Shamanism in Korea: A Paradigm Shift from Religion to National Heritage
Paper presented at the 

8th Asia Pacific Conference on Korean Studies

Jahawaralal University, New Delhi

15 –17 December, 2006

 By
Mortuza Khaled

Shamanism is one of the primitive religions of the world which originated in Old Stone Age. The followers of this religion are still found in Mongolia, Manchuria, Siberia, India, North America, Japan and Korea. Several forms of Shamanism have been still observed in widely distributed illiterate societies in Central Asia, North America and Oceania. According to Laurel Kendall, “In anthropological literature Shamanism indicates a cross-culturally comparable religious phenomenon, not a regional or historical religion.”
 Shamanism almost certainly emerged indigenously in all those parts of the world without the benefit of texts. Oral traditions may or may not have been widely disseminated. It is generally agreed that there had been evolution of Shamanism before the development of class society in the Neolithic Period and the Bronze Age in its present form. It was practiced among peoples living in the hunting-and-gathering stage,  which continued to exist and experienced slight changes and modification among peoples who had reached the animal-raising age.

The word Shamanism most probably derived from Sanskrit is perhaps due to the relation between the words "shamanism" and "shramanism", from the sanskrit "shramana", Pali and Prakrit "samana". In Sanskrit, the word "shamana" means the act of calming, tranquilizing, soothing or destroying – this and through Buddhism, could have led to the formation of the modern word Shamanism.
 From the evidence provided by the ancient cultural relics of Korea, it is estimated that Shamanism exists in the Korean peninsula from first millennium B.C. Gradually this religion had becomes a part of Korean life and the people of Korea celebrate Shamanic rites in everyday life of Korea. In this paper Shamanism and its deep rooted impacts on Korean life have been discussed. 

Theology of Shamanism

  Shamanism is based on the premise that the visible world is pervaded by invisible forces or spirits that affect the lives of the living. In Shamanism it is believed that all objects in the world have an inner or psychological being that is Soul.
 The soul can abandon the body even while a person is alive and can stray into other cosmic realms where it falls prey to demons. Initially the shaman (the Priest) diagnoses the problem and then goes in search of the wandering soul and makes it return to the body. In order to connect with the power of the supernatural, the Shaman is taken over by a spirit by liberating their mind from natural limitation. According to this religion a person can communicate with Gods through Shaman and avoid his or her wrath.
   In Shamanism thousands of Gods are worshiped, but Shamanism regarded three Gods with special reverence and importances. These are the Mountain god Sanshin, Hermit God of Toksong and Ch’ilsong who is the od of the seven stars. 

Shamanism as a Profession

  Shamanism is a religion based on priesthood. Shaman conducts this religion through various rituals. In Korea, with male shamans, female shamans were equally prominent. Gradually Shamanism continued as a strong tradition in Korean society because of its appeal to women's needs. Shamanism also incorporates Korean old traditions.
 It also turns into woman-centered practice in which women hold positions of authority. Furthermore, it also incorporates Taoist symbols and the older animist symbols which are perhaps the most deep-rooted in Korean culture. 

   A shaman may be initiated via a serious illness, by being struck by lightning, or by a near-death experience and there usually is a set of cultural imagery expected to be experienced during shamanic initiation regardless of method. Such imagery often includes being transported to the spirit world and interacting with beings inhabiting it. After it meets a spiritual guide, it is devoured by some being and emerges, transformed, and being "dismantled" and "reassembled" again often with implanted amulets such as magical crystals. The imagery of initiation generally speaks of transformation and granting powers, and often entails themes of death and rebirth. Usually, Shamanic powers are considered to be inherited, whereas in other cases shamans are considered to have been "called" in their dreams. In Korea shamans choose their career: First Nations would seek communion with spirits through a "vision quest". Some shaman seeking the power to defend their family against enemies who apprentice themselves to accomplished shamans.
 There are four generalized types of shamans who are found in Korea, which are as follows:
1. Mudang (female term; the male term is Paksu)
2. Tan'gol;
3. Simbang;
4. Myõngdu.

The Mudang (Paksu) and Myõngdu types of Shamanism are charismatic. They believe in the existence of gods and divine the future and perform ceremonies with the spiritual power of the gods by whom they are possessed.
 The Tan'gol type is hereditary. This is created when one receives the authority (sajegwõn) to officiate at rituals.
 These hereditary roles and ceremonies do not necessarily involve any manifestations of gods, and do not necessarily involve any paraphernalia imbued with the power of gods. 
Practice and Method

In the practice of his art the Shaman is regarded as a medicine man, an educator, i.e., the keeper of myth and tradition, of the arts of writing and divination. As oracles possessing secret knowledge with power at times of assuming other shapes and of employing the souls of the dead, they are credited with ability to detect and punish crimes. The shaman plays the role of therapist in shamanic society.
 Even ancient practice of healing is referenced by the use of the symbol of medicine. Often the shaman has, or acquires, one or more familiar helping entities in the spirit world. These are often spirits in animal form and spirits of healing plants.
 In such a situation, the causes of disease are considered to lie in the spiritual realm being affected by malicious spirits. Commonly, a shaman will "enter the body" of the patient to confront the spirit making the patient sick, and heal the patient by banishing the infectious spirit. Many shamans have expert knowledge of the plant life in their area, and an herbal regimen is often prescribed as treatment. In many places shamans claim to learn directly from the plants. Also they are capable of harnessing their effects and healing properties only after obtaining permission from patron spirit. Before a spirit can be summoned the spirit must teach the shaman its song. The use of totem items such as rocks is common. These items are believed to have special powers and an animating spirit. Such practices are believed very ancient.

   Usually people believe that all shamans have the power to both cure and kill. In other words, shamans are in some societies also thought of as being capable of doing harm. The shaman usually enjoys great power and prestige in the community, and is renowned for their powers and knowledge. They may, however, also be suspected of harming others and thus feared by engaging in this work. The shaman exposes himself to significant personal risk, as they are always surrounded by spirit world as well as by enemy Shamans. Certain of the plant materials used can be fatal, and the failure to return from an out-of-body journey can even lead to physical death. Spells are commonly used to protect against these dangers, and the use of more dangerous plants is usually very highly ritualized.

Shamanic Rites
Korean Shamanism is distinguished by its mission to solve human problems through a meeting of humanity and the spirits. Here the role of Shaman appears to be the role of the middle-man mediated by the shaman.
 This characteristic is clearly seen in the various types of Shamanistic rites which are called Kut.  In Kut shaman offers a sacrifice to the spirits and, through singing and dancing, begs them to intercede in the fortunes of the world. During this ceremony, the shaman wears a colorful ritual costume and speaks in a trance as a spiritual oracle. He sings and dances to the accompaniment of music. 
  There are various types of Kut which are still widely observed in Korea. There are three elements of a Kut. Firstly, there are the spirits as the object of folk beliefs. Secondly, there are the believers who pray to those spirits. Finally, there is the Shaman who mediates between the two. The actual form of Kut varies between regions. The plot of the shamanistic rite depends largely on the objective of the ceremony. Actually the individual character and ability of the Shaman adds differences in style of rite.
Naerim-Kut 

This Kut is an initiation rite.
 As part of the rite, someone becomes a Shaman by being possessed by a spirit. The candidate suffers from an unknown illness which is called sinbyeong. This is also known as spirit sickness and characterized by a loss of appetite, insomnia, visual and auditory hallucinations. The Naerim-Kut cures this illness and inducts a new shaman at the same time.
Dodang-Kut 

This communal rite is common in central provinces in South Korea. Its aim is to wish for the well-being and prosperity of a particular village. This rite is normally held annually or once in every few years. It is always held either around the New Year or in spring or autumn. The Dodang-Kut is also distinguished by giving prominent roles to female sorceresses.

Ssitgim-Kut 
This rite is used to cleanse the spirit of a deceased person. Since ancient times there is a Korean belief that when somebody dies, their body cannot enter the world of the dead owing to the impurity of their spirit. The Ssitgim-Kut washes away this unholiness. It is observed mainly in the provinces in the south west of South Korea. The traditional rites are not linked to the Gregorian calendar. They are linked either to a particular event, such as a death, or the lunar calendar.

Byeolsin kut
 This Kut asks the Gods for peace and an abundant harvest and for the recovery of sick family members. The Nara Kut asks the gods that the demands of the king be met. There is also the 'village Kut' that brings together local townspeople to perform ancestral ritual ceremonies. These festivals are also held to bring different regions together. In Korea many regions hold festivals in honor of this tradition, including Gyeongsangbuk-do Province's Hahoe Byeolsinkut Tallori  in which gods of the village are requested for peace and a plentiful  harvest. 
 
Shamanism and Korean Society

  The tribal kingdom of Saro emerged as a clan confederation headed by shaman kings. The titles of these kings were transformed through a long series of changes. At the beginning their title was kosogan, then ch'ach'aung, and finally isagum, with ch'ach'aung meaning "shaman." These shaman tribal kings served to reduce conflict between rival clans in support of tribal state formation.

 This kind of tribal alliances eventually led to the formation of the three kingdoms of ancient Korea: Koguryo, Paechke and Silla.
 In the Koguryo Dynasty, the king performed rites at the shrine of his father. It had begun as an ancestor cult which fortified political leadership. During this time the ruler arranged lavish state-sponsored Shaman rituals and "Shamanistic" warrior cults.
 Archaeological evidence suggests that ancient kings and even queens maintained shamanic rituals.

  These kingdoms were deeply influenced by foreign culture and ideology from the 3rd century A.D. From this period gradually foreign religions penetrated into and spread in Korea. Among them Confucianism, Taoism, Neo-Confucianism and Christianity are most important. Educated middle and upper middle class people accepted these religions and lower classes of society continue to adhere to Shamanism.

  In Korea Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism and other religions give more emphasis on moral ethics than on rituals of foreign origin. As a result, from ancient times the Koreans who are followers of other religions celebrate Shamanic rites as social customs.
 Even this is practiced in the present day Korean society with glamorous festivals. The Koreans celebrate their auspicious events such as births, deaths, marriages etc through Shamanic assistance.
 As for example, on the occasion of opening of any large building in Korea the ceremony is held according to Shamanic usages. Later on the introduction of more sophisticated religions like Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism did not result in the abandonment of Shamanistic beliefs and practices.
 They assimilated elements of Shamanistic faith and coexisted peacefully. Shamanism has remained an underlying religion of the Korean people as well as a vital aspect of their culture.
 The Koreans accepted foreign religions and accommodated them with Shamanism.

Conclusion

  Korean Shamanism is a complex, deeply-rooted tradition intricately and uniquely adapted to its culture and society. It coexists with established religions many cultures.  Since last century sociologists and anthropologists have been interested in Shamanism and have begun to study it not as a religion but as a reservoir of Korean culture. Shamanic songs, dances, sports and religious laws remain unchanged for thousands of years. Though it has been weakened by the foreign-born religions Shamanism infiltrated into and dominated over the thought and everyday life of lower class people, ultimately exercising such a decisive influence as to form a unique pattern and structure of consciousness in Korean people.
 

    Korean Shamanism is quite different from the Shamanism of the other parts of Asia. In Korea it’s a symbol of indigenous culture and the Koreans would like to preserve it as a valuable part of folk tradition. Shamanism in other parts of Asia is just a religion, a religion of fear and superstition, but in modern Korea, it’s a colorful and artistic ingredient of indigenous culture. 

***********************
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