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Abstract

Studies of the History of Medieval Buddhism and
Discourses on Religious Reform in Japan and Korea

Cho, Myung-Jex

The common denominator of the theory of New Buddhism in the
Kamakura era of Japan and the theory of religious association of
Korea is that both are discourses of religious reform and have long
been the dominant theories of the history of medieval Buddhism. In
the Meiji Era, Christian missionaries and Buddhists compared the New
Buddhism with the Reformation of the Western religion. Then in his
study of comparative history, Hara Katsuro understood Kamakura
Buddhism as a religious reform and proposed it as an important
barometer in understanding the medieval history of Japan. Since then
the theory of Kamakura New Buddhism has been widely accepted and
continued in the study of the history of Japanese Buddhism in the
early period of the Showa FEra. Further, in the postwar historical
studies, the theory of Kamakura New Buddhism has become the
dominant view as scholars like Ienaga and Inoue combined it with the
view of history centered on samurai(&-LAv0H ) and the theory of
lord system(#fE 1

However, there was a great turning point in understanding the
history of medieval Buddhism when Kuroda Tosio proposed in the
1960s and 1970s raised the theory of the system of prestige and the
theory of the manorial system, and proposed the theory of kenmithu
system(## S ER) in 1975, With his concepts of orthodoxy,
reformism, and heterodoxy, Kuroda argued that Old Buddhism (=

orthodoxy) is the mainstream and New Buddhism is a heretical or
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reformist movement (= heterodoxy).

Since then, the historical study of Japanese medieval Buddhism has
developed in various ways, succeeding or criticizing Kuroda's theory.
However, there are some limitations in the theory of kenmithu system
because it is a theory based on binary opposition and development
from the inside, as well as it lacks the East Asian views.

The historical study of Buddhism in the Koryo Dynasty in Korea
began in earnest in the 1970s, when the theory of religious
association was raised, which was influenced by the atmosphere at
that time that emphasized social reform. This theory is clear in its
dichotomous view of the scheme of conservative versus progressive,
aristocratic Buddhism versus popular Buddhism. However, the theory
itself has logical contradictions and limitations.

First, the theory views the religious association in terms of social
reform or maintains that the religious association is a Buddhist reform
movement. But such a claim is not founded on concrete evidence, and
the specific details of reform are not clear. Second, it does not clearly
explain the difference of Suseonsa(f&iiiil) and Baekryeonsa(fi;iiitl)
from other religious associations. Third, its explanation of the social
basis of the group that led the associations, the ideological basis of
the associations, the status, and the influence of the religious
associations is rather simplistic; in some cases it stretches the
meaning of incidents that have limited significance. Fourth, religious
associations did not bring on a fundamental change in the Buddhism of
the late Koryo period, and there was a considerable influence of
Hwaum thoughts(FE/8 ). Fifth, the theory is vague about the
relationship with political power and the deterioration of the religious
associations. The theory of Kamakura New Buddhism and the theory
of religious association are both inordinate projections of the modern
perspective, as well as they have limitations in that they unduly apply
the current viewpoint of researchers. In addition, these discourses are

confined within the framework of the history of a nation and have not
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attempted an approach from the perspective of the history of
Buddhism in East Asia.

Key Words Kamakura New Buddhism, the theory of kenmithu system
(R RetEs), Buddhist reform movement, discourses of
religious reform, the history of Buddhism in East Asia
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