes that the frequency, quantity, and 
quality of Buddhist texts of the Joseon period are comparable to the Goryeo 
period. He also highly assesses the potential of Buddhist culture during Joseon 
in its active doctrinal study and edification of the people (Ryō 1940).

Thus, the outline of the historical reality of Buddhism during the Joseon 
dynasty was revealed by the compilation of textual material and the research of 
Korean and Japanese scholars. At the same time, there were limitations in terms 
of its veracity and specificity due to the constraints of historical material at that 

built upon previous research achievements, it is remarkable academically in 
the author’s rigorous criticism and interpretation of historical material. The 
book traces the flow of Seon Buddhism and Gyo, or Doctrinal, Buddhism 
throughout Korean Buddhist history and reviews its features, concluding 
that Korean Buddhism does not possess any individual identity distinct 
from Chinese Buddhism. Nurikaya’s position is not that different from his 
contemporary Japanese scholars, as he also regards Korean Buddhism to be a 
subtype of Chinese Buddhism and does not acknowledge its distinctiveness. 
In Part Four of his book, he defines the period of Joseon as “the decline of 
Seon and Gyo,” during which a type of religion praying only for good fortune 
in the present life dominated. Nurikaya, who had been a Buddhist monk of 
the Japanese Sōtō School and a professor of Komazawa University, which was 
established by the Sōtō School, also expressed his critical view of the Linji School 
Buddhist dharma lineage and the Seon tradition of Joseon that emphasized 
ganhwa seon看話禪 practices (Nurikaya 1930, 503-09).

During the 1930s, the themes of research on the Buddhism of Joseon 
diversified, and academic achievements followed. Eda Toshio江田俊雄 mainly 
examined the publication and distribution of Buddhist texts of Joseon, focusing 
on the compilation of Buddhist scriptures and Korean translations of Buddhist 
texts by the Directorate of Buddhist Publications (Gan’gyeongdogam刊經都監) 
(Eda 1934, 1936). He argued that Korean Buddhism was unique culturally and 
historically in East Asia and was an important thought as well as tradition of 
faith in Korean history but had not received the academic attention it deserved. 
As for Buddhism during the Joseon period, he defined it as being national, state-
led, seclusive, and feminine in how it was used by the state and was a prayer-
centered, ritualistic form of Buddhism mainly practiced among women and 
ordinary people. He also evaluated it as being harmonistic and unifying, the 
evidence of which was the single doctrine and religious order resulting from the 
unification of Seon and Gyo and its admixture with folk religious beliefs (Eda 
1977, 85-99; 463-81).

In the late 1930s, Gwon Sang-ro wrote An Outline of the History of 
Buddhism of Joseon (Joseon bulgyosa gaeseol 朝鮮佛敎史槪說), which was 
published in 1939. He argued that the period of Joseon was the era of decline 
for Buddhism and that the religious body was barely able to survive through 
many troubles after the peak of the suppression of Buddhism during early 
Joseon. He also assessed that during late Joseon, Buddhism was not officially 
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stagnation and decline and strongly reflects the negative view of late Joseon.
In sum, it was under Japanese colonial rule, when the collection of 

documents and texts as well as the positivistic and objective research 
methodology was applied, that Buddhist tradition was portrayed through 
a comprehensive study of Buddhist history, thought, and culture. The 
many achievements produced by Korean and Japanese scholars shaped the 
history of Buddhism of Joseon, and arguments were established regarding its 
characteristics. At the same time, however, there were orientalist approaches as 
well as derogatory perspectives directed towards the other, which were especially 
prominent in the work of Japanese scholars. Consequently, the negative 
perception that Buddhism during Joseon was of suppression and decline took 
root, not just among academic circles but as commonsense. 

Diversification of Research on the History of Buddhism in 
the Joseon Dynasty: Studies by Period and Theme

Because Buddhism during Joseon was neither sufficiently traditional nor 
modern, academic circles did not show much interest in this area even after 
liberation in 1945. Until the 1960s, there are only studies on subjects such as the 
Confucian scholars’ view of Buddhism, the exchange between Confucianism 
and Buddhism, Buddhist monks’ militia and the idea of national defense, and 
the labor tax imposed on Buddhist monks and Buddhist temple economy (Kim 
1959; Yi 1959; U 1959; Yi 1962; U 1963; Yi 1963).

Research on Buddhism during Joseon hit its stride during the 1970s. 
Around this period, the Seon debates of the 19th century emerged as an 
important theme, which was related to the surge of studies on the Practical 
Learning (Silhak 實學) during late Joseon. Merely the fact that Chusa 秋史 Kim 
Jeonghui 金正喜, the master of Evidential Learning, had corresponded with a 
Buddhist monk and participated in the Seon debates was enough to garner a 
great deal of interest, and academic circles learned that there had been debates 
significant for the intellectual history of Buddhism in Joseon as well (Han 1969, 
1975; Go 1975; Jong-ik Yi 1975). Scholars also focused on state-protecting 
Buddhism and the idea of national defense as if to reflect the mood of the times 
(D. Kim 1971a, 1971b; Y. Kim 1971, 1975). In addition, studies examined 
the genealogy and thought of prominent monks of Seon Buddhism such as 

time. What was most problematic, though, was the interference of a derogatory 
perspective adopted by the Japanese towards the other, namely, Koreans, as well 
as the negative view of a fallen tradition. As a result, tradition became to imply 
darkness, and the formulation of oppression and decline became fixed. 

The view on the Buddhist tradition during Joseon by Korean and Japanese 
scholars are not without differences. For instance, Yi Neunghwa looks at Joseon 
as an important period during which the identity of Korean Buddhism was 
formed and wrote a serialized feature for a magazine on the historical flow and 
characteristics of Korean Buddhism. Although he did not deny that Buddhism 
during Joseon had declined compared to the preceding period, he highly 
regarded the fact that Buddhism had survived and that the lineage of Buddhist 
dharma had been transferred through active practice even amid the merging of 
the Seon and Gyo orders (Yi 1924-1926). Kim Yeongsu also emphasized that 
despite the exclusion of Buddhism set forth by the state of Joseon, with the 
exception of King Taejong and Yeonsan’gun, most of the kings approved of the 
worshiping of Buddhism, both among the royal family as well as the people, 
and also that King Taejo and King Sejo were rulers that patronized Buddhism. 
His main publication, A Manuscript of the History of the Buddhism of Joseon also 
devotes a large part to describing the various aspects of Buddhism during late 
Joseon such as lineage of Buddhist dharma, the discoursing on learning, and the 
publication of Buddhist texts (Kim 1939).

In contrast, Takahashi Torō defines the Joseon period as a strange time 
during which religious authority was taken away by the state and the Buddhist 
community was instead humiliated and pressured, losing its sociality as a 
religion and only barely managing to survive as the faith of the marginalized. 
He saw the historical characteristics of Korean Buddhism as dependency and 
stagnation, denigrating it as merely a transplant of Chinese Buddhism in terms 
of doctrine (Takahashi 1921; 1936). He also divided the period of Joseon into 
three stages based on the rise and decline of Buddhist teachings. The first stage 
was until the 15th century, when Buddhism was suppressed but was officially 
recognized; the second stage was until the early 17th century, when the Buddhist 
teachings were maintained and renowned Buddhist monks appeared in spite 
of the legal abolishment of Buddhism; and the third stage was after the mid-
17th century, when the religion had completely fallen, the Buddhist monks 
were looked upon with contempt, and the Buddhist dharma had disappeared 
(Takahashi 1929, 1-25). This view is not of development or progress but of 
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dissertation examining the basic direction of the exclusion of Buddhism and 
Buddhist policies during early Joseon by using the Veritable Records of the Joseon 
Dynasty (Joseon wangjo sillok) and a book providing a comprehensive overview 
of the Buddhist policies of late Goryeo to early Joseon were published (Yi 1991; 
Han 1993). The issue of land owned by Buddhist temples in relation to the 
royal family during early Joseon was looked into, and an article on Buddhism 
policies by King Jeongjo during the late 18th century, which had not drawn 
interest before, was published (Song 1992; Kim 1999). Deeper research into the 
self-cultivation and thought of the scholarly Seon Buddhist monks of Joseon 
Cheongheo Hyujeong and Hamheo Gihwa was also conducted (Jongbeom 
1993; Jongjin 1993; Bak 1996). Other studies looked into the specific 
development of the faith that chanted the names of Buddha and formation of 
the religious society to recite Buddha’s name for ten thousand days (Jongbeom 
1995; Han 1995). Additionally, studies on the perception of Buddhist history 
such as the Buddhist dharma lineage and relationship between the Buddhist 
temple Songgwangsa and the line of Buhyu 浮休, the 19th-century Buddhist 
history text Essentials of the History of Buddhism (Sansa yakcho 山史略抄) and the 
acceptance and influence of The Origins of Shakyamuni Buddha (Seokssi wollyu 
釋氏源流) during late Joseon were conducted (Choe 1995; Kim 1995; Choe 
1998).

Beginning in the 2000s, the research on the Buddhism of Joseon leaped 
forward as the horizon of research broadened with the excavation of various 
themes and material as well as the acceptance of new perspectives. In particular, 
studies started to reexamine conventional views as the characteristics and 
historical reality of Buddhism during Joseon were reinterpreted and assessed. 
Many significant academic achievements have been made in various areas, 
including the changes of Buddhism policies seen in relation to the basic 
direction of state policy, the organization of the Buddhist Order and the 
succession of personnel, the recovery and maintenance of Buddhist temple 
economy, the proliferation of the discoursing of learning and doctrinal 
study, and the relevance of Buddhism with the society and the times. Such 
achievements, in turn, has allowed scholars to break free from the purely 
negative view of Buddhism in Joseon, which defined it as suppression and 
decline, and instead specifically clarify and approach the historical reality from 
a multifaceted perspective. The following are some of the recent achievements 
made in research divided by theme.

Cheongheo Hyujeong 淸虛休靜 and Buhyu Seonsu 浮休善修 as well as the 
characteristics of Seon and Gyo (I. Kim 1975; H. Kim 1975; J. Yi 1975).

The field of research expanded ever further after the 1980s. The 
achievements in the area of socioeconomic history were particularly notable. 
The labor of Buddhist monks was revealed to have been actively deployed for 
labor tax imposed by the state, and positivistic studies on the role and origin 
of Commissioner (chongseop 總攝), who had directed the Buddhist monks’ 
militia, were published (Bak 1981; Yun 1984; Yeo 1987). Studies also found 
that there were a variety of Buddhist temple fraternities (sachalgye 寺刹契) such 
as circles formed among Buddhist monks of similar ages (gapgye 甲契), which 
had economic functions including being the basis of Buddhist temple economy, 
and that the land of individual Buddhist monks were owned and inherited 
during late Joseon (Kim 1983). Academic attention was also directed towards 
the lineage of Buddhist dharma that had been established during Joseon, which 
was related to the perception of tradition and the issue of identity of Korean 
Buddhism. Because the transmission of Buddhist dharma of the Linji School, 
which had been passed down from Taego Bou 太古普愚 of late Goryeo to 
Cheongheo Hyujeong, had been the official Buddhist dharma lineage during 
late Joseon, the veracity of its genealogy, the background of its establishment, 
and the perception of Buddhist history emerged as important points of 
discussion (Yeongtae Kim 1985; Choe 1988; Daeryun bulgyo munhwawon 
1998).

Studies on Buddhist thought during Joseon also continued. As for early 
Joseon, journal articles on Hamheo Giwha 涵虛己和, Seoljam 雪岑 Kim Siseup 
金時, and Heoeung Bou 虛應普雨were published (Kim 1982, 1985, 1986). For 
late Joseon, interest focused not only on then tendencies of Seon such as ganhwa 
seon but also on the Seon dispute and the leaning towards Gyo in the dual study 
of both Seon and Gyo (Han 1992; Jeong 1994; Yi 1994). Buddhism in late 
Joseon in particular was assessed to have a dual structure in which the aspect of 
thought was influenced by the representative Seon Buddhist monk of Goryeo, 
Bojo Jinul 普照知訥, while the lineage of Buddhist dharma was mainly of the 
Linji School (Go 1985). Research on Confucian scholars’ view of Buddhism 
and perception of Buddhist history continued (Kim 1983; Jeong 1983; Choe 
1985).

In the 1990s, the topics of research broadened to include Buddhist 
policies, thought and religious beliefs, and Buddhist history texts. A doctoral 
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Buddhist history texts have garnered a lot of interest. The inauthentic Buddhist 
scripture of late Joseon, Sang beop myeol ui gyeong 像法滅義經, which was found 
to have been completed during abnormal climate conditions and reflects the 
theory of an ideal society that inherited the faith that Maitreya would descend 
upon the world to save all living beings. A study on the compilation of the 
biographies of Buddhist monks and Buddhist temple histories reviewed History 
of Daedunsa (Daedun saji 大芚寺志) and Biographies of Great Masters of the East 
(Dongsa yeoljeon 東師列傳) and elucidated the perception of Buddhist history. In 
addition, a doctoral dissertation that showed how the public basis for Buddhism 
was expanded through the publication of Buddhist texts during late Joseon 
including Sanskrit mantra (Darani 陀羅尼), Collection of Mantra (Jineonjip 
眞言集), and Collection of Rites and Rituals (Uisikjip 儀式集) also influenced later 
studies (Nam 2001; O 2002; Nam 2004).

Meanwhile, the incidental transmission of the Chinese Tripitaka Jiaxing 
(Jiaxing dazang jing 嘉興大藏經) during the late 17th century and the large-scale 
work of engraving by Baegam Seongchong 栢庵性聰 along with the circulation 
of Buddhist texts were studied. It was also discovered that the discoursing on 
learning including Hwaeom 華嚴 was actively practiced (Yi 2008b; Kim 2012). 
A notable doctoral dissertation looked at Buddhism policies and the trends of 
Buddhism circles during the 16th and 17th centuries by reviewing a wide span 
of material including official historical texts published by the state, legal codes, 
household registrations, annotated Buddhist texts and published Buddhist 
sutra, compiled writings of Buddhist monks, and the stele of venerable monks. 
This dissertation found that the Buddhist tradition established during the 16th 

century continued on to the 17th century and that high-ranking Buddhist 
monks were able to maintain a high status in a society led by families of scholar-
officials (Son 2013b).

Fourth, the studies on Buddhist policies and Buddhist temple economy 
have shown many achievements. The implementation of the monk-official 
administrative system (seungjeong 僧政) system and the reality of Buddhist 
temples and their management were particularly focused on. A study analyzed 
the changes of the suppression of Buddhism, the replacement of Jaboksa資福寺 
with famous temples, and the form and characteristics of the land and 
slaves owned by Buddhist temples (Ha 2000; Yu 2002; Yun 2007; Yi 2011; 
Kim 2011). Another study on the temple fraternities, which was formed to 
promote Buddhist faith as well as help the temples, looked at over 200 of these 

First, there are the studies on specific individuals and their thoughts. A 
book reviewing the life, activities, thought, and Buddhist dharma lineage of 
venerable monks in Buddhist history from late Goryeo to early Joseon was 
published (Hwang 2003, 2005). As for doctoral dissertations, a study looking 
at the Seon debates of the 19th century as a debate surrounding the status of the 
Linji Seon Buddhism, an article of the Buddhist dharma lineage of the Linji 
line and the tradition of doctrinal study of late Joseon, and a study overviewing 
the discipline of the three gates 三門 of Gyeongjeolmun 徑截門—the gate of 
the shortcut, Wondonmun 圓頓門, the gate of complete and spontaneous 
enlightenment, and Yeombulmun 念佛門, the gate of reciting the name of 
Buddha—have provoked interest (Bak 2005; Kim 2008; Yi 2010). In addition, 
studies analyzing Unbong Daeji’s 雲峰大智 On the Human Nature and Mind 
(Simseongnon 心性論) or reviewing the Buddhist perception and arguments of 
the innate nature and focusing on its intellectual significance, as well as a study 
looking at the relationship between Buddhism and Confucianism to examine 
the specific perception of Buddhism during Joseon and its pursuit to be relevant 
during the times have been published (Yi 2008a; Kim 2009a, 2009b).

Second, there are the studies on religious belief. The most important 
academic achievement is without doubt the research on the Buddhist shrines 
that enshrine the ancestral tablets of the royal family (wondang 願堂), which 
were emblematic of the royal families’ religious belief in Buddhism. Detailed 
findings include the fact that these Buddhist shrines built to guard the royal 
tombs, to pray for the fulfillment of one’s wishes, and to pray for the protection 
of the country could be in essence characterized by the wish to fulfill their filial 
duty by praying for good fortune. The basis and socioeconomic aspects of the 
250 Buddhist shrines of the royal family of Joseon were also revealed (Bak 2001; 
Tak 2012). An article tracing the historical changes of the Buddhist nunneries 
of the royal family including the Jeong’eopwon淨業院, Jasuwon慈壽院, and 
Insuwon仁壽院, as well as a comprehensive study on eminent monks of early 
Joseon, the temples for Buddhist nuns, and the Buddhist nuns related to the 
royal family were published (Yi 2003; Hwang 2011). There was also a study 
reviewing the influence of Confucianism on a Buddhist funeral manuals and 
its background as well as a study that looked at the coexistence of Buddhism 
and folk religion through mountain spirits and the belief in the Seven Stars 
(chilseong) (Kim 2016b, 2019).

Third, studies on the publication of Buddhist texts and the compilation of 
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Buddhist monks as one of the so-called occupational labor (jigyeok) that could 
always be deployed (O 2005; Jang 2006; Yun 2013). Another notable study 
found and analyzed official documents showing how in the mid-17th century, 
the state divided Buddhist monks into those who should be encouraged and 
those who should be looked out for and then managed them accordingly. 
There were also studies that viewed Buddhist monks’ militia activities as the 
conflict between loyalty and religious precepts and found how monks obtained 
official recognition of their status as monks as well as their activities in exchange 
for performing labor tax, but that this also left behind the negative legacy of 
economic burden as well as subordination to the state power (Yi 2013; Kim 
Yongtae 2015, 2016a).

Sixth, as articles on Buddhism in Joseon have been featured in English-
language journals, the unique characteristics of Korean Buddhism distinct from 
their Chinese and Japanese counterparts have been made known internationally. 
A variety of studies have been published. Studies have focused on the mind-
to-mind transmission from Buddha to Mahakasyapa at three sites (samcheo 
jeonsim 三處傳心) as one of the main features of Korean Seon Buddhism; have 
reviewed the Confucianization of Seon Buddhism through a literary approach; 
and have searched for the point at which Buddhism and folk religion meet in 
the Kitchen-God Cult (S. Kim 2013, 2019, 2020). There was also a study that 
looked at how Buddhist faith guided the path to the afterlife in a Confucian 
society and the form of Christian challenge in that context (Y. Yongtae 2020). 
Recently a special feature titled “Reformulating the Historiography of Late 
Chosŏn Buddhism” was published. In it were articles on the sponsoring of 
Buddhism by scholar-official families via offerings, on the political and cultural 
significance of the publication of Buddhist texts by Buddhist temples in the 
16th and 17th centuries, and on a synchronic and diachronic approach to the 
Buddhist dharma lineage and Buddhist monk education curricula, which were 
established in the 17th century (S. Kim 2020; Son 2020; Y. Kim 2020).

As such research achievements spanning a wide range of themes 
accumulated, a general overview on Buddhism during late Joseon has been 
published. A Study on the Buddhist History of Late Joseon: The Linji Buddhist 
Dharma Lineage and the Doctrinal Study Tradition (Joseon hugi bulgyosa yeongu: 
Imje beoptong gwa gyohak jeontong) emphasizes that the dual structure of Seon 
and the Buddhist dharma lineage of the Linji School on the one hand and 
of the doctrinal study tradition and Hwaeom on the other hand was in fact 

fraternities and analyzed and categorized them by form, including the club 
to recite Buddha’s name (yeombulgye 念佛契), the club made among those of 
similar age (gapgye 甲契), and a club to help out the temple (bullyanggye 佛糧契) 
(Han 2006). 

Several recent studies are worth noting. Research on the monk-official 
administrative system, the position of doseung 度僧, which officially recognized 
the qualifications as a Buddhist monk, and the state examination for Buddhist 
monks to become a high-ranking monk-official during early Joseon has been 
conducted. Interestingly, the studies found that the so-called eradication of 
temples (hyeokgeo) conducted on all temples in early Joseon, with the exception 
of 242 temples and 36 designated temples, was not part of the abolition of the 
temples but an exclusion from the monk-official administrative system that 
was protected and managed by the state. In other words, the merging of the 
monk-official administrative system was a downsizing and reorganization of 
a state system that supported, managed, and controlled Buddhist monks and 
temples, not a measure to get rid of all the remaining temples (Son 2019a, 
2019b). Studies clarifying the official certification system of Buddhist monks 
(docheopje 度牒制) of early Joseon categorized Buddhist monks into those who 
had received the official certification by the state, who were exempt from labor 
tax, and the lower-ranking Buddhist monks who were required to serve the 
labor tax. The research saw that limiting the distribution of official certification 
of Buddhist Monks, which had been an institutionalized path of becoming a 
Buddhist monk, was the goal of the state’s policy. Another study also found by 
looking at the Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty of the 15th century and legal 
codes that the state examinations for Buddhist monks consisted of two levels, 
regardless of whether one belonged to Seon or Gyo, and those who passed 
obtained a rank and a position and led the Buddhist order. (Yang 2013, 2017, 
2019a, 2019b).

Fifth, the particularities of Buddhism during the Joseon dynasty, 
particularly on the labor tax levied on Buddhist monks has become one of the 
main subjects of research. The labor of Buddhist monks was deployed during 
late Joseon to fill in the deficiencies in state finances caused by natural disasters 
and war and was carried out in relation to state policies. Studies found that 
as labor tax by Buddhist monks was included in the state labor mobilization 
system, Buddhist monk households were included in the household registration 
of their original hometowns starting from the late 17th century, thus managing 
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Confucianism, changes in the influence and status of Buddhism were inevitable. 
The transition from Buddhism to Confucianism, that is, a paradigm shift from 
Buddhism to Confucianism took place in terms of politics and thought from 
top down during the period from late Goryeo to early Joseon. This has led to 
the general perception that Buddhism rapidly declined during Joseon and was 
relegated to the margins. 

However, can we truly say that the entire society changed all at once 
to a Neo-Confucianist system and that Confucianism became predominant 
simultaneously with the founding of Joseon? Although King Taejong and 
King Sejong enforced strict policies suppressing Buddhism during the early 
15th century including reducing the number of Buddhist religious orders and 
officially expropriating a large portion of the land owned by temples to the 
state, this was to decrease the size of the monastic office system and confiscate 
excessive temple economic power, not part of an abolition of Buddhism that 
forced Buddhist monks to return to the secular world or eradicated Buddhist 
temples. Even in the late 15th century, 100 years since the founding of Joseon, 
the Buddhist legacy of Goryeo still had a strong foundation. After the 17th 

century, in late Joseon, it is true that a Confucian society had been formed 
somewhat, but practices of Buddhist faith were still ongoing in the royal family 
and among the people. The formula that the 500 years of Joseon equaled a 
Confucianist society, therefore, is too simplistic. Although the establishment 
of the Joseon dynasty was a symbolic and proclamatory event of a transition 
from Buddhism to Confucianism, we should remember that the two axes of 
continuation and change coexisted in the arena encompassing both the space 
and time of 14th-century Goryeo and 15th-century Joseon (Kim 2018).

Investigation of the terminology of the elevation of Confucianism and 
the suppression of Buddhism, which has always followed any discussion of a 
paradigm shift from Goryeo to Joseon and the characteristics of Buddhism of 
Joseon, show that this term or similar formations do not appear in the Veritable 
Records of the Joseon Dynasty or other documents of the Joseon period. This term, 
which almost seems like a political ideological propaganda slogan that contrasts 
Confucianism and Buddhism, is in fact a coinage made by the perception 
of future generations, who projected their own times onto that period. As of 
the present, the first time this phrase appeared seems to be in the October 16 
editorial of the DaeHan mail sinbo newspaper in 1906. The sentence goes as 
follows: “In Korea, during the 500 years of Joseon, they ‘elevated Confucianism 

the identity of Buddhism of late Joseon. Following this, the book A Study 
on the History of the Trends of Buddhism during Late Joseon (Joseon huji bulgyo 
donghyangsa yeongu) and A Historiography of Buddhism during Late Joseon (Joseon 
hugi bulgyo sahaksa) are the outcomes of analyzing Buddhism policies, labor 
tax imposed on Buddhist monks, temple history texts and temple history 
texts, Buddhist history texts, and biographies of venerable monks. Meanwhile, 
A Study of the History of Buddhism during Joseon (Joseon sidae bulgyosa yeongu) 
overviews the trend of policies of early Joseon from the previous framework 
of the transition from Buddhism to Confucianism as well as the exclusion of 
Buddhism and covers various aspects such as the worshiping of Buddhism 
by the kings, Buddhism of the royal family, Buddhist temple economy, and 
other sides of Buddhist faith. Finally, The History of Buddhist Thought during 
Joseon (Joseon bulgyo sasangsa) deals with the inheritance and passing on of 
Buddhist thought, the merging of Seon and Gyo, the pedigree of thoughts and 
practices that have illuminated Buddhism of Joseon, and religious landscape 
and its relevance with the times, thereby comprehensively reviewing the role of 
Buddhism as well as its status (Kim 2010a, 2021; O 2015, 2018; Yi 2015).

Rethinking the Term Elevating Confucianism and Suppressing 
Buddhism and a New Understanding of the Korean Buddhist 
Tradition

To make a clean sweep of the conventional understanding that the history of 
Buddhism of Joseon was dotted with suppression and decline and instead gain a 
new understanding of the tradition of Buddhism requires new perspectives and 
approaches. Such efforts should be made to restore and interpret the historical 
truth from many different angles. Based on the previous summary of research 
that has been conducted during the colonial period and after liberation up until 
the present, this chapter will rethink the term of elevating Confucianism and 
suppressing Buddhism and critically review some of the inaccurate perceptions 
of Buddhist tradition.

The term, elevation of Confucianism and suppression of Buddhism has 
been used as the representative term characterizing the 500 years of Joseon. 
When Neo-Confucianism was accepted from the Yuan dynasty in the 14th 

century and Joseon was founded in 1392 based on its ruling ideology of 
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inferior and vulgar monks who were lacking in learning, discipline, and practice 
and went around begging for food. From a legal standpoint, Buddhist monks 
were not equal to the low-born. In addition, although the state was hostile to 
Buddhism and at times levied excessively heavy labor tax on the temples, this 
was not because of their low social status, nor did it cause the status of monks to 
fall to the low-born (Yi 1920).

In response, Takahashi Tōru (1929, 548-49) wrote that based on the words 
of old Buddhist monks and elderly Gentry (yangban 兩班), the social status of 
Buddhist monks during Joseon were no different from the low-born and that 
during late Joseon, they were part of the eight occupations of the low-born and 
were thus banned from even entering the city walls. Of course, it is undeniable 
that the status of Buddhist monks fell compared to that in Goryeo. In addition, 
during the socioeconomic confusion of the 19th century, the perception of 
Buddhist monks seems to have fallen even more. However, no evidence has 
been found in any official historical record such as the Veritable Records of the 
Joseon Dynasty or legal texts in which Buddhist monks are designated as one 
of the eight occupations of the low-born (Son 2013b). Rather, this derogatory 
equation based on the theory that Buddhism declined and late Joseon was 
nothing but negative shows a typical perspective of an Orientalist gaze towards 
the other. 

Such differences in perspective are replicated in the assessment of the Seon 
debates during the 19th century. Yi Neunghwa (1918, 2:876-97) saw them as 
the Buddhist counterpart of the Confucian arguments of the principle and 
material force of human nature. In contrast, Takahashi Tōru, who assumed a 
negative stance towards the thoughts and tradition of Korea in general, saw that 
the Seon debates were inconsistent, confusing, and not thorough. He also wrote 
that the differential categorization of Seon Buddhism was an error stemming 
from the traditionalism of the Linji School of Korean Buddhism (Takahashi 
1929, 816-17).

If all preconceptions and prejudices were to be put aside, we may be able 
to see the history of Buddhism of Joseon differently from previous assessments. 
The Buddhist community poured much effort into becoming self-sufficient and 
making practical improvements in late Joseon and was in general more active 
than early Joseon. Most of the existing traditional Buddhist temples, statues, and 
paintings were rebuilt and repaired after the 17th century. A number of Buddhist 
texts were published as well. The monk education curricula and self-cultivation 

and suppressed Buddhism,’ causing Buddhism to greatly decline, while in 
Japan, they worshiped Buddhism, thus placing Buddhist statues in each house 
and reciting Buddhist mantra, and Buddhism became the state religion.” The 
sentence compares the elevation of Buddhism of Japan with the elevation of 
Confucianism and suppression of Buddhism of Joseon. 

In the 1911 article written by the Japanese scholar Furutani Kiyoshi in 1911, 
he also uses the similar term the exclusion of Buddhism and the elevation of 
Confucianism. Furutani states that because of this policy, the period of Joseon 
became a story of the decline of Buddhism. He saw that the corruption of 
Buddhist monks and the social harm they caused, along with the political 
confusion, brought about the collision between Confucianism and Buddhism, 
and the latter eventually followed a path of decline as a result of the relentless 
pressure by Confucian scholars (Furutani 1911). Afterwards, with Takahashi 
Tōru’s Buddhism of the Yi Dynasty (1929), the transition between Confucianism 
and Buddhism, the elevation of the former and the suppression of the latter, and 
the latter’s decline and stagnation has become the typical image of Buddhism 
during Joseon. The phrase is still the most used term when mentioning 
Buddhism of Joseon. Putting the issue of whether it is even valid aside, we 
should remember that it was a coinage reflecting the perception of Buddhist 
history during the modern period. Regarding the 500 years of Joseon to have 
consistently elevated Confucianism and suppressed Buddhism is an ahistorical 
position, and it should be remembered that different situations and conditions 
were taking place during different periods.

The argument that Buddhism declined as a result and practically collapsed 
towards the end and that the status of Buddhist monks fell to the level of the 
low-born, who were at the bottom of the hereditary social status system, was 
proposed during colonial rule under Japan. Such perceptions were uncritically 
accepted until recent attempts of refutation. The latter argument, that the status 
of monks fell to the low-born, has been controversial ever since it was made, 
and differences exist in the view of Korean and Japanese scholars. Yi Neunghwa 
argued that although many say that the Buddhist monks of Joseon were the 
same as the seven categories of the low-born, this is an argument lacking 
evidence made by those ignorant of history. He emphasized that nowhere in 
legal texts of late Joseon such as the Comprehensive Compendium of the National 
Code (Daejeon hoetong 大典會通) were there any examples of defining Buddhist 
monks as the low-born. The argument had stemmed from the image of a few 
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Buddhist order. In other words, the Buddhism of late Joseon, which formed 
the direct prototype of the tradition of Korean Buddhism, consisted of the 
coexistence of the two flows of Seon and Gyo. Of course, Seon Buddhism 
proclaimed the inheritance of the Buddhist dharma lineage of the Linji School 
and recognized ganhwa seon 看話禪 as the highest practice. However, during 
the early 17th century, the monk education curricula, which was essentially 
based on the dual study of Seon and Gyo together along with ganhwa seon, was 
completed, and the discipline of the Three Gates, which was the addition of 
the recitation of Buddha’s name to Seon and Gyo, was established. This in turn 
served as the basis for the reinvigoration of doctrinal research during the 18th 

century including Hwaeom studies through the discoursing on learning, which 
is also an important feature of Buddhism during late Joseon (Kim 2021).

Against this backdrop of active discussion of learning and the 
advancements of the research on doctrinal study, a theoretical debate on the 
categorization of Seon took place in the 19th century. The stance of Baekpa 
Geungseon 白坡亘璇, who divided Seon into three lines of Patriarchal Seon 
祖師禪, Tathagata Seon 如來禪, and Semantic Seon 義理禪, was that Seon 
was superior and the Linji School was legitimate. In contrast, Choui Uisun 
草衣意恂, who criticized him, supported the traditional view that Beyond-all-
Conventions Seon 格外禪 was Patriarchal Seon and that Semantic Seon was 
Tathagata Zen, which was premised upon the fundamental accordance of Seon 
and Gyo. This had been derived from the dual structure of practice after the 17th 
century of learning both Seon and Gyo together while prioritizing ganhwa seon 
(Kim 2010a).

Interestingly, Yi Neunghwa, who wrote A Comprehensive History of 
Buddhism of Joseon (1918) saw that the majority of the 80 or so venerable monks 
that led the Buddhist community in the 1910s were doctrinal-study monks, 
with only 3 or 4 being Seon Buddhist monks such as Gyeongheo Seong’u 
鏡虛惺牛. He wrote that out of 7,000 Buddhist monks, 80 to 90% were monks 
of Gyo. Moreover, he acknowledged that although Korean Buddhism appeared 
to be Seon Buddhism on the surface, it had continued the tradition of doctrinal 
study due to the tendency to study both Seon and Gyo together (Yi 1918, 
2:962). This leads to the question of whether the true form of Buddhism of late 
Joseon really was a tradition centered on Seon Buddhism. Based on the research 
achievements until now, it appears that doctrinal study at least had a status and 
importance equivalent to Seon Buddhism. Although the Buddhist dharma 

practices as well as the Buddhist dharma lineage were established, while 
Buddhist tradition was wholly passed down in various aspects including Seon 
and Gyo, recitation of Buddha’s names, and rituals and religious beliefs. It is 
thus necessary to reexamine the way expressions such as “decline” or “extinction” 
are almost exclusively applied to late Joseon. 

Furthermore, a more macroscopic perspective that approaches Buddhism 
during Joseon from a more universal historical standpoint without being bound 
by the particularities of Joseon is needed. For instance, what problems can 
defining Buddhism during Joseon as lacking any thought or showing a decline 
in doctrinal study have? It may seem unproblematic that Buddhism lost its 
status as a mainstream ideology and showed no advancements in theoretically 
or in doctrinal studies considering that it was a Confucian era. However, such 
criticism only points the arrow at the Joseon dynasty. In East Asia as a whole, 
Chan Buddhism became mainstream after the Sui and Tang dynasties, when 
doctrinal study was at its peak, and there were barely any groundbreaking 
developments in doctrinal study after that. In addition, the tendency of 
annotative study of doctrine appeared in Goryeo as well. It is thus unfair to only 
blame Buddhism during Joseon for the decline in doctrinal study. From the 
historical view that the Cheng-Zhu school and the Wang Yangming School led 
the intellectual realm since the Song dynasty, the fact that Buddhism failed to 
keep up with the mainstream trends of the times was not simply a unique event 
occurring only in Joseon. Above all, regarding only the theoretical development 
of doctrinal study as the development of Buddhism is a schematic interpretation 
stemming from an Orientalist view as well as the modern philological research 
tendency, which focused only on the text itself rather than the historical context 
of the times. Research on early modern Buddhism of East Asia including Joseon 
must envision a new picture from a more diverse perspective.

Meanwhile, the Buddhist tradition during Joseon has been mainly 
perceived as being led by Seon Buddhism. The stagnation of doctrinal study 
and the deterioration of Buddhism has been taken as a matter of fact in 
understanding Joseon. Seon Buddhism was introduced during the latter years 
of Unified Silla, while during the Goryeo period, Seon and Gyo coexisted, with 
Gyo being dominant during the earlier period and Seon becoming mainstream 
during late Goryeo. But in the case of Joseon, Seon and Gyo formed a dual-
order system during early Joseon, and in late Joseon, the traditions of both 
Seon and Gyo were passed down together as there was no officially recognized 
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Jogye Order (Y. Kim 2013).
In sum, throughout the turbulence of modern and contemporary history, 

a distinct identity of Korean Buddhism was sought in the Seon Buddhist 
tradition, and the tendency to emphasize the legitimacy of Seon Buddhism 
grew stronger. Seon Buddhism was not only prioritized but regarded as superior, 
which is evident in the way Buddhist history is perceived. However, various 
documents on Buddhism of Joseon show that the long tradition of doctrinal 
study has continued as well, and its importance or status were by no means 
lesser than Seon Buddhism. Only when we expand the boundary of Seon and 
Gyo and shift our glance to religious faith, rites and rituals, and the tangible as 
well as intangible cultural assets of Buddhism can we understand the complexity 
of the tradition of Joseon. 

Conclusion

The research on Buddhism of Joseon, which began with the introduction of 
the modern philological and historical methodology along with the collection 
of material, has produced many achievements over the past 100 years. While 
pioneering research on a variety of themes have been attempted during the 
colonial period, to the extent that books provided general overviews on 
Buddhism of the Joseon period were published, the denial of tradition and 
the otherness projected onto the Buddhism of Joseon has equated it with 
suppression and decline, a formula which has become fixed as commonsense. 
In the late 20th century, the expansion of the base of research as well as the 
formation of an autonomous perspective of Korean history and tradition has 
led to the excavation of research areas, themes, and the spread of academic 
achievements. The traditional view as a negative other, however, has not yet 
been completely eliminated, and within the perception of the history of Korean 
Buddhism, nationalistic tendencies as well as biases towards certain orders 
have not been overcome. Fortunately, studies attempting to newly investigate 
the historical reality of Buddhism during Joseon from the very beginning and 
reinterpret its characteristics have been emerging for the past 10 years or so, and 
we can anticipate more achievements in the future. 

There are still many issues to resolve in order to be able to imagine an 
overall view of Buddhism during Joseon. Many areas remain unchartered 

lineage of Seon Buddhism and the practice of ganhwa seon was promoted, 
many commentaries and texts were published through research of doctrinal 
studies and systematic education at Buddhist seminaries, and various traditions 
including the recitation of Buddha’s name, religious belief, and rituals have been 
passed on without being discontinued. 

Why then has the Buddhist tradition of Joseon been understood as mainly 
Seon Buddhism? Under Japanese colonial rule, the Government-General of 
Joseon began the 30 Head-Branch temple system and called the Buddhist order 
“Joseon bulgyo Seon Gyo yangjong” 朝鮮佛敎 禪敎兩宗, or the Two Orders of 
Seon and Gyo Buddhism of Joseon. The title “The Two Orders of Seon and 
Gyo” was an official name of the religious order since King Sejong, and the 
Government-General of Joseon claimed that it had gotten the title from the 
National Code (Gyeongguk daejeon 經國大典). In resistance against the 1911 
Temple Ordinance, which gave the Government-General the right to appoint 
personnel at both the head and branch temples as well as dispose of the assets 
of the temples, a movement to revive Seon Buddhism arose in order to restore 
the independent tradition of Korean Buddhism. This resulted in the founding 
of the Buddhist institution of the Seon Training Institute (Seonhakwon 禪學院) 
in 1921 and the encouragement of Seon practice. In the 1930s, controversies 
arose surrounding the names of the orders as well as their patriarchs in relation 
to the issue of the legitimacy of Korean Seon Buddhism. In 1941, when the 
headquarters system was established, the official order became the Jogye Order 
曹溪宗, and the name of the general headquarters temple became Taegosa, 
which derived from Taego Bou 太古普愚, the patriarch of the Buddhist dharma 
lineage.

In the 1950s after liberation, there was a purification movement to eliminate 
all remnants of pro-Japanese elements. Married Buddhist monks, who had led 
Buddhist circles until then, were pushed aside, and the non-married, practicing 
monks became in charge of running the Buddhist order, thus emphasizing 
the legitimacy and distinctness of the Seon Buddhism. As a result, the Unified 
Buddhist Order of the Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism was born in 1962, 
putting forth the founder of Korean Seon Buddhism as Doui 道義, Bojo Jinul 
普照 知訥, who represented the Jogye Order during Goryeo, and Taego Bou of 
the Linji Taego Buddhist dharma lineage made in the 17th century, as patriarchs. 
The prioritization of Seon Buddhism was also clarified in the agenda of the 
constitution of the Jogye Order as well as in the fundamental Buddhist texts of 
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Abstract

Research on Buddhism in the Joseon dynasty has seen many achievements 
during the past 100 years. Under Japanese colonial rule, the introduction of the 
modern academic research methodology and the collection of historical material 
allowed the pioneering research on various topics and formed the main theories. 
However, a negative image was layered onto tradition, reflecting the reality of 
being colonized, and the formula of suppression and decline was set in place. In 
the late 20th century, as the base of research broadened and a more autonomous 
perspective towards the tradition of Korean history was emphasized, the areas 
and topics of research diversified, leading to the accumulation of research 
achievements. From 2000 on, research that looks at Buddhism in the Joseon 
dynasty from a new perspective and attempts to clarify the historical reality in 
detail have been attempted. While the Joseon dynasty has been known as a 
period of elevating Confucianism and suppressing Buddhism (sungyu eokbul), 
this is a neologism created during the modern period, and its contents and 
characteristics should be understood depending on the time period. It is also 
necessary to reexamine the Buddhist traditions that have become academically 
formulized such as the theory that Buddhist monks were equal to the low-born, 
the theory of the doctrinal study, and the Seon-oriented perception. 

Keywords: Buddhism in the Joseon dynasty, negative image, suppression 
and decline, elevation of Confucianism and suppression of Buddhism, theory 
that Buddhist monks had the status of the low-born, theory of the decline of 
doctrinal study, Seon-oriented perception 
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